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Dedication

For Boepsie




PART ONE


AMSTERDAM






CHAPTER ONE

Everyone wants to talk about the dead girl. I suppose that’s as good a place as any to start.

They found her the morning I was supposed to meet my new boss, Silas Gregory Hayes, the most talked about man in Amsterdam. I’d been working at CoHab for a month already, but this would have been our first official meeting, a get-to-know-you meeting, although to pretend I didn’t know him already would have felt hypocritical. I’d already seen him leering from the magazine covers, wearing his disingenuous, how’d I end up on the cover of a magazine? expression. The magazines were fanned across the coffee table at reception: the feature in Entrepreneur, Wired’s list of Amsterdam’s Ten Hottest Start-ups, the ‘British Maverick Takes Over Amsterdam’s Hospitality Scene’ profile in GQ (Dutch version. But still).

I want to say that death was in the air that day. I know that sounds a touch dramatic, but hear me out. A freak rainstorm had broken out while I was biking to work that morning and some instinct told me I’d be better off ducking into a Hema, buying myself one of those ridiculous three-euro rain ponchos that folded into a pocket-size pouch. The stop would give me a minute or two to wait out the worst of the storm.

When I stepped out of the Hema five minutes later, there was a bloodied biker lying in the middle of the road, his bike a mangled mess beside him, a DHL truck parked askew on the opposite sidewalk.

‘Tram tracks,’ muttered an older woman, stepping past me to enter the store. ‘It’s always the fucking tram tracks.’

I watched the ambulance pull up, no sirens. The paramedics examined the biker, working with alarming lassitude. I put on my poncho, biked to work slowly, going out of my way to avoid the tram tracks.

The CoHab office building was located on Wibautstraat, universally recognized as the ugliest street in Amsterdam. Where the rest of the city was quiet and charming, with low-slung, turn-of-the-century brick buildings slouching precariously into the canals, Wibautstraat was noisy and traffic-choked, flanked by blocky concrete warehouses. Our office occupied one such blocky concrete building, a former printing press. I’d been told the printing press had been abandoned for many years before a mysterious British developer materialized out of nowhere and took a wrecking ball to anything that wasn’t a load-bearing pillar. Beyond the crumbling walls and the scaffolding, all anyone knew of the project was a billboard hung across the facade. It featured a cryptic logo in a vintage, New Yorker-type font: the elaborate crescent of a capital ‘C,’ and within it, a curlicued capital ‘H.’ It was all very cloak-and-dagger, giving Illuminati. But when the property finally opened its doors, it revealed itself to be nothing more sinister than CoHab – a co-living community, the very first of its kind in Amsterdam, where residents were repeatedly urged to multitask, sometimes to contradictory effect. Live, work, play. Escape, create, connect. Sleep, dream, believe.

I arrived at the office fifteen minutes late and sprinted across the ground floor lobby, tossing a friendly wave to the operations manager, Maud, who – despite the fact that I had worked for the company for one month already – had no idea who I was.

I had just missed one of the elevators, so I was forced to wait for the other while staring at my dripping reflection in the mirrored doors. I brushed away a strand of wet hair that was stuck to my forehead. Sometimes it felt like no matter how hard I tried, my default style was always going to end up somewhere between disheveled and hot mess.

The elevator pinged open: the aquarium elevator, its interior recently pimped out by a two-person street artist team from the UK who had thrown up a mural of voluptuous, life-sized mermaids with wide-set anime eyes. Some people thought the mermaids looked like the marketing director, Yelena. Twice already, she and I had been on the elevator together during the rush hour crunch when someone turned to her, turned back to the mural, and said, ‘Hey, you know what…’

No one ever said I looked like one of the mermaids. A film professor in college once told me I looked like Tom Cruise. Although that doesn’t say much for my feminine good looks, I honestly believe he meant it as a compliment. Every now and then, when I see pictures of Tom Cruise, I’ll find myself searching for a resemblance. Is it because we’re both kind of short? I think the answer might lie in our toothy, megawatt smiles – something I’ve had to learn to tone down since moving to Amsterdam. I’ve been told that my all-American, say-cheese grin is too confrontational for Europeans.

When I arrived at my desk, I found the plant consultant trimming the dead leaves off a wilting Monstera.

‘You have to water these,’ she said to me, glaring. ‘They’re counting on you.’

Of course I knew the plants needed to be watered. I’d even set up a recurring calendar event to remind myself to water the plants every Wednesday afternoon at 5 p.m. But every Wednesday at 5 p.m., without fail, I’d be at reception, drinking cheap Chardonnay in a plastic cup and listening to the customer relations girls fight with the studio guys over the Spotify logins. During official working hours, Spotify logins were off-limits: we were required to listen to a customized ‘musical environment,’ a carefully curated soundtrack of jazz rap and alternative hip hop, heavy on Mos Def and De La Soul.

Yelena wasn’t at our shared workspace. I looked around, only to find Silas’ PA, Monica, waddling down the hallway, heading in my direction. Monica was a skinny blonde who wore her baby bump militantly, in tight metallics, like she’d taken it upon herself to produce an extra layer of protection between Silas and the rest of the world.

‘Are you Skye Sullivan?’ Monica asked me.

I had introduced myself to her the day before when I confirmed my meeting with Silas. Apparently, I hadn’t left a lasting impression.

‘Is this about my meeting with Silas?’ I asked. ‘I know I’m a little late, I got caught in this crazy—’

‘Meeting’s canceled,’ she said, tapping on her iPad. ‘Yelena wants to see you in the Fish Tank.’

The fact that I was being summoned to the Fish Tank for a private one-on-one with my direct superior was hardly a good sign. But at that moment, my immediate reaction was relief. I was thrilled that my Silas meeting was canceled. The truth was, I didn’t want Silas to get-to-know-me. All I wanted was to bury my head, buckle down and do whatever it was an influence manager was supposed to do without anyone paying much attention to me. I do my best work when I am not accountable to anyone or anything.

I grabbed my laptop and took it the Fish Tank. Aside from the conference room by the east-facing terrace (partial river view and partial view into the OLVG hospital’s maternity wing), this was the only private office on the whole floor. Technically, the Fish Tank belonged to Silas. He was never in the tank, but there was a giant glossy photograph of him hanging on the wall behind his unused desk. In the photograph, he was rock climbing, the long, straight lines of his body forming a K against the crags of the cliff. Sometimes, when I was supposed to be reviewing the monthly insights reports and my mind would wander, I thought of what that K might stand for, what hidden message his beautiful body was trying to tell.

‘Sorry I’m late, there was a major bike accident on my way to work,’ I said, trying to mitigate the situation as soon I entered the office. My tardiness might have been an ongoing issue, but I was sure I could make Yelena understand that some circumstances were beyond my control.

Yelena didn’t bother looking up. She was seated at Silas’ desk with her laptop, her double espresso and her scowl. The scowl didn’t necessarily mean she was upset though. It was kind of her go-to facial expression. It made her scary, but also sexy. That scowl was probably the reason she was the only woman at CoHab who had a seat at the upper management table. Yelena was a good ten to fifteen years older than me, like around thirty-five, and she was everything I wanted to be when I grew up. She had an Eastern European brusqueness that people took seriously, she’d never heard of a ‘compliment sandwich,’ she thought ‘please’ and ‘thank you’ were a waste of everyone’s time. She’d been CoHab’s director of marketing for five years already, and maybe that made her quite young when she’d been given the title, but I knew she must have felt righteously entitled to the role from the very beginning. Yelena didn’t dabble with anything as mundane as self-doubt.

I shimmied out of my poncho. A puddle collected at my feet. Yelena looked at the puddle, then up at me, not even bothering to hide her distaste.

‘Emergency purchase,’ I explained, jamming the poncho semi-folded into the back pocket of my jeans. I could feel another puddle pooling around my butt cheek. ‘Hema.’

‘You know,’ said Yelena, rolling her eyes, ‘sometimes it’s hard to remember you’re actually a pretty girl when you make such appalling fashion choices.’

I laughed off the sting of her comment, reminding myself that this was just a very Yelena thing to say. Yelena didn’t really believe in practical or weather-appropriate attire. She was always impeccably dressed. Today, for example: a fitted blazer over a white t-shirt, jeans rolled up at the cuff, black ankle boots and a jaunty orange scarf, draped obediently in a way I could never get my own scarves to behave. I suppose you could call Yelena beautiful; the same way you could call a horse beautiful. The long face, the shiny mane, the lean sprinter legs.

‘Take a seat, Skye,’ said Yelena, her voice taking on a serious edge. I sat across from her at the desk and opened my laptop. When I looked up, I was staring directly at the photograph with Silas’ K-shaped form.

Knowledge? Kismet? Kabbalah?

‘You should probably know,’ Yelena began, folding her hands together on the desk, ‘there’s been an incident.’

I waited, fingers poised over the keyboard.

‘A girl in 328. She’s – sadly, she’s dead. An accidental overdose. Her parents were trying to reach her and when she didn’t answer, they called the front desk and, well, I don’t think you need details. It’s not very pleasant. She’d been dead for three days already. That’s what the police think.’

‘Oh, no.’ I closed my laptop and placed my hands politely on top, trying to think of a word to convey whatever was expected of me. Death – especially death by drug overdose – was a concept too far removed from me to elicit any real strong emotional response. And maybe I should have sympathized with the parents, by how much this news would make them suffer, but I tend to find parents just generally unsympathetic. If they did their job right, then we wouldn’t all be so fucked up. We wouldn’t OD on drugs. ‘That’s…’ I gave it my best, ‘… terrible.’

‘Her name is Ana-Maria. Ana-Maria Ciobanu? She was also an intern here, for studio. Petite? With the really long brown hair?’

I tried to conjure up an image of a petite, brown-haired intern, but no particular face racked into focus. I shook my head.

‘Maybe it’s better that way,’ said Yelena. ‘I do have her resume here, though, that should help get you started.’

She held out the resume. I hesitated before taking it.

‘You’ll need it,’ said Yelena, waving the page. ‘To write the press release.’

‘I’m writing the press release?’ I was too dismayed to hide my surprise.

‘Our crisis management team will finalize it, but I need you to write the first draft. After all,’ Yelena said dryly, ‘you are on the comms team.’

I decided not to point out that I actually understood very little about what my job entailed or which lies on my resume had proven me qualified for it. I took the resume.

‘I’m sure you can find a template online somewhere,’ Yelena assured me.

Back at my desk, I stared at the blank screen in front of me. Keep it simple, Yelena had told me. Stick to the basics: we are truly sorry, a sad day, a great loss, our thoughts (our hearts? our prayers?) are with her family at this time.

But still, I couldn’t resist. I pulled up Ana-Maria’s Instagram account, which had not yet been memorialized. In her profile picture she had a big goofy smile, and she was wearing these silly, oversized plastic yellow sunglasses. I couldn’t help but think this was all a little inappropriate, that she wasn’t taking her death seriously enough. I continued scrolling through her photos, pictures of her in the winter wearing an orange beanie with a cute pom pom, summer photos where she was wearing a brown-and-pink polka dot bikini. She did look vaguely familiar. Or did I just want her to look familiar? Was she the one I’d heard crying in the bathroom stall after the Wednesday night office happy hour, who wouldn’t meet my eye in the mirror while she was scrubbing streaks of mascara off her cheeks? I stared hard at her face, but no, I couldn’t be sure.

Dead for three days now.

This didn’t seem like a fact that would make itself readily apparent. I had to restrain myself from googling what does death smell like after seventy-two hours? Or which parts of a human body decay first? This wasn’t the browser history I wanted for myself. Certainly not on my brand-new work computer.

After I finished a draft of the press release, Yelena called me back into the Fish Tank. She made me cut out the part where I mentioned Ana-Maria was from Bucharest and that her dreams of becoming a photojournalist had been cut short.

‘I think it’s ready to go,’ said Yelena. ‘You did a really good job on this.’

‘Thank you.’ I didn’t agree, but I tend to respond really well to compliments. ‘Is there anything else?’

‘There’s one thing.’ Yelena slid her laptop aside. ‘There’s a chance that the police might question you.’

‘Me?’ I blinked in confusion. ‘I didn’t know her.’

‘We think you should tell them that you did.’

We. Who was this we, I wondered.

‘You can say you met her at the new tenants’ orientation party,’ said Yelena.

‘But the orientation party happened before I started working here.’

‘We can say you started earlier. We can say—’ She was interrupted by the ringing of her cell phone. ‘It’s the crisis management team, I need to take it.’

Yelena swiveled in her chair, her back to me, and put the phone to her ear. ‘Pauline, hi… Oh, thank God!’

Yelena swiveled back to me, smiling triumphantly, and tossed her phone onto the desk.

‘They just found a head in a bucket,’ she said. ‘Right outside the shisha place on Amstelveenseweg.’

‘What! Like, a severed head?’

‘Well, yes, decapitated. Typical gang killing. An isolated incident of course, nothing to worry about.’ She gave a little celebratory back and forth twirl in Silas’ desk chair. ‘It just means that we can kill the Ana-Maria story. Nobody is going to care anymore. This head-in-a-bucket thing is going to dominate the news cycle for weeks.’

I returned to my desk, the draft of the press release popping to the foreground on my laptop screen. A human life, reduced to 400 words – scrubbed clean of childhood trauma and adolescent angst, stripped of the promises of a fulfilling career and rewarding relationships. I closed it and moved it to the trash.




CHAPTER TWO

My meeting with Silas was never rescheduled. Monica was simply too busy planning her own farewell party to indulge in anything tediously work-related. For the last couple of weeks she’d been showing up to work even later than me. She’d leave earlier too, not even bothering to the hide the fact that she’d stuffed envelopes, gel pens, toilet paper and even Nespresso capsules into her bag on the way out. The day before her farewell party, she bulk ordered champagne and took two bottles home.

‘It’s not like I can enjoy them now anyway,’ she explained when people saw the bottles peeking out of a swag tote bag under her chair.

No one seemed particularly disturbed by this blatant thievery. The general consensus, for reasons I could not understand, seemed to be that Monica was entitled to these bottles of champagne and rolls of toilet paper. That CoHab owed her some unpaid debt and this, at least, was one way for her to take what she deserved.

‘Did you sign the card yet?’ Yelena asked me. It was 9:30 a.m. on a Wednesday morning. I had just sat down at my desk with my second cup of coffee.

‘I don’t have the card,’ I told her.

‘Yes, you do. It’s under your elbow.’

I lifted my elbow. She was right. I had the card. On the cover, there was a pencil drawing of a stork, a blanket-swaddled baby hanging from its beak.

Dear Monica, good luck on your next adventure! I wrote. I signed my name, too – Skye Sullivan – knowing that it wouldn’t trigger the slightest inkling of recognition.

Monica’s farewell party was being held on a Wednesday afternoon, during Hump Day drinks, because CoHab didn’t do Friday drinks. Friday drinks were a cliché and CoHab was nothing if not vehemently anti-cliché. In fact, it was written right there on the door to HQ: ‘No Clichés Beyond This Point.’ ‘No Inhibitions’ were permitted on the terrace; in the conference room, ‘No Lies.’ Fortunately, there was no sign anywhere that said ‘No Irony.’

Holding binge-drinking sessions on Wednesdays didn’t make them any classier. There was always some event to celebrate (or commiserate), a spate of weekly hirings and firings. But the wine was free and copious, and if you drank enough of it you forgot to be alarmed at how quickly our start-up was expanding and how many people were jumping ship in the process. Two weeks earlier, there had been a particularly debauched send-off for the HR manager. On Thursday morning, when most of us were shuffling bleary-eyed back into the office to begin the work day, a handful of development guys were still throwing back shots at the reception desk and the goldfish, for reasons to this day still unknown, were floating belly up in the fishbowl beside them.

There was an air of finality about Monica’s departure, the understanding that she probably wouldn’t return after her maternity leave. But unlike our other send-offs, there was a discernible difference to this event: Silas was there. Up until then, I’d sort of accepted the fact that Silas was more a concept than real physical presence in the office. Now here he was, in the flesh, drinking the champagne, eating the tempura, mingling like he was one of us, like he was completely unaware of the minor hysteria his celebrity status had stirred.

‘Finally,’ said Yelena, grabbing my wrist. ‘I can introduce you.’

I could feel myself pulling back my hand reflexively. Are you wondering what made Silas so intimidating? I ask myself this all the time. It can’t just have been the extreme handsomeness. I was twenty-three years old. By now I should’ve been able to talk to an attractive man without panicking, without an immediate urge to pick non-existent food out of my teeth, to check my t-shirt for any missed stains. I shouldn’t have to automatically cower just because someone had a sharp, menacing jawline that belonged in a black-and-white cologne ad.

‘Silas,’ said Yelena, touching his elbow. ‘I want you to meet our new influence manager.’

She gave me the go-ahead nod.

‘Skye,’ I said, extending a hand. ‘Our meeting was canceled.’

I didn’t mention it had anything to do with the dead girl.

‘We had a meeting?’ he asked, in the kind of cut-glass British accent that made me want to close my eyes for a moment. ‘You and I?’

‘It was supposed to be a quick one, just fifteen minutes,’ I said, feeling an inexplicable urge to apologize. ‘So I could introduce myself.’

‘Just fifteen minutes?’ He seemed amused. ‘What were you going to say in fifteen minutes?’

What was I going to tell Silas about myself in fifteen minutes? That I used to live in New York, but I couldn’t hack it? That I was still toying with the fantasy of becoming an arthouse or documentary filmmaker? That I had an enormous capacity for love that no one had yet tapped into?

‘I can ride a bike without using my hands,’ I said.

Silas raised an eyebrow. ‘You mean like that guy in the circus? A clown?’

‘Uh, no, not the clown.’ I looked down at my plastic cup, swirling it, even though it was empty. ‘Maybe some other guy in a circus, but not a clown.’

‘What are you drinking?’ Silas pointed to my empty cup. ‘Champagne?’

I nodded. He took my cup, and Yelena’s too, and headed off.

Yelena sighed. ‘At least you tried.’

Whatever that meant.

If Silas had any intention of returning with our champagne, he must have gotten sidetracked. After thirty minutes, when my throat became unbearably parched, I took it upon myself to seek out a refill.

It was Monica herself who was behind the makeshift bar at reception, pouring drinks.

‘Skye Sullivan,’ she said, handing me a new glass of champagne. ‘Right?’

Her recognition caught me off-guard. I just always assume I’m wearing some kind of cloak of invisibility. At parties, especially.

‘You just passed your one-month trial period,’ she said. ‘I remember marking it in the system. You’re permanent.’

It had a nice ring to it. Permanent. I don’t think I’d ever had a sense of real permanence in my life before.

‘Pity,’ she said, fixing me with a pointed look. ‘You should have escaped when you still could.’

‘Ha!’ I offered, assuming she meant this as a joke, even though her eyes weren’t at all smiling.



Monica left CoHab in early August, during a week so rainy and unseasonably cold everyone had given up hope on any last promises of summer. But two weeks later, the sun came back in full force, sending Amsterdam into the throes of a heat wave. I was at the office until 7 p.m. on a Thursday night, the late summer sunlight beaming, torpedo-like, through the floor-to-ceiling windows, making it impossible to see my computer screen. In the swag closet, I’d found a tote bag full of yellow-framed CoHab branded sunglasses. I’d helped myself to a pair a few days earlier and had now gotten into the habit of putting on the glasses every day around mid-afternoon. It really was the only way to deal with the glare. I liked wearing sunglasses indoors. I thought the big frames and dark lenses gave my features the kind of character they were otherwise lacking. Also, it was nice to have a shield between my face and the rest of the world.

‘What do you know about this place?’ Yelena slid her phone across the desk to me.

I lifted my sunglasses and tapped her screen. It brightened on a photo of a café on the Amstel River, picnic tables and string lights on a pretty patch of grass.

‘Great view, decent margaritas, bummer about the food,’ I said, sliding the phone back to her. I may have let slip on my resume that I had once dabbled with writing a food blog. I may have also exaggerated the popularity of said food blog among Amsterdam’s culinary elite. I certainly did not mention that the food blog may have just been the justification I’d given myself to make it okay to dine alone in restaurants, jotting down my observations in a companion notebook so that it looked like I was engaged in serious endeavors.

‘Perfect,’ she said, typing. ‘I’m meeting friends.’

‘Oh, okay.’ The summer campaign report was done. Mostly. I shut down my computer. ‘Have fun.’

‘That was an invitation, Skye,’ she said, slipping her phone into her coat pocket. ‘You’re coming with me.’

Ordinarily, this would be a terrifying prospect. Was hanging out with your sophisticated older boss a thing people really did? It felt foreign to me. Very European.

‘Sure,’ I said to Yelena, feeling strangely elated. This was new, this could be fun. Of course, this could also be disastrous. Yelena could turn out to be appalled by my lack of social graces.

Navigating personal relationships was one of those skills that had acquired some rust since I’d moved to Amsterdam. Back when I was still entertaining the sham of college in the US, I had friends. A best friend, even. But Pippa and I had lost touch. Aside from a handful of wine-fueled nights of social media stalking, I’d mostly succeeded in putting her out of my mind. She might have looked happy and carefree in her Instagram stories, but I’d bet she was still riddled with guilt on the inside. All I’ll say is this – Pippa was a shitty best friend. Best friends should stick up for one another. Maybe, at some point in the last year, she’d gotten around to writing me an apology email. Maybe she’d left a voicemail. I wouldn’t know. When I left the USA, I made a clean break. I changed my number. And I was locked out of my college email account anyway. By the time I came to Amsterdam and landed an internship at Booking I was basically a whole new person. I got highlights. Pippa would hardly even recognize me anymore.

Not that I had much better luck at Booking. Dutch friends proved very hard to come by. The supermarket trips for belegen cheese and Calve peanut butter, the impromptu picnics in the park on improbably sunny days, the idea to take the party elsewhere after a round of lukewarm Chardonnays during office happy hour all had a habit of happening without me. And frankly, I didn’t mind. I’d already decided that I was always going to be my own best company anyway.

About an hour later, Yelena and I found her friends at a picnic table littered with shredded coasters, overflowing ashtrays and empty wine bottles. Someone slid us two glasses, someone else handed over the bottle of white wine in circulation. There was a round of polite-enough ‘hellos’ but no ‘how are yous,’ a cultural quirk I’d already learned to take in stride. A woman in white jeans and white sneakers said in a raspy emphysema voice, ‘I was just in the middle of a story…’ and I thought that meant she was going to catch us up on the parts we’d missed, but actually it meant she was going to continue to tell the story, in Dutch, to everyone else, and we could either connect the dots on our own or find other ways to entertain ourselves. I sat there quietly, pretending to follow the conversation, while Yelena broke off into a splinter chat with an older man with gray hair and yellow teeth. I kept my eye on the bottle of wine, waiting for it to make its way back around the circle, but then Yelena tugged on my elbow and said, ‘Come with me.’

‘Where we going?’ I asked her, following her into the bar.

‘You put margaritas in my head,’ she said. ‘Now I don’t want anything else.’

We found seats at the bar and Yelena flagged down the bartender with a single raised finger and a beguiling smile. Once we were settled with drinks, she swiveled in her stool and gave the bar an appreciative sweep of her eye. ‘Isn’t the view so much better in here?’ she asked.

It took me a moment to realize that she was talking about the men, or boys rather, none of whom held any appeal to me. They were the kind who worked as junior consultants at the Zuidas financial district, with faces prone to sunburns and punches. I’d noticed the way Yelena flirted with the new graphic design intern, a skinny French guy, and had picked up on the fact that she liked them young and not particularly bright. The more slavishly devoted, the better.

‘Your friends seem nice,’ I said, lying. ‘Where do you know them from?’

‘They belong to my ex-husband.’ She shrugged. ‘I’ve been meaning to upgrade.’

‘You were married?’ I hadn’t meant to sound so shocked, but it was hard to picture Yelena as a married woman. It felt too traditional, too confined to the trappings of societal norms.

‘Yeah, well, I also dyed my hair bright pink once.’ She cocked her head to the side, inviting me to picture her with fluorescent hair. ‘Guess which phase lasted longer?’

‘I bet the pink looked hot on you.’

‘Damn right it did.’

I was trying to nurse the margarita. I wanted to be on good behavior, but I also wanted to prolong this moment, to get a real feel for what it would be like if Yelena and I actually turned out to be friends. But before I knew it, Yelena was pointing to my empty glass and asking, ‘One more?’

‘Really?’ I tried not to sound too eager. I’d expected this to be a one-cocktail deal, a way of testing our compatibility.

‘Anything goes until Cinderella Hour,’ she said, signaling to the bartender. ‘Just as long as we make it home before we turn into pumpkins.’

One more margarita turned into two more margaritas. I really needed to use the bathroom but didn’t dare. I was so afraid that whatever roll we were on would disappear, that once I was gone, Fairy Godmother would have waved her wand and turned Yelena back into my imaginary mouse friend.

It was Yelena who eventually decided it was time to find a bathroom and that we should go together. But by then the lines were too long.

‘Dammit, why did you have to be so much fun?’ She groaned, hopping from foot to foot. ‘Now I’m gonna explode!’

She thought I was fun. I mean, I knew I was fun, I just wasn’t sure this was a fact that made itself readily apparent to other people. Sometimes it felt like I had to try really hard to prove how much fun I could be.

‘Hey.’ It was a guy, one of Yelena’s baby-face types, in khaki shorts and flip-flops, no shirt. Correction: he had a shirt, but instead of wearing it, he had it tossed over one shoulder. ‘If you want, there’s a toilet on our boat.’

‘Well.’ Yelena arched an eyebrow at me. ‘That’s one I haven’t heard before.’

He led us down to the pier, past the sleek metal, electric-engine Mokum rental boats, to a rickety wooden boat that reeked of gasoline. The boat was filled with more shirtless boys in khaki shorts. One of them held out a hand and helped Yelena onboard.

The shirtless boys introduced themselves quickly, a roll-call of typically Dutch names – Dirk-Jan, Robert-Jan, Erik-Jan, a Freek and a Taco (which would never not be funny to me). There was also a Jeroen, seated behind the steering wheel. Jeroen was significantly older than the others, somewhere between forty and fifty. He had long brown hair, thinning at the temples, tobacco-stained teeth and a smug smile. And he was wearing a shirt. ‘You ladies here to use the head?’ he asked, which was maybe meant to be flirtatious.

I let Yelena go first and then I stood outside the so-called head and let myself be appraised by the Something-Jans. Jeroen lifted his hands over his head and removed his shirt, revealing a deep leathery tan.

‘Hot, right?’ he said to me. He balanced his elbow against his knee as he lit a Marlboro Red.

‘Well, I’m from Florida so…’ I said, trailing off, already worried I’d revealed too much about myself.

‘How long you been in Amsterdam?’ he asked.

‘Um, about two years?’ I hadn’t actually kept track, which was on purpose. But two years felt more or less accurate.

‘Two years? And I bet you still don’t know a word of Dutch,’ he said, predictably, with a wink.

There was a round of laughter, which I joined, even though I was slightly offended. But what could I say? He wasn’t entirely wrong.

‘Not true,’ I protested. ‘I’ve learned lots of words.’ And then I let loose with a string of profanities, including the phrase for shitty weather and culminating in a perennial favorite, wanna fuck in the kitchen? In Dutch, it rhymed.

Yelena stepped out of the head.

‘Okay now,’ she put her hands on her hips and mock-frowned at a couple of the boys still laughing. ‘What did I miss?’

The head was a tighter space than I had anticipated. I had to brace my elbows against the walls to balance myself – and still, when the boat was rocked by a wave, I splashed a bit on the seat. But no one ever said peeing on a boat would be easy, especially after several rounds of margaritas.

I didn’t think I was in there long, but when I stepped out, the boat was untethered, now drifting along the inky black canal, somewhere along an unrecognizable stretch of the Amstel. My first thought was, Oh no, my bike!

I searched out Yelena. She was lounging at the bow, surrounded by the Something-Jans. Shoes kicked off, feet up on the seat cushions, seemingly not at all perturbed to be cruising through the city on an unknown boat, accompanied by six unknown men.

‘Hey, Florida,’ said Jeroen, patting the seat cushion next to him. ‘I promise I don’t bite.’

I sat beside him. ‘Where we going?’

‘Where do you want to go?’

Back to my bike. Back to the bar where Yelena and I could have another margarita and make fun of the salty dog sailors who thought they were being cute when they referred to their boats as an ‘old girl,’ or called the ocean ‘my mistress.’

‘I dunno. The seven bridges?’

‘No, Florida, we’re not going to the seven bridges.’ He gave me a sidelong glance. ‘Or should I speak Dutch to you? For practice?’

I rolled my eyes. Not the first time a man had looked at me and seen an opportunity to spearhead my personal improvement.

‘We’ll go to the old navy yard,’ he said. ‘It’s been renovated. Have you been?’

I shook my head, allowing him to believe he was educating me. But of course I’d heard about the city government’s massive renovation efforts to turn the abandoned navy base into Amsterdam’s new waterfront entertainment area. I’d heard, too, how several body parts had been discovered during the dredging process – most recently it was an arm from an Irish male tourist who’d gone missing several years earlier.

Jeroen turned the boat, letting his knee graze against mine. I shifted my legs away.

One of the Something-Jans showed up with a plastic cup filled to the brim with white wine. ‘Your friend told me to bring this to you.’

Across the boat, Yelena waved her hands over her head and shouted, ‘Skye, you’re too far! Come sit with me.’

I got up and stumbled across the boat, several of the Jans offering a steadying grip on my elbow to make sure I didn’t spill my wine. When I reached Yelena, she shifted on her pillow to make room for me. It was a close squeeze.

‘There you are,’ she said, throwing her arm around me. It was a surprising gesture, but it also occurred to me that there was something performative about it, like she was putting on a little show for the boys on the boat.

By now, night had finally descended, the sky a velvety black, the streetlamps ablaze. When I stared down at the water, I could see the reflection of the buildings churn and scatter into little white waves.

Yelena shook a cigarette out of her pack and lit it. She offered the pack around the boat and some of the boys drew out cigarettes. When she offered one to me, I took it without thinking. I was drunk enough to have forgotten how much I hated smoking. She handed me her lighter, which I struggled with for a few moments.

‘Jesus, careful with that,’ she said, brushing my hair out of my face. ‘You’re gonna light your head on fire.’

I could feel her fingertips lingering in my hair, maybe for a moment too long.

‘You’re very pretty,’ she said, matter-of-factly, like she’d been studying a painting. ‘Do you know that?’

I blew cigarette smoke over my shoulder, under the guise of not blowing it in her face, but actually I was avoiding her gaze. I was worried she’d seen something in my eyes, a deep, ugly need to be adored. I’d thought I’d gotten really good at hiding that need.

She grazed her fingers along my temple and for a moment I wondered if she was going to kiss me. The thought was alarming, but also thrilling. I hadn’t thought of myself as the kind of person who could inspire lust in another woman – especially an older, glamorous, divorced woman. But then I felt her fingers fall away and whatever weirdly charged moment that existed between us vanished.

‘Guys,’ Yelena said, slapping the knee of the boy sitting closest to her. ‘You all agree, right? Isn’t she pretty?’

The boys murmured some sort of awkward assent and one of them said something in Dutch that made the others burst out laughing.

The boat was now slinking under a bridge past the zoo. I watched a giraffe lift his head to observe us.

‘Look,’ said Yelena, tapping my leg and pointing. ‘That’s my apartment.’

‘Really?’ I followed her gaze. ‘That’s insane. Do you have coffee in the morning and see, like, the lions roaming in their pens?’

‘Of course not.’ She laughed. It was a beautiful, throaty laugh. ‘I see the elephants. You should come over. How about dinner tomorrow? Do you like risotto?’

We were past the pumpkin point, well into the part of the night given to making empty promises.

‘I love risotto,’ I said, feeling breathless.

It was 2 a.m. when we found ourselves biking home, giddy and reckless, plowing through intersections without looking, leaving our fate to survival reflexes that were no longer readily at our disposal. We were mid-conversation when Yelena peeled away, zigzagging over the tram tacks, waving her hand above her head.

‘See you tomorrow morning!’ she called over her shoulder.

Tomorrow morning came fast and it came messy, catching me in that blurry, humming state between not-quite-drunk and not-yet-hungover. I slinked into the office feeling mildly ashamed of transgressions I couldn’t remember committing. My most painful humiliation? That I had so desperately clung to Yelena’s dangled promise of friendship. Certainly she must have sensed, at some point past the Cinderella Hour and our second (or third?) bottle of boat Pinot Grigio, just how needy I was.

At my desk, I gave the summer campaign report one last review before I sent it out to the team. My email rained back a series of automated responses. And then, one calendar invite. It was from Yelena, scheduled for 8 p.m. and labeled, Risotto.




CHAPTER THREE

‘Top floor!’ Yelena shouted through the intercom, then buzzed me up.

I climbed four flights of stairs, sweating out the remains of the hangover from the night before and clutching a thirty-four-euro bottle of Amarone. It was far more money than I had ever spent on one single bottle of wine, but the guy at the wine store had called it ‘impressive’ and ‘a real crowd-pleaser’ and these were both things I wanted Yelena to think of when she thought of me.

Yelena answered the door wearing baggy jeans, a t-shirt, no shoes. Without her usual fancy footwear, it turned out she was shorter than me and this boggled my mind because I had sort of envisioned her as a towering goddess.

‘Smells delicious,’ I said, kicking my boots off at her welcome mat. ‘Rosemary?’

‘That’s just the candle. I haven’t actually started cooking yet.’ She glanced at my shoes. ‘I have a pair just like those.’

True. They were beige suede Chelsea boots, nearly identical to the ones she’d worn on the day of our interview. I’d spent many hours after trying to purchase a decent pair of knock-offs online. Lately, I’d been eyeing a blazer from Cos that she owned (I knew because I’d checked the label when she left the blazer hanging off the back of her chair). But Cos was out of my budget. This was probably for the best. I couldn’t show up at the office looking like a mini-Yelena clone. Or worse, a stalker.

The first time I’d met Yelena was during my second round interview for CoHab. Just before our meeting, I’d plugged her name into several social media channels. All I managed to turn up was a sweaty marathon photo. Her privacy settings were strict; I couldn’t dig up anything else about her.

The first question Yelena had asked me was why I wanted to leave Booking. I told her I wanted to explore other options, that I felt limited in my current job. I wanted a job that would make me feel unlimited. The second question she asked me was my astrological sign. When I balked, she laughed.

‘Sorry, are we not allowed to ask that anymore?’ she asked, with a sly smile. ‘I was just curious because you remind me so much of myself at your age. Scorpio?’

I could feel the heat rising in my cheeks. I didn’t know that people could be so forthright. So openly approving. I liked the idea of growing up to be someone as sophisticated and successful as the woman in front of me.

‘Pisces, actually,’ I said.

‘Aha! Another water sign. I knew it.’

She asked me to come back for a third round interview the following Tuesday at 8 a.m.

‘Can we make it nine?’ I asked. ‘I know this is going to sound silly, but I go jogging in the Vondelpark in the morning. I’m kinda useless without my run.’ Lies. All of it.

Her eyes had widened, almost imperceptibly, but enough for me to know the job was as good as mine.

The next morning I really was at the Vondelpark at 8 a.m., wearing my brand-new Saucony’s, panting my way around the three-mile loop. Some of my colleagues at Booking were training to run the Dam tot Damloop, a ten-mile multi-city run held at the end of September, and in the back of my mind I fantasized that maybe this was something Yelena and I could do together. She’d seen something in me during our interview. I didn’t know what that something was, but I was determined to find it, even if it meant soaking my sore muscles in Epsom salts. For the first time in two years, I felt – or allowed myself to feel – a sense of renewed possibility.

Eight weeks had passed since that first interview. I’d had eight weeks to observe Yelena, to understand her, to try to emulate her. Not just the way she wore scarves, but the way she entered any room and already seemed like part of the ongoing conversation. Yelena never introduced herself to people; it was a given that everyone already knew exactly who she was. She didn’t strike me as someone who would ever feel adrift, the way I’d started to feel before I’d found myself at CoHab. Whatever this gift was – the confidence, the ability to anchor herself anywhere, among anyone – it was something I was hoping would eventually rub off on me.

And this dinner invitation could be my first real opportunity to make it happen.

‘Oh, Amarone!’ Yelena said, taking the bottle of wine from me. ‘I knew you’d have excellent taste.’

Yelena’s apartment was a top-floor loft with pitched attic-like ceilings and a window seating area with a view of the elephant pen at the zoo, just like she’d promised. The windows had been flung open and there was an inviting set of throw pillows arranged around the rosemary-scented candle and a beveled glass ashtray.

‘This is gorgeous,’ I said, examining the ashtray.

‘It’s from the Hoxton.’

‘The Hoxton has a gift shop?’

Yelena laughed. She sat on the window seat, folding her legs beneath her, and fired up a Gaulois. ‘You know, these sort of ashtrays will cost you about twenty-five euros in a concept store, but to make them it’s only, like, three euros?’

I wasn’t sure those figures were accurate. I’d noticed she applied similar logic to her competitive market analysis.

Yelena snubbed out her barely touched cigarette. ‘How good are you at chopping onions?’

I was shit at chopping onions, though I pretended otherwise. When my eyes started to tear and the onion slipped off the cutting board, the knife nearly taking off the tip of my finger, Yelena put me in charge of keeping our wine glasses filled instead.

‘Delightful,’ said Yelena, closing her eyes as she sipped the Amarone. ‘You really want to hold it in your mouth and savor it, don’t you?’

I tried to hold the wine in my mouth and savor it, but I nearly choked.

Yelena’s dining table was shoved under one of the sloping ceilings. Sitting down and getting up again was something I had to do slowly, carefully, otherwise I’d crack my head on the ceiling. I used her sparse but neatly lined bookshelf as a conversational starting point, wanting to impress her with the fact that I, too, owned a copy of American Psycho.

‘Didn’t finish it,’ she said. The other books on her shelf: 1000 Places to See Before You Die, Understanding Mezcal, Farrow & Ball’s Decorating with Colour. None of these were topics I could discuss with any confidence.

Fortunately, Yelena wasn’t interested in talking books, preferring instead to gossip about the raging incompetence of our HR department, the ruthless bitchiness of the customer relations girls. Frankly, this was all I wanted to talk about too. She wanted to know, if we created an island that was only for women, but hot men were allowed to visit by invitation, which guy from property development would I put on the invite list?

‘Oh, it wouldn’t be someone from development,’ I said, swirling my Amarone. ‘I’d go for someone in IT.’

Yelena blinked. ‘That’s your type?’

‘I don’t know if I have a type—’

‘But, like, who do you think of when you think of your ideal man?’

‘Dunno,’ I said, shrugging. ‘Probably Han Solo.’

Yelena burst out laughing. ‘Oh, a space cowboy? At least we’ll never fight over the same guy.’

It was strange to think of us as romantic competitors. But when I thought about how young she liked them and how old I liked them, I guess it made a strange sort of sense.

After dinner, Yelena suggested we return to the window seat for dessert.

‘Go make yourself comfortable,’ she said, stacking up our dinner plates. ‘I’ll join in a sec.’

‘Can I help you with the cleaning?’

‘Nah, this will be quick.’ She was already rinsing the dishes. ‘You just sit and look pretty.’

Sitting and looking pretty. Neither of these skills was safely within my comfort zone. I’m better at fidgeting and looking frazzled. I pulled 1000 Places to See Before You Die off the bookshelf. A bookmark slipped out and fell on the floor. When I picked it up, I realized it wasn’t a bookmark at all. It was a polaroid, taken somewhere on a beach. In the photo, Yelena was wearing a black-and-gold string bikini and she was kissing another woman. It was a passionate kiss, her hands cupping the other woman’s face, drawing her toward her. I couldn’t make out much of the other woman, aside from her long brown hair and her petite slender build, nicely displayed in a brown-and-pink polka dot bikini.

Yelena walked back into the living room with a bottle of wine. I yelped and dropped the photo.

‘Shit, sorry, I swear I wasn’t snooping—’

Yelena gave me a curious look. She put the wine on the table, bent down to pick up the photo. Her mouth drew tight when she looked at it.

‘I was just looking at the books and it slipped out,’ I continued, desperate for a way to make this right. ‘I mean, it’s not a big deal, obviously—’

‘What? This?’ Yelena flipped the photo over. There was a glint of mischief in her eye. ‘This is just drunken stupidity. What, were you worried that I’ve been hitting on you?’

‘I mean, it’s cool—’

‘Relax, Skye. I’m not into you. I hid this because I’m embarrassed by my drunken behavior, not my sexuality.’ She popped the photo back in the book, replaced it on the shelf.

‘But that’s her, right? Ana-Maria?’

Yelena raised an eyebrow at me, as if waiting for me to further elaborate. After a moment she asked, ‘Who?’

‘Ana-Maria Ciobanu? The girl who… overdosed?’ I could feel my face burn. Was I wrong? I thought I’d recognized the brown-and-pink polka dot bikini from Ana-Maria’s Instagram account. But maybe there was more than one brown-and-pink polka dot bikini in the world.

Yelena let out a peal of sharp laughter. ‘I highly doubt that. I have no idea who that girl is. Like I said, drunken stupidity. Please let’s stop talking about this, I’m going to get embarrassed all over again.’ She grabbed the bottle of wine off the table. ‘Shall we?’

There was no indication in Yelena’s demeanor that she was lying or hiding something. I shrugged it off. I do, admittedly, have an active imagination.

Moments later, we were perched together at the window seat, enjoying our dessert: a Gaulois for Yelena and a Chardonnay for me.

‘I love this glass,’ I said, already a notch above tipsy, as I ran a finger along the slender curve of the goblet. I knew nothing about wine glasses, but I liked how light and delicate it felt in my hand, completely unlike the sturdy and functional Ikea barware I owned myself.

‘Take it,’ she said.

‘What? The glass?’

‘Sure.’ She shrugged. ‘I can pick up another the next time I’m at the Pulitzer.’

‘I couldn’t.’

She gave me a sharp look, a flash of either anger or annoyance, but it was gone before I had a chance to put my finger on it.

There was a lull in the conversation and Yelena blew her cigarette smoke in the direction of the elephant enclosure. The early evening pile-up of canal tour boats had long since gone, but every now and then a solitary salon boat would drift past, fanning its masthead light over the silvery surface of the canal.

‘I keep waiting for it to get boring,’ Yelena said, pausing to exhale. ‘But it never does. I love this view.’

‘It must be nice to find somewhere you belong.’

‘I didn’t find somewhere to belong.’ Yelena snubbed out her cigarette. ‘I decided I belonged here.’

I wondered if that was really how it worked, if I could decide that I, too, belonged in a canal-view apartment in Amsterdam.

‘I wish I had your life,’ I sighed dreamily, realizing that I probably sounded very drunk.

‘Well, you know what they say,’ said Yelena. She spread her hands out theatrically, as if revealing a marquee above her head. ‘Everything you can imagine is real.’

Of course I recognized the quote. It was the go-to quote for pretty much all of CoHab’s marketing comms, festooned on postcards and tote bags and laptop stickers. A Picasso quote, which I was too embarrassed to admit I didn’t quite get.

Later, when I was on my way out, already halfway down the stairs, Yelena called my name. I paused. The automatic hall lights switched off, the hallway plunged into darkness, but I could hear her footfalls on the threadbare carpet of the staircase. After a moment, the lights snapped back on and Yelena was one step above me, thrusting two white wine glasses at me.

‘You almost forgot,’ she said.

I hesitated, not entirely sure I wanted to accept a gift of stolen glassware. But something told me, some indefinable voice in the back of my mind, that it might offend Yelena if I refused her.

‘Thanks,’ I said. I took the glasses and placed them carefully into my bag. ‘I really do love them.’




CHAPTER FOUR

The CoHab brand was a serious thing. Flimsy, precarious, yes, but a serious thing nonetheless.

The problem, however, was that no one actually knew how to define CoHab as a brand. Was it a glorified dorm room, a hipster hotel, an affordable luxury short-stay apartment complex? In a perfect world, it could be a combination of all three, a place where everyone could get along. But what if they didn’t get along? Next question! In short, CoHab was an identity crisis served to millennials, who frankly had enough crises to deal with.

But not only were we, as employees, expected to understand the brand, in all its hazy, undefined terms and obscure Picasso quotes – we were expected to embrace it. We were supposed to live it. And for those of us who didn’t know how to live it, there was Live the Brand Bootcamp. Which could also, conveniently, double as an end of summer boat party.

The morning yoga session was hosted by Frederieke. Frederieke told us to breathe in. We breathed in. Frederieke told us to breathe out. We breathed out. Frederieke told us to open our chests, to give our hearts space, to allow ourselves to feel vulnerable.

Considering that I was sitting cross-legged and barefoot in a room with thirty or so colleagues I barely knew, that I was wearing nothing but yoga pants, a light tank top and a sheen of sweat, I thought I was already doing a good job exposing myself to vulnerability, thank you very much, Frederieke.

Frederieke was maybe the closest thing Amsterdam had to a global celebrity. She’d dabbled with modeling, of the Victoria’s Secret ilk, which had been the calling of many beautiful Dutch women before her, but she gave it up fairly quickly to pursue her true passion: juice cleanses. Her juice start-up had since branched out into green protein salads and poke bowls. It wasn’t long before she’d acquired a collection of plant-forward restaurants, all which featured the same subway tile, the same chrome finishes, the same blackboard with the ingredients of the daily special smoothie written in all caps, so it read less like a list and more like a mantra – KALE, OAT MILK, SPIRULINA. CoHab’s own in-house cafeteria was the latest restaurant to join this collection.

More recently, however, Frederieke was easing into her new role as CoHab’s director of emotional and physical wellbeing. This yoga class marked her very first official appearance on CoHab premises and, as such, everyone’s attendance was mandatory.

I should also mention that Frederieke was Silas’ wife. This is a fact that people often forgot. A fact that Silas himself often seemed to forget. Silas had the magnetism of a golden retriever, submitting willingly to the women who felt compelled to stroke him, who fed him nibbles off their plates, who offered their upturned faces to be licked. The idea that he belonged to someone else, that he was owned by someone else, was of little consequence. He was simply too smooth and silky to resist. So to have his stunning wife show up and flaunt her claim to him must have felt like a jarring affront to the other women who’d so enjoyed petting him.

After yoga, Frederieke assigned us to join breakout groups for rigorous, color-coded personality testing. And so I found myself sitting before a group of my so-called peers, as Frederieke revealed me to be someone who needed diagrams to understand high-level concepts, someone who craved compliments and reassurances, someone who—

‘Oh!’ said Frederieke, glancing up from her sheet to shoot me a look of uncharacteristic pity. ‘It seems you have trouble accepting criticism?’

I smiled and shrugged like, What? Of course not. Criticism is fun!

Frederieke informed me that I’d been identified as a Green. Not a dominant Red like Yelena, not even a confident and creative Yellow. Just a boring, slightly neurotic Green. She gave me a customized Green-personality pin to clip onto my shirt. I considered shoving it in my pocket instead and refusing to wear it. But Greens are no rebels. A Green always does what she’s told.

After the color-coding session, finally, we were released. Although not exactly. There was still the boat, and the crates of booze stocked therein, our reward for having allowed ourselves to be so thoroughly eviscerated in front of our colleagues. We said our goodbyes to Frederieke, who would not be joining us on the boat for fun. Maybe because ‘fun’ was a known premature aging accelerator. Maybe because she knew how Silas behaved at parties and it was easier to stay married to him if she turned a blind eye to that kind of behavior.

The party boat was waiting for us at the pier across the street. It was called the Loose Lips, which felt a little ominous to me, but no one else seemed concerned. During the bootcamp, there’d been talk of ‘workplace safety,’ but the term had been bandied about loosely, possibly lost in the English-to-Dutch translation. It was clear no one was entirely sure what it meant. To promote ‘workplace safety’ during the boat party, employees were given two options to board the Loose Lips – enter on the ‘Starboard and Sober’ side and receive a welcome glass of sparkling water; enter ‘Stern and Shitfaced’ and Silas poured a welcome shot of vodka down your throat. The line for ‘Stern and Shitfaced’ was really long.

I considered not getting in either line. Certainly no one would be checking ‘mandatory attendance’ after a round of vodka shots? I could skip the party, spare myself the agony of pretending I actually belonged on that boat. I was never going to fit the brand. I wasn’t going to be confident, sassy or bold, I was never going to embody the everybody-should-love-everybody spirit of community.

Maybe I should just cut my losses now. Quit CoHab, quit Amsterdam. I was never supposed to be in the city for this long anyway. My original plan had been to stay a few weeks, maybe a month, lick my wounds, pay my dues, go back to New York. Maybe get some internship experience under my belt along the way. But when I got the job at CoHab, when Yelena called me to tell me how thrilled she was to offer me the position, it was like a dry, brittle branch of my heart had sprouted an unexpected bloom. For the first time it occurred to me that I could live here, that I could carve out a life for myself here.

‘Hey, there you are!’ said Yelena. She was wearing a red pin, even though she hadn’t even been at the Live the Brand Bootcamp. Attendance wasn’t required for upper management, but also, Yelena didn’t need to learn how to Live the Brand. She was a walking mission statement.

‘Green?’ She grabbed the pin for closer inspection. ‘That’s no fun.’ Without asking, she yanked the pin off. Then she took off her own red pin and clipped it onto my chest. ‘There. Better.’

She led me by the elbow and planted me in front of her in the ‘Stern and Shitfaced’ line. When my turn finally arrived, I hopped onto the boat.

‘Great to see you,’ said Silas, squeezing my shoulder. I looked to see if there was any real recognition in his eye, but he wasn’t looking directly me. In fact, he was looking at my chest.

‘Red,’ he said. And then his eyes lifted briefly to meet mine. ‘My favorite color.’

He raised the bottle of vodka to my lips. I tilted my head back and swallowed.

The Loose Lips pushed off from the pier and began the slow drift down the Amstel River. The late August weather was just shy of warm, the sky more gray than blue. It had been a sort of company sport, keeping tabs on the forecast over the past week. At one point, there’d been promise of tropic heat and full sun, which made this listless cloudy sky all the more heartbreaking. Still, everyone wore the yellow plastic-framed CoHab branded sunglasses they’d received in the bootcamp swag bag – the official party sunglasses, as I understood them – their heads tilted optimistically toward any sliver of sunlight.

‘Did you see?’ said Yelena, handing me a vodka tonic. She jutted her head nonchalantly toward the front of the boat. ‘We’ve been blessed with the presence of His Royal Vodka.’

Out of the corner of my eye, I caught sight of an exceptionally buff man who had an arm slung around Silas’ neck and who was leering down the shirt of the woman seated beside him. When he caught me staring, he gave me a casual shrug like, whoops, caught me, then went back to the leering.

This was none other than Arjan van Reims. Yes, that Arjan van Reims – mediocre singer-songwriter, obnoxious reality show host, heir-apparent to his family’s massive media empire, and, most recently, producer of an artisanal vodka brand. He was also famous for assorted drug-induced shenanigans, the kind that land normal people in jail (Arjan, however, was able to repay his debt to society by appearing on two seasons of Celebrity Rehab). Even though he was, supposedly, a famous personality in Holland, we all knew him first-and-foremost as Silas’ best friend.

The Loose Lips drifted under the highway bridge, which officially put us beyond the city noise limitations ordinance. The DJ cranked up the music and people started dancing. Or, at least, experimenting with movements that would ultimately lead to dancing. Some had even started to shimmy out of their clothes.

‘Did you bring a bikini?’ Yelena asked me. She’d unbuttoned her blouse to reveal a glimpse of a black-and-gold string bikini top. I recognized it as the same bikini she’d worn in the polaroid photo I’d found in her apartment. I was about to say something about it, but then decided against it.

‘Nope,’ I said, sort of lying. I was wearing a highly un-sexy one-piece moss green swimsuit from H&M under my dress. I had no plans to take off my dress.

‘You know, if you were really a Red?’ Yelena took me by the shoulders and pivoted me toward the surging throng of semi-clad, writhing bodies. ‘You’d be dancing.’

She thrust me forward and either I tripped over someone’s foot or the boat took an unexpected turn, because I found myself launched directly into the chest of one of the guys from IT. Cosmo.

His name wasn’t really Cosmo. It was something like Dave or John or Ben. Yelena came up with the name Cosmo a week earlier, when he’d made me a latte. It wasn’t a big deal, the latte-making thing. I’d shown up at the coffee machine to get a double espresso for Yelena and a latte for myself, only to find this guy was filling drink orders, six in total, for all members of the IT team. I had to wait a good ten minutes before I was up. To make up for it, he offered to make my coffee for me, and he made the perfect latte, the milk pure froth and foam, and he even poured it into the mug so that it made a little leaf design on the surface.

‘I used to be a barista back in Portland,’ he explained. Later, when I was back at my desk, he walked by and said, ‘How’s that latte treating you?’ I was mid-sip, so I choked by way of response. Across the desk Yelena raised her eyebrows at me.

‘Oooh, is that Cosmo the Space Cowboy?’ she’d asked me, watching me watch him walk away.

Now Cosmo had me by the elbow, helping me stand upright.

‘You okay?’ he asked.

‘Yeah, no, fine.’ I made a move to yank down the hem of my dress. Then I remembered the red pin I was wearing and thought better of it. Maybe it wasn’t a terrible idea to flash a little leg. I tossed back my hair. ‘I just really love this song.’

He frowned. ‘What song?’

He had a point. The music had stopped. The boat had stopped. We were drifting aimlessly in the middle of the Amstel. A ripple of quiet awe was working its way through the boat and I couldn’t figure out why.

And then I saw him. Silas had stepped up to the bow of the boat. He was shirtless.

‘On the count of three,’ he said, raising his arms above his head, hands pressed together, fingers pointed skyward. Sun salutation, I thought, wondering if Frederieke was to thank for his perfect posture.

‘Three… two… one…’ we chanted, with cult-like obedience.

Silas dove in. We all remained strangely silent, like we too were holding our breath under water. When his golden head finally re-emerged, we erupted into cheers.

‘Flamingo me!’ he shouted, hands cupping his mouth.

A bright pink blow-up flamingo soared through the sky. It was followed by a series of splashes and shrieks, the first round of Reds and Yellows launching themselves into the water, none with the same grace as Silas. I glanced into my plastic cup, only to realize it was empty. On cue, Yelena appeared beside me with the bottle of vodka.

‘You going in?’ I asked her.

She grimaced at the gray film of the canal water, made murky with years of grease from drowned bicycles.

‘Thinking about it,’ she said. She lifted the bottle to Cosmo. ‘Refill?’

‘Sure,’ he said, offering her his cup. I glanced at his personality pin: another Green. I wondered if he hated this party as much as I did, if this was something we could maybe even laugh about. Why does having fun look like it’s so physically painful? It’s like everybody is going to explode with the need to prove how much fun they can have.

But I was supposed to be Red. Which meant I wasn’t supposed to complain about being forced to have a good time.

Across the water, Silas floated blissfully on the inflatable flamingo, arms outstretched. Of all my memories of Silas, this is the one that always leaps first to my mind. I see his eyes semi-closed, the sunlight on his blond lashes, even though I am certain the sun was not shining and there was no way I was close enough to see his eyelashes. I see him trailing a finger in the water, drifting in circles, creating a little orbit around himself.

The flamingo flipped over. Silas was tossed into the water, head-first, feet up, legs kicking. It was so unlike him, so uncharacteristically graceless, I felt the embarrassment of it physically, like a twist inside my stomach.

A blonde girl, laughing, pulled her long legs onto the flamingo, straddling it like a mechanical bull. Her bikini was red.

Then Silas resurfaced, roaring. That’s absolutely how I heard it. A roar. When he saw the girl on the raft, he lunged for her and pulled her by the ankle. In one quick, violent jerk, she disappeared under the water, cut off mid-shriek. A split second later she came up again, but Silas pushed her back under the water, shoving her head down with such force his torso lifted out of the water. The whole display struck me as unseemly. And I hated that this was the word that popped into my head, that I was the kind of person who thought of things as either seemly or otherwise.

‘Ladies and gentlemen…’ Yelena drawled. ‘Meet your new head of HR.’

‘That’s her?’ I squinted at the girl in the water. She and Silas had reached some sort of detente. They were sharing the raft now, floating peacefully. ‘That’s Iris?’

‘Don’t you recognize the legs?’

I should have recognized the legs. She took great pride in flaunting them regularly in the office – tight miniskirts, impossible heels, leather pants. It was, in fact, the only qualification that people could point to that would explain how she got the job. She’d been the HR assistant for all of two months when her boss quit. Now, at age twenty-four, with zero previous experience, she’d been handed the department. Maybe because no one else wanted it.

‘You heard the pigeon story, right?’ asked Yelena.

This was the pigeon story: a pigeon had flown into CoHab HQ and couldn’t find its way out. It panicked, knocking into the glass-paned office, flinging itself at windows, flapping its filthy pigeon wings around people’s heads, clawing at the copy machine with its filthy pigeon talons. A hysteria, both human and fowl, quickly set in. Didn’t pigeons have rabies? Nobody knew. Nobody wanted to find out. But it was Iris, wearing a leather miniskirt and leopard print heels, who calmly stalked the pigeon into a corner. She scooped it up in her hands, her bare hands, walked it out to the balcony and flung it into the air. The pigeon soared off to freedom. Everyone applauded. Iris was dubbed the office hero. If she could save the office from the rampage of a rabid pigeon, well, what couldn’t she do?

Little ripples started to appear in the water below the bow. I held out my hand and felt the drops in my palm.

‘Uh-oh,’ Cosmo said, squinting at the darkening sky. ‘That doesn’t look good.’

We hoisted everyone back onto the Loose Lips and began the sail back to the city center, but we didn’t make it in time. The sky opened and the rain came down in sheets as flat and fine as the blade of a guillotine. The Loose Lips took cover under the bridge and for a couple of hours we blared music and drank Arjan-and-tonics. There was a polaroid camera making the rounds and at some point Yelena took a selfie snap of the two of us, dancing with our hands in the air.

‘God, we’re gorgeous,’ said Yelena, showing me the picture.

A new song came on and I turned to Cosmo, bouncing on my toes, unable to control my excitement.

‘Isn’t this the best song ever!’ I shouted into his ear. The song was Rihanna’s ‘Umbrella,’ the irony of which drove everyone momentarily wild. He nodded like he hadn’t actually heard what I said. Every now and then I’d catch him looking around the boat in bewilderment, like he’d jumped on a train that he only just now realized was heading in the wrong direction. I knew that feeling. But between the vodka shots, Yelena’s arm around my neck when we danced, my wet dress riding up my thighs, I’d also discovered how exhilarating it could be to just take a break from being me.

At some point, Iris had hoisted herself onto Silas’ shoulders, dancing with her arms above her head, wearing the yellow sunglasses even though the sky was a smothering blanket of deep dark gray.

‘You know what I really think about women who crave attention?’ Yelena smirked, starting to inch her way toward Iris and Silas. ‘Let’s give them the attention they deserve!’

Yelena spun around, and with one surprisingly deft flick of her finger, the clasp on Iris’ bikini snapped, her top flying into the crowd.

‘Yelena!’ I gasped, too horrified to move. Too horrified to look away, even – forced to be an unwitting witness to the way Iris’ bare breasts dangled and swayed. Until Arjan gallantly took off his own shirt, revealing a chest full of tattoos, and handed it to her. Iris looked down, gasped at the sight of her naked chest, and pulled on the t-shirt. If she was at all shocked or traumatized by the situation, she bounced back pretty quickly.

I turned to Cosmo, relieved to see that he looked just as appalled as I felt. We continued to dance, but something had changed, the music a little too loud, our movements a little more awkward. When the rain finally let up and the boat pulled back out, a purple bruised sky overhead, it felt like I’d been holding my breath and now I could finally exhale again.



Technically, we weren’t supposed to have an after-party at HQ. I know we’re all excited about the boat party, Iris had written, in a company-wide email. She’d used Comic Sans font. In pink. But absolutely no after-party at HQ! Remember what happened last time to the FISH???

And yet it was Iris herself who was loading up the elevator with the crates of leftover boat booze.

‘Elevator full!’ she barked when enough people had packed themselves into the space between alcohol crates. ‘The rest of you, just wait.’

I didn’t make the first elevator run. Yelena was on it and I lifted my hand to initiate a wave, but she was talking to the graphic design intern guy and didn’t notice me.

The elevator closed and I saw my reflection in the mirrored doors, the unexpected flash of red on the neckline of my dress. Yelena’s pin. I yanked it off and tossed it into a nearby trashcan. Without Yelena by my side, I had no reason to stay. Cosmo also seemed to have disappeared after the sloppy boat exodus. I can go home, I realized with relief.

I was patient in my inebriation. I gave myself all the time I needed to locate my bike, to extricate it from the mangled metal of the bike rack, to make repeated attempts to fit my key into the lock. It never occurred to me to give up and order an Uber. I was nothing if not a consummate pro when it came to biking home drunk.

The trick was not to stop, not to create any break in the natural rhythm of the biking. I ran a red light, which was fine, which was what you were supposed to do after midnight, when it was quiet and you’d had slightly too much vodka. I even ran another red light at the dicey Wibautstraat and Sarphatistraat intersection, where some self-appointed provocateur had recently put up a sticker on the lamppost that read met een Van Moof krijg je geen voorrang, a sticker I stared at regularly on my way to work, during my more sober and law-abiding hours. With my limited understanding of Dutch, it had taken me several days to work out a decent translation: having a Van Moof bike doesn’t give you priority.

I whooshed right by the sticker, right through the intersection, past blaring car horns and some angry tring-tring bike bells that sounded downright silly in their complete inability to convey aggravation. I was feeling giddy and reckless, but then a guy on a sleek, jet black Van Moof electric bike pulled up alongside me, angling to pass me, and I had to laugh, because who were we kidding? Of course having a Van Moof will always give you priority.

The biker turned his head at me, guessing rightly that I was laughing at him. I felt my bike wobble, my steady drunken rhythm knocked off course. The biker was Silas.

‘Oh, hey, Clown,’ he said, slowing to a coast.

‘Hey, Silas,’ I said. My confidence in my drunken biking ability was beginning to evaporate. Like singing in the shower, like all things really, having an audience changed everything.

‘Hey, Clown, look!’ Silas pulled ahead and raised his arms over his head. ‘No hands.’

I could do this. I had biked without hands a million times before. I trusted my body to remember. So I threw my arms in the air. I felt the cool wind stinging my cheeks, whipping my hair and for one brief, euphoric moment, I even considered closing my eyes. Then the front wheel slipped out from under me and skidded sideways. I felt the falling in the pit of my stomach. It happened fast, but also slow enough that for a moment I held onto the belief I could put out my hands and stop it. But the next thing I knew, my face hit the pavement with a thwack I heard before I felt.

When I opened my eyes, I was surprised to find myself lying on my back in the middle of the street. Silas was kneeling over me.

‘You okay?’ he asked.

‘Yes.’ So long as I didn’t move, it was true.

‘You sure?’ He didn’t look convinced. ‘Your face…’

I reached up to probe my cheeks, my mouth, my nose – oh my God, my nose. I could feel my pulse in the cartilage. When I pulled back my hands and held them up to the lamplight, they were slick with blood.

‘Maybe I should call an ambulance,’ he said.

‘What?’ I said, lurching upright. A mistake. I felt dizzy. I could taste the blood pouring down my upper lip. But an ambulance sounded like a big deal, and this was totally not a big deal. I’d rather spare myself both the expense and the humiliation. ‘No, no, no. I really don’t need an ambulance.’

‘Let me take a look,’ said Silas. He made a move to touch my face, but I recoiled.

‘I’m fine.’ I covered my face with my hands.

‘I promise I won’t hurt you. I’m just going to look.’

His fingers circled my wrists. My first instinct was to stiffen, resist. But he tightened his grip, locking down. I felt my shoulders relax, not because I felt safe or comfortable, but because I knew I wasn’t strong enough to break free.

Silas pulled my hands away from my face. He sucked in his breath, then exhaled slowly though parted lips.

‘That bad, huh?’ I said, wishing I could feel as light and jokey as I sounded.

He didn’t answer. He kept staring at me, his eyes traveling across my face, pausing briefly at my lips. I tried to think of something else to say, another joke to crack, but my brain was ticking like a broken clock, unable to move forward. I couldn’t turn my head or blink my eyes or even swallow, knowing every little gesture I made would be something else for Silas to register, to know about me. I was already afraid he’d looked too closely, that he knew how much his attention was driving me wild with something unidentified, a feeling between shame and lust. In a way it was a relief my face was covered in blood. He couldn’t see the flush that was flaming my cheeks, that was traveling further down, igniting the skin under my clothes even.

Silas ran his thumb down the ridge of my nose. I shuddered. It wasn’t because of the pain.

‘I’m calling an Uber.’ Silas pulled out his phone. ‘You need to go to a hospital. Someone needs to check you out.’

My hands flew back over my nose, like I was hiding my nakedness, while he fiddled with his phone.

‘Four minutes.’ He lowered the phone.

I realized I’d never before been alone with Silas, just the two of us. What would we talk about for four minutes?

‘I was wondering…’ I started, keeping my fingers pressed to my nose, desperate to change the subject, to talk about anything other than the fact that I might need serious medical attention. ‘Where’d you get the name for the boat?’

‘Excuse me?’

‘The Loose Lips. That’s your boat, right?’

‘It is.’

‘Loose lips sink ships. Doesn’t that strike you as a bad omen?’

‘Or…’ he said, grinning. ‘Maybe it’s a warning.’

Of course he was joking. I think.

‘Hey, Clown? Don’t take this the wrong way,’ he said. ‘But I forget your real name.’

‘Oh.’ I swallowed and tasted blood in the back of my throat. ‘It’s Skye.’

‘Skye?’ He made it sound like a ridiculous name. ‘Really?’

‘Yeah. That’s it.’

‘Well then, Skye? I think your Uber is here.’



The ER doctor was handsome. Deep brown eyes, shaggy brown hair worn just a tad too long. How cruel – to again find myself in the company of a seriously attractive man while my nose was crushed and askew on my face, definitely broken.

‘It’s not broken,’ said the doctor. ‘But I’m not going to lie. It’s not pretty.’

He must have seen my devastation.

‘You’re one of the lucky ones,’ he said, peering up at me from under his thick dark eyelashes. ‘You want to hear about the other bike accidents I saw today?’

Great, not only did the hot doctor think I was unattractive, he also thought I was ungrateful.

‘There will be some swelling, bruising around the eyes,’ he said, turning back to his clipboard. ‘Are you experiencing any other pain at this moment?’

If I were a different person I would have taken his palm and placed it over my chest, not cupping a breast or anything, but close enough for him to imagine it. I would let him feel the spike in my heart rate, the kind of thing a good doctor would notice. And I’d say, Here, Doc. This is where I feel the pain.

I shrugged my shoulders up and down a few times.

‘Maybe my arms are a little sore?’

‘On a scale of one to ten?’ he asked.

Numbers aren’t really my thing. Numbers make me nervous. ‘Like, a five?’

He thought about writing that down, then decided against it. ‘I think that’s pretty normal. You took a nasty spill, your body braced it, the way bodies are supposed to.’

‘Uh-huh.’ Tell me more about what bodies are supposed to do, Doc.

‘If the pain gets any worse, you can take a paracetamol. But I think you’ll be fine.’

Easy for him to say. He wasn’t the one who had to walk into the office on Monday morning knowing everyone would have heard about my drunken biking fiasco. Skye Sullivan, can’t hold her liquor. Or her handlebars.

I cast a fleeting glance at the door.

‘Are you expecting someone?’ the doctor asked.

‘No.’

‘You keep looking at the door, though. You look like you’re waiting for someone to walk in.’

The doctor was right. I kept looking at the door. Stop looking at the door, I’d tell myself. I tried counting to ten, but by six there I was again, staring at the door, waiting for Silas to walk in. Silas, whose most noble act of chivalry was to call an Uber to take me to the hospital. I wasn’t crazy, I knew something had passed between us when he’d stared at my bloody face, when he’d run his thumb down the slope of my nose. We’d connected, we shared a moment that wouldn’t make sense if we tried to explain it to other people, like a secret language.

Maybe I actually was crazy. Because in the meantime, I’d concocted this ridiculous story in my mind: that after escorting me into the Uber and promptly wiping his hands of me, Silas got back on his bike and headed home, only to later be seized by a stab of real concern. He’d need to check up on me, he’d need to make sure I really was okay. I imagined him bursting into the hospital, demanding to see me. He’d grab a nurse by the arm. Did you see a girl come through here? A very feminine-looking Tom Cruise type? Brown hair, broken nose?

It took me twenty minutes to walk from the hospital back to where I’d left my bike. I’d almost forgotten how much I loved Amsterdam in the early morning light, when a haze of fog blanketed the canals. I crossed a bridge over the Amstel and watched the first streaks of dawn splinter across the river. The tour boats hadn’t yet started to clog the waterways, the streets weren’t yet buzzing with bikers. It felt like the day belonged to me, that this quiet, empty and utterly perfect city was all mine.

Could I really just decide, here and now, that this was where I belonged?

By the time I picked up my bike and returned home, it was 5:30 a.m. I was in bed, scrolling through other people’s vacation reels, when I received a text from an unknown number.


You okay?



I stared at the message, trying to morph the numbers into a face, a person, someone that made any sense. Cosmo? My heart leaped at the thought, then came crashing down. What had I done, what had I said, that would have prompted his concern?

While I was still staring at my phone, a new message popped up.


It’s Silas.



This, I hadn’t anticipated. This was completely surreal. Then the phone started ringing – a real call coming through. I let it ring several times before I finally made myself answer it.

‘Skye?’ The voice was husky. Undeniably Silas. ‘You okay? I was worried.’

‘Um, yeah…’ I touched the tender, swollen skin under my eyes and winced. ‘A bit cut and bruised. But no stitches. How did you even get this—’

‘Company records,’ said Silas, answering the question before I finished it. ‘Hope you don’t mind.’

‘No, of course not.’ I touched the skin under my eyes again, just to check. Still sore. ‘Thanks for—’

‘Skye…’ The way he said my name. Like he was holding it in his mouth, savoring it. ‘There’s something else. I debated whether or not to tell you. But I think you should know.’

‘Okay.’ I waited. There was a strange mechanical ringing in my ears. Do you hear that too? I almost asked, but then decided against it.

‘There’s a video of you online,’ he said.

‘What? You mean, like, of me falling off my bike?’

‘No.’ He hesitated. ‘Something different.’

The ringing got louder, more shrill.

‘Please tell me it’s not something embarrassing,’ I said.

It sounded like he was holding his breath.

‘It’s pornographic,’ he said. And then he laughed, like he was relieved. ‘Please don’t ask me how I came across it.’

I almost laughed too, the relief was so overwhelming. The idea that there was a pornographic video of me – me! – somewhere out there in the universe was ludicrous. ‘This is a joke, right?’

‘I wish I could say that it was. But then I’d have a pretty weird sense of humor, wouldn’t I?’

‘But…’ I was stumped. ‘It’s not possible.’

‘I believe you.’ He paused. ‘The thing is… it really looks like you.’

‘Can you send it to me?’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I want to see it.’

‘It’s pretty graphic, though. You think you can handle it?’

Probably not, but I didn’t want to let on how much the idea of graphic sex sort of terrified me.

‘Of course I can handle it.’

‘Fine, if you insist.’ Funny, in a way, that this had somehow turned into me asking him to send me pornography. ‘I do think it’s good though, that you know about this. That way you can control the narrative.’

‘I’m sure it isn’t me.’

‘I’m sending you the video now.’

He hung up.

I stared at my phone, waiting for the video to appear. A minute passed, maybe two. I checked my settings, my WiFi connection, refreshed my screen. A new message, from Silas’ number. I clicked the link.

The video opened up mid-blow job. Just like that, no warning. I couldn’t make out the woman’s face at first because her bangs had fallen over her forehead (fact #1: I’d never had bangs) and she had zero gag reflex (fact #2: I couldn’t even inhale cigarette smoke without choking). The parts of the male anatomy she couldn’t access with her mouth she worked with tireless shifts and twists of her wrists. Her fingernails were manicured, rounded off at the tips and painted a perky pink (fact #3: never in my life have my fingernails been anything but bare and bitten to the quick).

But then she looked up, smirking directly at the camera, and for a moment I forgot how to breathe. Silas was right. She looked exactly like me.

I called him back.

‘I see the resemblance,’ I said. ‘But this is definitely not me. I’ve never had bangs. Or a manicure.’

‘Isn’t that a relief?’ He didn’t sound entirely convinced. ‘Don’t worry, Skye. I won’t tell anyone. This stays between you and me.’

‘Thank you,’ I said. As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I realized it was a ridiculous thing for me to say. Why on earth would I thank Silas for keeping this video secret when clearly I wasn’t even in it?

‘You believe me, right?’ I asked. ‘That it’s not me?’

‘Of course, I believe you. But people might get the wrong idea. Better if we just keep this to ourselves.’

I scoffed. Did he really think I was about to go around bragging to people that there was video footage on the internet of a woman who looked exactly like me performing professional-quality fellatio?

‘I won’t say a thing,’ I assured him.

But when we hung up for the second time, I noticed little claws of fear had worked their way into my chest.

The resemblance really was uncanny. Was there ever a time that maybe I just couldn’t remember, a blackout moment with a Cinema Studies freshman at NYU? Had I repressed a memory of a short period of time when I had bangs? And the nails – well, I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t dabbled once or twice with gel tips, but nothing that had ever lasted.

Could it really, possibly be me?

I sent Yelena a text. Let me know when you’re awake. I need to talk to you.

She replied immediately: party emoji, flamenco dancing emoji, champagne emoji, boat emoji, eggplant emoji, lipstick emoji and a Christmas tree emoji, which I was pretty sure was a mistake.

I was about to text her back, but decided to call instead.

‘Where’d you go?’ she answered. In the background, I could hear music and laughter and something that sounded like shattering glass. It was obvious she was still at the after-party. ‘To be honest, I thought you were still here.’

‘I need you to do me a favor,’ I said.

‘Sure, anything.’

‘Can you get to a quiet place?’

‘Oh, a serious favor.’

‘I need you to watch a video. Promise me you’ll watch it somewhere quiet?’

‘This can’t wait until tomorrow?’

‘It already is tomorrow. Please just watch it and tell me if the woman in the video is me.’

‘Is it porn?’

I didn’t answer.

Yelena burst into gleeful laughter. ‘Oh my God, it is porn. Send it!’

I made her promise twice again that she’d watch it somewhere quiet, where she couldn’t be interrupted. Then I hung up and sent her the video.

Five minutes later, Yelena called me back.

‘Of course it’s not you.’ There was an edge in her voice, like she was angry with me. ‘I mean, the bangs? Seriously? What are you thinking? Are you still drunk?’

‘No.’ I did an internal body scan to confirm this was true. I was fairly sure the post-fall adrenaline spike had completely sobered me. ‘Actually, I fell off my bike on the way home—’

‘Aha! A head injury. That explains it.’ She yawned into the phone. ‘Go to bed, Skye. Sleep it off.’

‘I think sleeping it off is the worst—’

But Yelena hung up before I could finish my thought.




CHAPTER FIVE

Darling. A text from Yelena on Monday morning. How are you doing today?

I sent her a close-up of my eye, which was engorged and purple and leaky at the edges. I had put on make-up but it made it worse.

I’ll bring you my Chanels, she wrote back.

The weekend hadn’t provided nearly enough time for recovery, but waiting another day or two for the swelling to subside was not an option. I had to walk into the office and face the gawking head-on.

As it turned out, my fall wasn’t even the biggest party scandal (Iris had apparently ended up losing her top again). But it was the biggest surprise. I could sense people trying to cast me in a different light: the wild party girl, possible closet alcoholic, or perhaps just desperate for attention?

‘You should be enjoying it,’ said Yelena. The weather was warm and dry, so we were outside on the No Inhibitions terrace, lying on the deck chairs, watching the yellow construction cranes in the distance pick apart Amsterdam’s unspectacular skyline. Yelena was smoking a cigarette, I was eating a cheese sandwich. Our standard lunch. ‘You’re famous.’

‘I don’t want to be famous.’

‘You know, there’s no such thing as bad—’

‘Stop. You know whoever said that was full of shit.’

Yelena shrugged and exhaled a long plume of smoke. When I bit into my sandwich, I tasted tar.

We hadn’t talked about the blow job video. Maybe that was a good thing. Even though the woman in the video was not me – definitely not me – I still felt a gnaw of shame in the pit of my stomach every time I thought of it. If Yelena had already forgotten about it, then great. Talking about it made it real and I didn’t want to make it real. I just wanted it to go away.

I’d watched the video so many times over the weekend. You could almost say that I’d gotten a little obsessed with it, with trying to find out who this girl was, why she looked so much like me. I had considered the thought that the images might have been manipulated to look like me, but who would go through that kind of trouble? I could think of no one who cared enough to harass me or tarnish my reputation. I was perfectly capable of tarnishing my own reputation.

Unless it was Professor Hillen.

The thought made me shudder. But no, that made no sense. A deep fake required some sort of technical savvy, and Professor Hillen still watched movies on DVD. Besides, if anyone wanted to avoid another scandal more than me? It was Professor Hillen.

‘I bumped into Cosmo at the coffee machine,’ said Yelena, bringing me back to the roof terrace, the yellow cranes, the somewhat alarming fuel-leakage smell of her cigarette. ‘He wanted to know when your stitches are coming out.’

I struggled to swallow down a bite of my sandwich. I wished Yelena would stop hassling me about Cosmo. For reasons I didn’t understand, she thought Cosmo would be good for me, that he would get my sense of humor, which apparently was a thing that eluded most other people.

‘I didn’t get any stitches.’ I folded a paper napkin around the rest of my sandwich and put it on my plate. ‘Anyway, it’s a weird thing to ask.’

‘He heard you cracked your head on the tram tracks.’ She exhaled more nicotine. ‘But that’s not the point. The point is that he was concerned about you.’

That wasn’t the point. The point was, he was looking for an excuse to talk to Yelena.

‘He’s single,’ said Yelena.

‘He told you this?’

‘I saw it on Tryst.’ She was referring to a dating app she’d made me download. It was different from all other dating apps in an entirely negligible way. It produced romantic matches based on food.

‘He likes fried chicken and waffles, bagels with lox, fig newtons, candy corn…’ She paused to let this sink in. ‘Candy corn, Skye.’

She made a good point. It wasn’t every day you found a guy in Amsterdam who was into candy corn.

‘You should do brunch with him this weekend.’

‘You seem pretty persistent. Maybe you should have brunch with Cosmo this weekend.’

‘Can’t. I’m in Paris this weekend. Remember?’

Right. Paris. How could I forget Paris? It was all anyone could talk about in HQ. Where are the Paris development contracts? Who are our Paris F&B suppliers, our Paris micro-influencers? Does anyone here speak French? Où est le métro? It was funny at first, everyone all in a tizzy, but then it wasn’t. CoHab Paris was set to open in less than six months and it was starting to dawn on almost everyone, with varying degrees of panic, that there was no way we were going to make the launch deadline. And while being a little late to open the facility didn’t strike me as catastrophic, apparently I was mistaken. As Yelena liked to point out: if the CoHab brand was ever going to be taken seriously, if the franchise had any potential, if we wanted international investors to commit to our global scale-up, then CoHab Paris needed an entirely glitch-free debut.

I didn’t think all this concerned me personally. The only emotion I felt about the delayed Paris opening was jealousy. All across departments (property development, legal, design, operations, sales), people were being flown to Paris on a regular basis to salvage something, to do anything to assure its fabulousness. Even Yelena had been flown out twice, for no specific reason I could identify.

‘But…’ I started.

‘But what? But you wanted to go to Paris?’

‘Sure.’ Of course I wanted to go to Paris. I mean, I’d visited Paris twice in my life and hated it both times, but that wasn’t the point. Paris had always felt like a really witty joke I wasn’t clever enough to get, and I resented that.

I suppose, in a way, this was also my problem with New York. Best time of my life, my mother used to say, referring to the years she’d spent as a fashion design student at FIT. She could recall in vivid detail the nights she’d lie on the floor of her Greenwich Village one-bedroom walk-up while her roommate outlined her measurements on cheap Fashion District fabrics, producing the disco hot pants or bell-bottoms that Mom would wear to nightclubs like Spa, Vinyl, Suede. There’d be pills that were more Tylenol than Ecstasy, greasy breakfasts at a twenty-four-hour diner, after-parties in a church basement. This wasn’t the New York I knew (and only later did it occur to me that it wasn’t the New York City I even wanted to know). I’d been told so many times that New York was the greatest city in the world, and I could hear Mom trying so hard to make me want to be there. How could I tell her I’d hated every minute of it?

I should have known better by now. I should have stopped trying so hard to belong to a club I despised. And yet still I found myself hoping that I could somehow unlock the hidden side of Paris that captivated everyone else.

‘What are they giving you for your eye?’ Yelena stretched her arms over her head. My cue to hurry up and finish the rest of my sandwich.

‘Nothing. I’m supposed to take paracetamol.’

‘You’re joking. After a fall like that? I’ve got painkillers in my desk if you want.’

‘I’m good.’

Nonetheless, she dropped by my desk a couple of hours later and handed me a handful of pills.

‘The blue one is for the pain, the white one is for sleeping, the long white one is just to take the edge off.’

‘Seriously, I’m not a pill—’

‘One other thing.’ She dropped a press pack on my desk. ‘You’re up.’

I opened the folder, flipping through the Amsterdam fact sheets and the Paris projections. I inspected the tote bag with the CoHab branded cheap yellow sunglasses, the bike seat rain cover, the pithy postcards.

‘Am I ready?’ I didn’t feel ready.

Yelena shrugged. ‘There’s a reporter waiting for you downstairs.’

It wasn’t like I hadn’t been warned. It wasn’t like I hadn’t been coached and instructed. Yelena had made me write up the guided tour of Amsterdam’s CoHab facilities, she’d made me tweak all the relevant USPs and then she’d made me memorize every line of the document. She’d been rehearsing with me for over a month, prepping me for the day I would officially take over all press tours of the building.

And now, as she’d put it, I was up.

I opened a second folder, clearly supplemental, labeled Scholarship Application.

‘We have a scholarship?’ I flipped the page. ‘How come I’ve never heard of this before?’

‘Well…’

In the ensuing silence, I skimmed through the rest of the pages. It took me a second to realize what I was looking at. The name Ana-Maria Ciobanu leaped out at me. I could feel every vertebra in my spine snap to.

‘Ana-Maria? The girl who overdosed?’ I looked up at Yelena searchingly. ‘She was living here for free?’

‘It was a pilot program. Obviously we now realize there are some kinks we need to work out.’

Obviously. I bit my tongue.

‘I’m not saying we’re responsible for her death,’ Yelena said, leaning back on my desk. She inspected the ends of her silk scarf, worrying a loose thread with her thumb. ‘That’s not what I am saying at all.’

I glanced at the contract in front of me. Ana-Maria had been given free housing at CoHab for a full two years so she could finish her Media Studies degree at University of Amsterdam. I felt a twinge of envy, then hated myself for it. It wasn’t cool to be jealous of a dead girl.

‘But we are looking to hire community leaders now, to make the transition easier,’ Yelena was saying. ‘You can tell the reporter that. If she asks.’

‘Wait.’ I closed the scholarship application. ‘What is the reporter going to ask me?’

‘It might not even come up.’ Yelena gave up on the loose thread of her scarf and crossed her arms over her chest. ‘I’m saying if she asks. Then maybe you tell her that clearly Ana-Maria was too young to appreciate this opportunity. And I suppose, for lack of other friends or peers, she may have… misunderstood? Yes, say that. She misunderstood her relationship with Silas.’

‘She misunderstood?’ I repeated. ‘She had a relationship with Silas?’

‘She was a bit obsessive. But you don’t have to say that. In fact, don’t. She was just lonely. Silas was her mentor while she was here and I think she just expected, no – wanted, she wanted more.’

I waited for Yelena to continue.

‘She wasn’t a stalker,’ Yelena said.

I raised an eyebrow. ‘Not a stalker?’

‘Definitely don’t say stalker.’ She pointed to the scholarship papers. ‘She was lonely. She was misguided. Poor thing.’

‘Are you…’ I thought carefully about how I wanted to phrase the troubling question that had just popped into my head. ‘I thought the overdose was accidental. Are you saying it was deliberate?’

‘Look, just tell them we tried to help.’ Yelena picked up the end of her scarf again and ran a finger across the frayed edge. ‘Tell them you tried to help.’

The memory leaped out at me, like I’d locked it in a drawer that now burst open automatically.

We think it’s better if you say you did know her, Yelena had told me, the day I’d written the press release. You can say you met her at the orientation party. We can say you started earlier…

‘But how?’ I asked.

Yelena looked at me like I’d stopped speaking a language we both understood.

‘How did I help her?’

‘Oh. You took her for coffee, I guess? Or maybe, I don’t know, you both made spaghetti bolognese in the communal kitchen? You listened to her when she told you her fantasies about Silas. But you reminded her… they were just fantasies. You thought she understood they were just fantasies.’

It sounded like I’d been pretty busy. It sounded like Ana-Maria might have been the closest friend I’d ever had.

‘Thank you,’ said Yelena, giving my shoulder a light squeeze. ‘Your cooperation won’t go unnoticed. I am sure you understand how important this is.’

Did I understand? I wasn’t sure that I did. But Yelena made it sound like I didn’t really have a choice.

I found the reporter hovering by the reception desk. She had a pixie cut of ash-blonde hair and long enough legs to make her Birkenstocks look good. She was younger than I thought she’d be, with a friendly and open face. She introduced herself as Nadia. When she smiled and gave my hand a hearty pump, dropping her little notebook in the process, I considered letting go of some of the anxiety that had been digging into the back of my neck.

But if I let go of the anxiety, then I’d have to deal with another uncomfortable sensation lurking just below it, a niggling anger that could easily turn to rage if I pulled it out and held it to the light. I wasn’t particularly good at lying. I certainly didn’t get any sort of rush, as I imagine some people do, from weaving elaborate tales of deception, just to see what I could get away with. So it more than irked me that Yelena would be willing to put me on the spot like this, that she’d force me to be complicit in a scheme I didn’t even fully understand.

‘So what happened to Rachel?’ Nadia asked me.

‘I’m sorry, who?’

‘Rachel. The influence manager. She’s usually the one I speak to.’

‘Oh, um, I’m the influence manager,’ I said.

Nadia hesitated, her lips pursed, like she was sizing me up.

‘I’m relatively new,’ I said, thinking I might owe her an explanation. ‘I started about two months ago—’

‘It’s just strange,’ she interrupted me. ‘I had no idea Rachel left. She quit?’

I shrugged. ‘Like I said, I don’t know anything about Rachel. But I assure you, I am perfectly qualified to give you a tour—’

‘I just want to see the room.’ She gestured with her head to the front desk manager, Maud. ‘But apparently, I need an escort.’

‘Okay, sure, I can show you a room.’

Maud handed me a key card without making eye contact. ‘Room 328.’

I led Nadia through the lobby to the elevators. Even though she claimed to be uninterested in the full tour, I felt compelled to make use of all the information I’d recently memorized. I pointed out the fitness room, the co-working spaces, Frederieke’s juice-and-salad restaurant. I peppered my ongoing commentary with fun facts like ‘If you’re taking pictures of the tuna poke bowl, we recommend the Lo-Fi filter.’ Nadia didn’t bother taking notes or asking any follow-up questions.

We got off the elevators on the third floor. I used the key card to open the door to one of the studios.

‘Oh.’ Nadia paused at the threshold. Her next step inside was tentative. She looked around, then settled her gaze out the window, at the partial view of the Amstel. ‘So this is where it happened.’

‘Excuse me?’

She sank slowly onto the bed, feeling the mattress give below her. ‘This is where Ana-Maria Ciobanu killed herself, right?’

My body felt suddenly hollow, like a chill was passing through me. I stared at the room key still in my palm: 328. Now I understood why that number had sounded so familiar. This was the dead girl’s room.

I replayed the course of events in my head: Maud handing me the key card, already pre-programmed. I’d assumed it was the key for the general showroom. But what if Nadia had requested a specific room? I just want to see the room, she’d told me. Not a room. The room.

I glanced around. The room was no different than any of the other studios. A bed, a desk, a fake cactus, a tiny shower. Except it was cold, maybe even unbearably cold, and I wondered if this was something that could be fixed with a twist of the thermostat knob.

‘Did you know her?’ Nadia asked me, looking up. ‘I mean, personally. Did you know Ana-Maria Ciobanu?’

‘I…’ I stared out the window, but from my angle, the view of the river was obstructed by the massive Church of Scientology building across the street. ‘I met her at the orientation party. She seemed a little lonely.’

The lie slipped through because I didn’t know what else to say. I didn’t want to have to stand there, silently, while Nadia watched me wrestle with indecision. But once I’d said it out loud, I immediately wished I could take it back. It didn’t sit well, this lying about a dead girl. I was so furious with Yelena for forcing me into this situation, I completely forgot to wonder what she was trying to hide.




CHAPTER SIX

It was 9 p.m. on a Friday night and I was down half a bottle of Sauvignon Blanc and four hours of my life. I knew where the Sauvignon Blanc had gone. The last four hours were harder to trace.

I’d started by pulling up Ana-Maria Ciobanu’s Instagram account. The account had since been memorialized, with the word ‘Remembering’ under the picture of her freckled and cheekbone-chiseled face. She was wearing the yellow-framed CoHab sunglasses. Just like the ones I kept in my desk drawer at the office. The same ones pretty much everyone had been wearing at the Live the Brand Bootcamp. I’d seen Ana-Maria’s date of birth on her CoHab scholarship application. She was eighteen years old. With the goofy glasses, she looked even younger.

I stared at the photo for a long time. Did she really stalk Silas? Did she think Silas was her boyfriend? That seemed highly unlikely. That would be like me thinking Silas could be my boyfriend. I almost laughed out loud, the thought was so absurd.

I scrolled through her most recent photos. And her not-so-recent photos. She’d liked to party. She was popular at parties, too. She’d posted a lot of group photos and in these photos, someone always had an arm slung around her neck or wrapped around her waist. I paused on a photo carousel where someone was gripping her by the neck, nuzzling her ear. Ana-Maria’s eyes were closed, her lips half-parted in a dreamy, faraway smile. There wasn’t much to see of the person nuzzling her – a sharp, attractive jawline, peppered with graying facial hair. In the second photo of the series, his hand had slid further down her chest, fingers splayed in the dip of her cleavage. Again, no face in the photo, but his muscular forearm was featured prominently. He had an elaborate tattoo. I squinted at it. An anchor, maybe?

When she wasn’t at parties, Ana-Maria liked to take mirror-selfies before she went out to parties. She’d uploaded another carousel where she showed off her slender figure in a brown-and-pink polka dot bikini. This was the photo I’d seen before, when I’d glanced briefly at her Instagram before writing the press release. Looking at it now felt like I’d been hit by a sudden, unexplained impact. I could tell, with unquestionable certainty, that this bikini had to be the same one I’d seen in Yelena’s apartment, in the polaroid. It was just too specific. Not just the bikini itself, but the way it sat on the curve of her hips, the way it pasted itself smoothly against her flat stomach. The way her long brown hair rippled over the clasp in the back.

So why had Yelena lied to me? Why couldn’t she admit to me that this was Ana-Maria?

Staring at the photo wasn’t giving me any answers. It wasn’t telling me what Yelena wanted to hide. Only Yelena could tell me that. But Yelena was going to be in Paris all weekend. This thought created a new longing in me that could only be satisfied with another glass of wine and another couple of hours spiraling through the internet.

It wasn’t long before I was idly browsing Amsterdam/Paris train tickets. By Thalys it was only a three-and-a-half-hour trip, but last-minute ticket prices were obscene. The six-hour regional train route might have made more sense, but waiting two hours for a transfer in the soul-sucking vortex of Brussels Midi was a hard no. Before I knew it, I was combing real estate listings in South Pigalle. I’d settled on a tiny studio walk-up above a restaurant with a red neon sign that flashed the word ‘bar.’ I imagined myself sitting on the little balcony, smoking Gaulois and drinking Pernod (I wasn’t a fan of either, but I could learn). I’d buy croissants at Pain Pain, I’d eat dinner by candlelight at Le Pantruche.

When I found myself filling up online shopping carts with silk scarves and leather booties, I finally snapped to. I closed my laptop and reminded myself that I didn’t want to live in Paris. The city wasn’t going to embrace me just because I smoked a Gaulois. Besides, I really liked Amsterdam – cute, comfortable, with mediocre food and a non-existent hipster scene. Even the secret, membership-only clubs were scandalously easy to access. The city was just too small to be picky.

Without my laptop screen, there wasn’t much to look at in my apartment. I’d lived in this apartment, my mother’s ex-boyfriend Joost’s illegal sublet, for more than two years now and I’d been given very specific instructions not to get too attached. Because I could get kicked out at any moment, I inhabited the space as superficially as possible. I didn’t invest in even minor decorating details like wicker baskets, candle holders or plush throws. I didn’t complain that the bathroom door had fallen off its hinges. I was content to hand wash the few chipped plates and mugs that came with the apartment.

I pulled out my phone and opened Tryst. I typed ‘candy corn’ in the search bar and Cosmo was my one and only hit. My intention was to ask if he was free for brunch over the weekend, but instead I found myself typing, what you up to?

I could see him typing back immediately.



I arrived half an hour earlier than agreed upon and planted myself in a dark, dank corner of the bar with a glass of shitty house wine. Cosmo had suggested we meet at a self-proclaimed ‘New York version of a Parisian bistro’ that had uninspired food and a high enough price point for the wine to fool you into thinking it wouldn’t give you a headache. But I preferred the traditional brown cafés where moldy beer coasters were shoved under the table legs to keep them from wobbling and the candles had sealed themselves to the countertops in mounds of wax drippings.

Twenty minutes later, Cosmo shuffled in. He was still wearing the maroon hoodie he’d worn at work, but he was freshly shaved.

‘Hi, Skye,’ he said and then his ears got red. He was nervous, which was funny, because it was just me. He sat on a wobbly chair and pointed to my wine glass. ‘Sauvignon Blanc?’

I frowned at him suspiciously. ‘How did you – oh right, the app.’

He smiled sheepishly.

‘This is the cheap stuff.’ I held my glass up to the candlelight and swirled it. ‘See? The color of horse urine. From a severely dehydrated horse.’

‘You hungry?’ Cosmo asked, getting up.

‘Well, I never say no—’

‘—to bitterballen,’ he finished for me. ‘That’s exactly how you said it. In your profile, I mean. I never say no to bitterballen.’

I should have given the dating app more credit. I felt utterly exposed.

A moment later, Cosmo returned with two stemmed wine glasses and a thirty-euro bottle of Sauvignon Blanc.

‘Bitterballen are on the way,’ he said.

‘I thought you were an IPA guy.’ I’d done a quick review of his profile while he was at the bar.

‘I’m willing to make the sacrifice.’ He poured the wine into one of the glasses and held it over the candlelight. ‘Now, this horse? Very well-hydrated. I bet his coat was glowing with youthful radiance.’

I smiled and took the glass from him.

‘You have a really nice smile,’ he said.

‘Oh, no, was I smiling?’ I cupped a hand over my mouth. ‘I’m trying to quit.’

‘Quit smiling?’

‘Yeah. People say it makes me look crazy. Too American.’

‘What people?’

‘Yelena.’

Cosmo rolled his eyes. ‘Don’t listen to Yelena. She has no idea what she’s talking about.’

I swirled my wine and took a sip. It was significantly less sour than the other wine I’d been drinking.

‘You know, Yelena and I call you Cosmo,’ I told him.

‘You’re kidding. My dog is named Cosmo.’

‘Really?’

‘No.’ His ears got red again.

It turned out Cosmo was from Oregon, but he’d lived in New York briefly, which he hated almost as much as I did. We settled into that distinctly American rhythm of trading cultural references like baseball cards. Or maybe more like regular cards, like a game of Go Fish. I could prove that I knew my Godard from my Truffaut, my Clash from my Ramones. I was armed with Yuval Noah Harari’s major talking points; Jonathan Safran Foer made me want to try harder to be a vegetarian. This need to show how hard I had worked to curate my tastes didn’t necessarily bring out the best in me, but at least it brought out the me in me.

‘Ryan Murphy?’ Cosmo asked.

‘Seriously over-rated. His shows are like that restaurant with a great view that doesn’t even try when it comes to the food. Adam Driver?’

‘So watchable. Like a young Marlon Brando.’

‘Why do people always feel the need to make that distinction? Old Marlon Brando is just as sexy as young Marlon Brando. I’d totally fuck Godfather Marlon Brando.’

‘You know what?’ Cosmo placed a hand over his heart, like I’d drawn an arrow and pierced him. ‘Me too.’

He said it so seriously, I couldn’t help but laugh.

‘Let me guess,’ he said. ‘You were a film major in college.’

‘Nope,’ I said firmly, although the funny thing was that he was half-right. I’d almost majored in film studies. ‘I dropped out of college.’

I was glad that I’d been given the opportunity to mention this. I like to announce my college drop-out status early, confidently, so it doesn’t look like something I’m trying to hide. I’m not ashamed.

But the timing was bad, because I really needed to pee.

‘Sorry, bathroom break.’ I shot out of the chair, hoping it didn’t look like I was purposefully avoiding the conversation.

The bathroom was tiny, dimly lit and smelled strongly and disingenuously of lemon. I was too drunk to hover so I collapsed gracelessly on the toilet seat and held my head in my hands. I thought about kissing Cosmo. I thought about how shocked he’d be if I kissed him now, out of nowhere.

It didn’t go exactly as planned. I teetered more than I strutted back to the table and then I just sort of fell into Cosmo’s lap without any of the grace I’d intended. It wasn’t sexy, but I’d more or less accomplished what I set out to do. When I kissed him, I wasted no time on decorum. I smashed my lips against his, open-mouthed and wet. I could feel his entire body draw a sharp breath, his fingers curling against my hips.

‘Paris?’ I asked him.

‘What?’

‘How do you feel about Paris? Yes or no?’

‘If I’m being honest?’ He shrugged his shoulders. ‘I don’t get the fuss.’

I kissed him again, making a point to press myself a little harder and deeper into his lap.



I stood in front of my front door fiddling with the lock, which even on the rare sober night was problematic. But with Cosmo’s tongue probing my ear, the hard stubble on his chin raking deliciously across the back of my neck, concentration was pretty much impossible.

‘I need a moment,’ I said, removing the key.

‘Sorry,’ said Cosmo.

‘No, not you.’ I leaned my head against his chest. ‘I’m taking a break with the lock.’

‘I see.’ Cosmo brushed my hair aside. He took my earlobe between his teeth and gave it a tug.

My next attempt with the lock proved successful. The door clicked open and we flung ourselves inside, waging a frantic battle against buttons, zippers, the part of his hoodie that refused to clear his head, the denim that caught on my ankle. I hadn’t remembered falling or making a conscious decision to throw myself onto the floor, but at some point I realized that we hadn’t made it to the sofa. We were making out on the rug I’d inherited from Yelena a week ago – or rather, the rug she’d foisted upon me the day after she’d paid her first visit to my apartment and decided she wasn’t impressed with the decor. It was a hand-woven, tribal-patterned rug and although I was still struggling to define my own personal style, I knew for a fact that this wasn’t it.

‘You okay?’ Cosmo asked. I didn’t know exactly how he meant it. Was I feeling okay? Or was I okay, in general, with the concept of being half-naked on an ugly rug? He was hovering on top of me and I was gripping his bare arms, trying to keep the ceiling above him from swaying. Now that his hoodie was off, his skinniness caught me off-guard. I hadn’t pictured him quite so bony.

‘I think I’m pretty wasted right now,’ I said, which was both true and an appropriate answer to whichever question he’d asked.

He sat up, alert. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you were that drunk.’

‘Really? I thought it was pretty obvious.’ I worked my hand down his underwear.

‘I’m just saying we can talk if you want.’ He removed my hand. ‘I like talking to you.’

There was a snap in my chest, like someone had plucked the string of a guitar. I realized only then how really drunk I was. Not drunk in the sense Cosmo was worried about, not the making decisions I’d later regret kind of drunk. I was sentimental drunk. Like, if Cosmo was any good at sex and he made me orgasm, I’d probably end up crying, which he’d mistake for some sort of grand emotional gesture. He might mistake it for love. I might mistake it for love.

I climbed onto his lap, grinding myself against his unmistakable erection.

‘Skye…’ he said. ‘You don’t have to.’

But it wasn’t long before he was lying on his back, his cock in my mouth. There were moments when I think he really wanted to show me signs of tenderness, when he grazed my cheek with the outside of his thumb, or when he ran his fingers through my hair, brushing away the strands that snagged on the side of my mouth. But then his hips started bucking in relentless, almost panicky, thrusts and he was gripping me hard on the back of my head. I tried to pull back, but he held his hand firm, pressing down, shoving himself so far down my throat for a moment I couldn’t breathe. When I gagged and sputtered, eyes tearing, he crushed my head harder into his crotch and held it there until he came.



I woke up the next morning with a deep and desperate need for water. But when I propped myself on my elbows, my head felt too heavy to lift. I considered the effort it would take to walk my giant head out of the room, toward the kitchen, and gave up even trying.

Cosmo stirred next to me and threw an arm across my chest. It felt like dead weight. I tried to wiggle out from under it.

‘How you feeling?’ he asked.

‘I need coffee.’ My voice was hoarse and scratchy against my throat.

We walked to the café across the street and ordered lattes. Cosmo also ordered a croissant, but I had no interest in a croissant.

‘Really?’ He raised an eyebrow. ‘You love croissants.’

‘Sometimes it’s okay to hate the things you love.’

He gave me a look, like he wasn’t sure if I was joking. I wasn’t sure if I was joking. My head hurt too much to be funny. Also, my hands were trembling. That happened sometimes.

‘I hate Saturday mornings,’ I said. ‘Saturday morning feels like the weekend is over before it even begins.’

Cosmo laughed, but this also wasn’t a joke.

‘You sure you don’t want some?’ he asked, shoving his plate of butchered croissant flakes at me. I kept getting flashes of his naked skinniness, the sound of his feeble whimpers just before he came, and the queasiness in my stomach lurched upward. I had to turn away just to keep the nausea at bay.

I was no good at this. Whatever this was. Daylight so bright it rang in my ears, jokes that didn’t land, shiny nose blackheads, a bill to split, the milk foam on the side of Cosmo’s mouth, the croissant flakes on his chin. Breakfast had been a terrible idea. I hated watching people eat. It made me sad.

I started rubbing my heavy, dry eyes and then made outwards circles toward my temples where no amount of coffee could dull the throbbing. When I opened my eyes I could see Cosmo staring at me.

‘So… dinner?’ he asked, like he was repeating it.

‘Tonight?’ I didn’t have the strength to hide my horror. I couldn’t do the real stuff, the semi-sober stuff. I wasn’t ready.

‘Or some other time,’ he said. ‘We can eat real food. You like real food, right? Isn’t that what this whole thing’ – he gestured between the two of us – ‘is about?’

He was right. When it came down to it, our whole relationship was based on a shared appreciation for candy corn.

Could I really imagine Cosmo as my boyfriend? Would I bring him home for Thanksgiving? Where would we go for Thanksgiving anyway? Would I take him to my father’s house in Longboat Key and introduce him to the new wife and the new spawn? Or should we track down Mom and celebrate Thanksgiving on her boyfriend’s yacht? Last I heard, they were ported in Bodrum.

My parents hadn’t even waited a month after I’d left for college before they dissolved the sham that was their marriage. I didn’t fault them for it. I should have thanked them, really, for proving what I’d already suspected: that relationships were all pretense; that everyone, even the person you’ve pegged as your soul mate, is destined to turn out to be a huge disappointment. The moment you fall in love is the moment you start breaking up. Someone should stitch that on a pillow.

‘Hey, this was fun,’ said Cosmo, wiping the croissant flakes off his chin with the cuff of his sweatshirt. ‘You’re fun.’

I wasn’t really all that much fun. Once he got to know me – I mean, really know me – he’d figure that out pretty quickly. My playful, carefree attitude was pure charade, and not one I could keep up for very long. Better to leave it like this, with Cosmo holding onto the illusion of Fun Skye.

The waitress dropped off the breakfast bill. I let Cosmo pay and I probably should have felt guilty about it, but I didn’t.

‘How about this?’ said Cosmo, after an awkward hug outside the restaurant. It was like hugging a wire hanger. ‘I’ll text you the name of a restaurant and you tell me why it’s a terrible idea to go there.’

‘Sure,’ I said with a shrug, trying to make it sound encouraging.

‘For example…’ He brought his finger to his lips and furrowed his brow for a moment. ‘Izikaya?’

‘You can’t be serious. You want to take me out for overpriced hipster food poisoning?’

‘That’s my girl,’ he said. He hugged me again and the second time wasn’t all that bad.



I wasn’t in a hurry to get back to my apartment, which probably still reeked of alcohol and sex. Instead, I ventured into a pet store on the corner, which had never before appealed to me in the two years I’d lived in the neighborhood. It was small and dark and for a long time I’d believed it was a bar that catered primarily to day drinkers. It turned out I wasn’t exactly wrong. The pet store was devoted almost entirely to fish, sallow, creepy-looking creatures who wore the gloomy expression of a hardened alcoholic. I considered buying two angelfish, who at least looked open to the possibility of joy, but the shopkeeper told me angelfish were territorial and the bigger fish could feel compelled to eat the smaller one.

‘How about a neon tetras instead?’ he asked.

I caught a whiff of upsell. In the end, I left the shop empty-handed.

It was late afternoon by the time I returned home. I flopped down on the couch, staring at the empty wall across from me. It could really use an accent color, maybe a dusty rose or vintage green. Something with a little personality. Maybe red? I squinted harder at the blank white space, considering the mechanics that would be required to make an accent color happen. Could I really be bothered to tape up the baseboards? Could I see myself climbing a ladder?

I picked up my laptop, intending to disappear down an Instagram rabbit hole of decorating tips, searching for the colors that soothe, the colors that stimulate productivity, the colors that cure a hangover. But right there on my screen, exactly where I’d left it, was Ana-Maria’s Instagram account. I hesitated a brief moment before scrolling back to the top.

I was mid-scroll when I saw it – one picture in particular that stood out. Not a party or bikini pic. An otherwise innocuous selfie, remarkable only because she was alone and wearing pjs. I could tell from the background that the picture had been taken in her CoHab studio. She was propped up in bed and sipping from a mug. Matcha and me time! she’d captioned it. Behind her on the wall, there was a corkboard filled with thumb-tacked photos. I zoomed in. Although the image was far from sharp, I recognized one of the polaroids. It was the same one from Yelena’s apartment, the photo taken on the beach, with Yelena in her black-and-gold bikini, kissing the woman I’d suspected was Ana-Maria.

Was this a copy? Was it even possible to make copies of polaroids? I didn’t think so. Which left just one other possibility: Yelena had taken it from Ana-Maria’s room.




CHAPTER SEVEN

I was at the paint store the following day, debating between the Hot Tamale and Moody Merlot color swatches, when my phone buzzed: a message from Cosmo.


little collins?



It was a solid restaurant. Romantic, even. The intimate setting, small shared dishes, a proper cocktail menu.

‘Uh-oh,’ said the sales assistant, handing me a paint sample for Bad Reputation. ‘A smile like that means trouble.’

I tried to stop smiling, but it didn’t work. I slipped the paint chips into the back pocket of my jeans and left the store. Outside, I pulled out my phone and typed.


Or cornerstore?



He started typing back immediately.


in noord? is that a joke?



That’s exactly what I would have said. I could even hear it out loud in my own voice.

rijsel? I wrote back.


i can be convinced



And then:


convince me



I could feel the horror creeping in, beginning its slow, hard freeze. What was I supposed to convince him of? That I would provide scintillating conversation and a decent hand job? That I would get charmingly tipsy, but not drunk enough to get hysterical? That I was sophisticated enough to behave responsibly, slutty enough to behave irresponsibly, and wise enough to know the difference?

My phone vibrated in my hands. I assumed it was another message from Cosmo, but it wasn’t. It was a message from Yelena.


Check your email.



I checked my email, opened the latest message from Yelena.


Great job with the reporter! Magazine killed the article in the end anyway, Moving on… Now, welcome to your first business trip!



Attached was a train ticket to Paris.

Six hours later, I stepped off the train at Gare du Nord holding a CoHab branded tote with my pjs, a toothbrush and a semi-clean black-and-white striped jersey dress because it looked like something a modern-day Parisian mime would wear. The message on my phone from Cosmo was still left unanswered. I’d had the whole train ride to think of a clever response, but the pressure was crippling. My mind remained blank. How was I supposed to hold up an entire romantic dinner conversation if I couldn’t even answer a text?

I met Yelena in front of the train station Paul Patisserie, where day-old croissants were languishing under the orange glow of a heat bulb.

‘Don’t even,’ she said, shielding my eyes. ‘Tomorrow I’m taking you to a place with the best croissants in Paris.’

Outside the station it was loud and busy, a mad dash to catch trains, flag taxis, sell souvenirs. Above, the arched windows of the Beaux-Arts buildings, red geraniums spilling over wrought-iron balconies. I wanted to pinch myself, I couldn’t believe I was actually here. This was my life now: I was a person who was traveling to Paris on a business trip.

It was already getting dark, the glow of the 25Hours Hotel sign dappling the cobblestoned street. There was also a chilly nip in the late summer air that I hadn’t anticipated. I shivered.

‘That’s all you brought?’ Yelena asked, glancing at my bag.

‘I didn’t really have the time—’

‘Take this.’ She shimmied out of her leather jacket and handed it to me.

I slipped my arms into the sleeves. The leather was supple, almost dewy against my skin.

‘You have to keep it.’ She stood back to admire me. ‘It looks way better on you.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous. I could never.’

‘I’m serious! If you give it back to me now, I’ll be offended. This is such a good look for you. You could wear it with a little silk camisole. Maybe black skinny jeans, white sneakers?’ She kissed her fingertips. ‘Perfection.’

A little silk camisole. Black skinny jeans, white sneakers. Seriously, did Yelena think I owned any of these things? I fingered the metal buttons, toyed with the asymmetrical zipper, trying to imagine myself as someone who could realistically pull off a cropped motorcycle jacket with so much hardware.

‘And now you’re ready for dinner.’ Yelena linked her arm through mine.

‘Was I not ready for dinner before?’

‘That’s totally not what I said.’ She gave me a wink, which implied she’d meant exactly that.

She took me to a restaurant tucked into the back of a dark alley, where we sat in a corner and watched the candlelight throw up shadows on the walls around us. The dinner menu was scrawled in illegible cursive on a blackboard. When the waitress demanded our order, I panicked and picked the first thing I could read properly – l’entrecôte, s’il vous plaît. The staff was obnoxious and the slabs of butter were too hard to smear on bread, but the red wine was lush and full-bodied and Yelena spoke in that manic way of hers that made it feel like she’d been saving up all this great material just so she could share it with me. It was almost like she sensed I’d been able to have fun in Amsterdam without her and now she was trying to win me back.

‘Oh, and the student union.’ She swirled her red wine around in its giant goblet. ‘Don’t even get me started on the student union.’

‘Hmm…’ I was still chewing on the same piece of meat I’d put in my mouth several minutes earlier and making no progress. Already I’d had to let several opportunities to jump into the conversation pass me by. I swallowed painfully. ‘What’s up with the student union?’

‘Well…’ She put down the wine glass and twisted the ring around her middle finger. It was a new ring I hadn’t seen before. ‘Unfortunately, the business plan was leaked.’

‘Is that a bad thing?’

‘Kinda. They saw our projections and now, apparently, we’re exploiting the student housing crisis. We’re not the ones responsible for ruining the housing market, you know? The crisis was there before we got here. We’re not elitists. We’re aggressive. There’s a difference. But suddenly, just because we happen to be targeting a certain international student element, just because our rates are a little on the high side, we’re the ones disenfranchising the local population—’

‘You can always mention the scholarship,’ I said.

‘Scholarship?’ Yelena looked confused for a moment. Then her expression darkened. ‘Right, the scholarship.’ She took a bite of her steak. It looked like she was also having trouble swallowing it. ‘Look, we still need to iron out the details about the scholarship. Better if you don’t talk about it yet.’

We stabbed at our steaks for a moment in silence. Now would be a good time to mention Ana-Maria, to ask her what she was trying to hide. But I was scared. We were having fun. I didn’t want to provoke her, potentially anger her and ruin the night.

‘I like your ring,’ I said.

‘Yeah?’ Yelena held out her hand in front of her. I had thought it was a simple gold band that coiled twice around her finger, but now I could see it was a snake, the scales etched into the metal, the head wider at the top, the tail tapering at the end. ‘I found it at a flea market yesterday, only five euros.’

The ring was so her – elegant yet badass, deceptively exquisite. This wasn’t fair. Why wasn’t I the kind of person who could wade through the crap and find a thing of beauty? How come I could never trust my own taste? I could only tell jewelry was nice if it was expensive.

Yelena emptied the rest of the wine bottle into our glasses.

‘Did I tell you we finally got a marketing intern? She comes in about once a week. Really funny and clever. She reminds me a bit of you. I call her French Skye.’

I did not like this. At all. The concept of a French Skye was problematic on all sorts of levels. Most troubling of all was that it lent credence to the rumors circulating around the office, whispers across the lunch tables in the cafeteria, on the smoker’s terrace, in the mermaid elevator – soon CoHab HQ would make its permanent home in Paris and we’d all be replaced by French versions of ourselves.

‘Oh, and we also finally got a full-time designer,’ Yelena continued. ‘Her name is Ophélie. She’s kind of a bitch. Or maybe she just doesn’t speak English? I can’t tell yet.’

Yelena requested l’addition and charged it to the company credit card.

We hopped into a taxi and I stared out the window, trying to see the potential in Paris, to allow myself the possibility of falling in love with the city. Maybe I didn’t always have to be the person who automatically hated the stuff I didn’t understand. We drove past people clustered under red awnings, wicker chairs crammed onto sloped sidewalks, tables crowded with foamy mugs of beer and wine bottles in buckets of ice. We drove across bridges where yellow light pooled on the rain-slicked road. We drove until we could no longer see the white lights that said Hotel, Café, Bar, Restaurant, Tabac, where all that was charismatically Parisian was blocked out and glossed over by dark and deserted high-rises.

We finally pulled up in front of a scaffolding-wrapped building riddled with graffiti. In large and blocky green letters, someone had scrawled: faire danser la bourgeoisie. I didn’t know what it meant exactly, but I got a sense of implied hostility. Underneath the ghoulish green spray paint, a couple of homeless men were asleep in dirty sleeping bags.

‘Where are we?’ I asked, partly afraid of the answer.

‘Don’t you recognize it?’ Yelena pressed a key card against a magnetic pad. The doors slid open. ‘Welcome to CoHab Paris.’

We walked through the ground floor, a concrete slab lit up with fluorescent track lighting, the way I imagined the emergency lights on an airplane were supposed to function in the event of a crash landing. Exposed cables snaked above our heads. The only furniture was a sheet of plywood propped up like a table on a pair of step stools. There was a circular saw resting on it. Also, a Nespresso machine. Below, an abandoned pair of men’s work boots.

We stepped into the elevator. A video monitor was fixed to the wall. On the screen, nothing but static. Yelena hit the button for the fourteenth floor.

‘You’ll be in room 1421—’

‘We’re staying here?’

‘Relax,’ said Yelena, handing me a key card. ‘It’s the showroom. It’s very chic.’

The showroom was not very chic. It had a fake cactus and a graphic print throw pillow on the bed. But the view wasn’t too shabby. It wasn’t the slate rooftops of Montmartre, but at least we were facing another apartment building and not one of the empty office buildings. I could watch people loading dishwashers and zapping through TV channels.

‘I’m right next door,’ said Yelena, lingering in the doorway. I could sense her starting to retreat.

‘You still haven’t told me why I’m really here.’

‘Right…’ Yelena twisted the ring back and forth on her finger. Maybe a five-euro flea market ring was made of itchy metal. Not so valuable after all. ‘Tomorrow’s the Open House. It was supposed to be a fairly straightforward meet and greet with Silas. You know, a chance for people in the neighborhood to take a tour, get familiar with our concept before we officially launch…’ She trailed off.

‘But?’ I asked.

‘But the student union. There’s word that they’ll be staging a protest. I think it will be good for them to see themselves reflected in our presentation. They want to know we take their housing needs seriously. If they see you on the stage, maybe they’ll be less inclined—’

‘I’m going to be on stage?’ I interrupted, aghast.

‘Relax, it’s just for optics.’

‘But… but how am I a reflection of their housing needs? I don’t live at CoHab.’

‘We can always say you do.’ Yelena sighed. ‘Look, don’t worry about it tonight, okay? It’s late and tomorrow’s a big day.’

‘Because tomorrow I’m going to be on a stage?’

‘Because tomorrow I’m going to show you Paris. Bonne nuit, Skye.’ She blew me a movie-star kiss and closed the door behind her.

I looked out the window again. There was a guy in the apartment directly across from me. I thought maybe he was cooking and chopping carrots really quickly but then, on closer inspection, I realized he was watching pornography and masturbating. I drew the curtains.

My phone buzzed. It was Cosmo.


Ok you convinced me



I stared at the message for what felt like an awfully long time.

Sorry, in Paris right now, I wrote back.

And then I tossed my phone aside so it wouldn’t continue to torment me. I didn’t want to think of all the ways I might be letting Cosmo down, all the ways I might even be letting myself down.

But, then again: in Paris right now. It had quite the sophisticated ring to it, didn’t it? Cosmo couldn’t possibly expect me to feel bad about missing a dinner date at a French-inspired chicken rotisserie in Amsterdam when the real thing, the right way to roast chicken – and the right way to wear red scarves and red lipstick – was right here, fourteen stories below me.



‘Be open-minded,’ said Yelena. We were standing just in front of a tiny black-awninged, gold-lettered boulangerie somewhere in the fancy Canal Saint Martin district, clutching our pastries in brown paper bags because there hadn’t been any space to eat inside.

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ I asked.

‘Sometimes you get a little judgy.’

‘No.’ Maybe. ‘You get a little judgy.’

‘Also true.’ She bit into her spiral-shaped pastry, unappealingly referred to as an escargot. ‘Bon appétit.’

I took a bite of my own pistachio chocolate escargot. It was good. It was fine. But what I’d really wanted was a croissant (and a cappuccino and a chair). But mainly a croissant, one of those exploding-flake French croissants, the kind that made you feel like you’re eating your way through a buttered goose down pillow. This was no croissant. Did I even like pistachio? Sometimes it was hard to remember what I really liked and what I was supposed to like.

When we were done with our breakfast, we took a long, meandering walk across the Seine.

‘Should I be nervous?’ I asked. ‘About the student union thing, I mean? Should I be prepping my lines or something?’

Yelena fished a cigarette out of her bag. ‘No, Silas will be doing most of the talking. You just have to sit there—’

‘And look pretty?’ I finished for her.

Yelena gave me a wry smile and a shrug. ‘Didn’t know you could already read my mind.’

‘But aren’t you nervous about this event at all?’

‘Nope. Nervous is when you hope something will go well but you’re afraid it might not. I know for a fact this is going to be a shit show.’

‘That doesn’t bother you?’

She shrugged and lit her cigarette. ‘Silas never really takes these things seriously. He comes in like such a bulldozer. He’s so convinced no one will ever stop him. He doesn’t realize what happens when people look around too closely.’ She exhaled and waved a cloud of smoke away from her face, which made it look like she was dismissing an unpleasant thought.

‘What are they going to find?’

‘A lousy business plan.’ She flipped on her business-meeting smile, the one she used when she shared her exaggerated financial forecast with investors. ‘They’ll call him crazy. Or a genius. It’s always a crapshoot.’

Clearly, she was done with the conversation. We walked on for a moment in silence.

‘Yelena, can I ask you something?’

‘Of course, chérie.’

‘It’s about Ana-Maria Ciobanu.’

There was a hesitation in Yelena’s next step, a strange click of her heel as it hit the pavement. Something was off, like she’d stumbled over a crack. But she recovered quickly and for all I knew, I could have imagined it.

‘What about her?’ she asked, her voice perfectly casual.

‘I know it was her in the polaroid. I’ve seen a picture of her in the exact same bikini.’

‘The brown and pink one, you mean? Anyone could have that bikini. I think it was from a Sézane collection—’

‘No, I’ve seen the actual polaroid in her room. It was on her Instagram. So I was wondering…’ I shored myself up. ‘Did you take it? The polaroid, I mean. From her room, after she died?’

‘Yes.’

‘What?’ I wasn’t expecting such direct and immediate honesty. ‘But why?’

Yelena exhaled with something that felt like exasperation.

‘You sure you want to know?’

‘I think so?’

‘I mean, Skye, if you’re asking, you better be sure—’

‘Yes, fine. I want to know.’

Yelena tossed her cigarette to the ground. ‘I took all the photos from her room. All the polaroids. Some of them could have been construed as a little incriminating.’

She walked on and I had to pick up the pace to keep up. ‘Incriminating for who?’

‘Do I really need to spell this out, Skye? Incriminating for Silas, okay? I was trying to protect Silas.’

‘Oh.’ I felt a hot flush of embarrassment. ‘So they really were having an affair.’

‘No, they weren’t having an affair. She had a crush on him and she, well, I don’t want to say she threw herself at him. But she was open about her desires. Okay? And Silas did a pretty good job of resisting her advances. Except for one really dumb, really drunken night. I mean, we were all fucked up that night. But Silas… well, Silas really fucked up.’

We stopped at a corner. Yelena jabbed at the button to summon the ‘walk’ light.

‘Anyway,’ she said, giving the button another three hard jabs. ‘It was a stupid mistake on his part, but I didn’t want it haunting him forever. I burned all the photos in her room that placed her and him at the same parties. But I kept that one. Just for me. I meant it when I said we were just being drunk and stupid that night. But she was a sweet girl and I liked her and I wanted to have something to remember her.’

Her voice cracked. I put a hand on her arm, gave her a gentle pat, aware of the emptiness of the gesture.

‘I’m sorry, Yelena. I had no idea.’

‘Yeah, well, how could you?’ She leaned back her head, pressed her palms into her eyes. When she looked back at me, her expression was clear, composed. ‘Can we stop talking about this for now?’

The light turned, we crossed the street. This was a lot to process. So much was wrong with this situation: Silas sleeping with a girl who lived in his co-living residence. Yelena covering it up. But none of it was surprising. I’d known women like Ana-Maria. Pippa had been like that, too, constantly weaponizing her own sexuality to torment the men she found attractive, reveling in the power she had over them and then feigning dismay when they crossed the line she’d suddenly drawn out of nowhere. And of course I knew men like Silas, too, men who saw the world as a tray of free samples, so many bite-size delights to seize with their grubby hands, pop into their slimy mouths, chew and spit out when they’d had enough. And I’d known the women like Yelena, just there to sweep up the mess everyone else made, carving out a clean and tidy space where she could live in peace.

So maybe I should have been more shocked and appalled about what I’d learned that day. But, frankly, this wasn’t my first rodeo.



For lunch I let Yelena order us les crêpes avec Nutella from a street vendor. I’d taken a couple of French classes in college, mostly to complement my obsession with the Nouvelle Vague film movement. I actually had a pretty decent command of French, but Yelena was the one who wielded the language more confidently.

We took our crepes to a nearby courtyard and sat on the edge of a fountain. I was in the process of trying to swallow a sticky glob of Nutella when I noticed there was something strange in the air. It was a feeling of communal joy, the kind that creates an irrational mass frenzy on New Year’s Eve or the first day of spring. Then I realized: we were on a college campus. I was staring directly at the Sorbonne.

There was a couple camped out on the university steps. A girl with magenta hair knotted in a bun that was more insouciant than messy, jeans rolled up at the ankle to reveal a tiny butterfly tattoo that was either cliché or perfect, I couldn’t decide. She was smoking a cigarette and reading a book, something tome-like, heavy and severe. The guy was lying on his back beside her, his backpack cushioning his head, his hiked-up shirt exposing the dark patch of hair on his stomach, which was sexier than I would have thought. He was grazing his index finger against her arm and when she turned the page, he kept his finger in the air, waiting for her arm to return.

‘You could still do it,’ said Yelena.

I must have been staring. I looked away and bit into my crepe, which had gone limp and soggy. I swallowed. ‘Still do what?’

‘Go back to school. It’s not too late.’

But it was too late. It was too late for what I wanted it to be. It was too late for me to make friends, to hang out in groups of people who looked like me and sounded like me and thought like me so that every conversation felt like me echoing back to me, the most beautiful sound in the world.

But I didn’t like that Yelena had seen into my thoughts.

‘I don’t belong here,’ I said, gesturing to a girl who had just walked past. She was wearing fuzzy pink slippers. ‘I mean, look at these people.’

‘Whatever. Other people don’t get to decide where you belong. Only you get to decide that.’

Man, wouldn’t it be nice if that were actually true?

‘Just think about it.’ Yelena took a sip of Diet Coke, rolling the straw around with her teeth. ‘You could enroll here, at the Sorbonne. The two of us living in Paris? I bet it would be fun. I bet we could get into a lot of trouble.’

‘The two of us? You’re moving to Paris?’

‘Maybe it’s not a terrible idea.’ She gave me a little shrug. ‘You heard the rumors?’

I felt my shoulders tense. Yelena wasn’t the type to indulge in idle office gossip.

‘Sure,’ I said carefully. ‘Just rumors though, right?’

Yelena sucked on her straw, didn’t answer.

What was I going to do if I couldn’t work for CoHab? Yelena had convinced me that I belonged, that I fit the brand. Did I believe her? Maybe, maybe not. But at least I believed that this was something I was allowed to want. My first two lonely years in Amsterdam were long enough; my dues had been paid. Now, I wanted to feel like I was a part of something.

‘Thanks again for taking the meeting with the reporter the other day,’ said Yelena. ‘It’s all worth it, isn’t it?’

She gestured around the campus. I looked at the buildings with the stately columns, the fountain, the happy people, taking it all in, a new realization starting to take root.

‘Are you telling me this is my reward?’

Yelena laughed. ‘A reward? Listen to you! I already told you, you’re here to make us look good in front of the student union. Besides…’ She gave me a conspiratorial nudge. ‘It wasn’t even my idea to invite you here. This idea came from Silas.’

I brought the napkin to my face, pretending to dab away at Nutella, but actually I was hiding the heat I could feel fueling my cheeks. The name Silas, the idea of Silas, made me think first of Ana-Maria, of the wild, drunken sex they’d had, the secret fling I wasn’t supposed to know about. And then it made me think of the blowjob video. The secret we promised to keep for each other. I had sort of hoped Silas had forgotten my name, forgotten who I was by now. But I was also, secretly and surprisingly, thrilled he hadn’t.




CHAPTER EIGHT

There are nuns in Holland who will teach you how to speak Dutch fluently. This is a thing. You go to a convent and when you come back, you speak Dutch. Don’t ask me for details, I’d never been. I do not speak Dutch.

But Silas had been there. When people (reporters, journalists, influencers, whatever) would ask, ‘How did a British guy like Silas learn to speak Dutch like that?’ we’d answer, ‘the nuns,’ and everyone knew exactly what we were talking about.

As far as I knew, there was no such convent in France. You couldn’t hole up in, say, a monastery for a week and come back speaking French fluently. So it irked me to discover that Silas also spoke perfect French.

When Silas spoke French at the Open House, he didn’t just speak it fluently. He spoke it articulately, charmingly, self-effacingly, leaving the student union protesters speechless. His command of the language was enough to convince them that CoHab wasn’t another evil international corporation under the thumb of an evil foreign CEO. His fluency promised assimilation, it promised cultural understanding and appreciation.

This meant, of course, that his Dutch fluency was not just a result of some secret nun method. Learning languages was just another gift he had. Tight obliques, a knack for languages.

‘I just wished they’d come better prepared,’ said Silas, swirling his scotch. The glass caught the reflection of his watch, aiming a little circle of light across the zinc bar. ‘At one point, I wanted to grab them by the shoulders and shake them. Like, come on, man. You’re better than this.’ He shook his head, almost sadly. ‘I wanted a real fight.’

We were no longer at the Open House. We’d moved on to the lobby bar of the posh hotel where Silas was staying, where chandeliers dripped with crystal and the chairs were all upholstered in fabrics that were impossible to take seriously. There was a tassel on the arm of my red velvet barstool. I couldn’t stop playing with it. This may have been the fanciest place I’d ever been, the most expensive cocktail I’d ever sipped. Again I got the sense that I was being rewarded for something, but I didn’t know what it could possibly be. My contribution to the Open House had been pretty non-existent. I’d sat on the stage next to Silas, a smile pasted gamely on my face, trying to ignore the sweat rolling down my back, occasionally rubbing the feeling back into my fingertips when I realized I’d clasped my hands together a little too tightly in my lap. But like Yelena had promised me, I hadn’t had to field any direct questions. My role, as always, was just to sit there and look pretty.

As flattering as it was to be included in Silas’ inner circle for post-Open House drinks, I couldn’t help but feel I wasn’t getting the benefit of his full attention, like his gaze was drifting over and just beyond my head. Yelena and I were seated next to him, along with the new designer, Ophélie. I didn’t actually realize she was part of our group until Silas turned to her and asked, ‘Encore un Chardonnay, Ophélie?’ She gave a little shrug that was open to interpretation. Silas chose to interpret it as a oui.

For the Open House earlier, Silas had dressed down, an attempt to keep it casual. He was still wearing the black jeans and a t-shirt that said ‘Student for Life.’ The shirt was so unbelievably tone deaf, I thought maybe he was wearing it ironically. Was Silas even aware of the concept of irony? Unlikely. He always seemed so earnest, so convinced of his own rhetoric, so blindly lost up his own rectum.

‘At some point you have to ask yourself, is nationalism really the vibe you want to go for?’ Silas was saying. ‘I mean, we all know where that—’ He stood up, interrupting himself, to wave a hand over his head. ‘Vincent! Over here.’

So it hadn’t just been my imagination. Silas really was waiting for someone else to show up. I craned my head over my shoulder to watch a tall, unnaturally tanned man wave back and approach us. He was wearing a gray suit, almost a shimmering silver whenever the light hit it just right. I didn’t know anything about fabrics aside from the fact I was supposed to shudder whenever someone uttered the word ‘polyester.’ I didn’t actually know what polyester looked like, but I did know this was no polyester suit. It looked like it had been cut from crisp, freshly minted hundred-dollar bills.

‘They just wanted to know someone was listening to them,’ said Yelena. ‘This was good. You gave them the affirmation they needed.’

Beside her, Ophélie fiddled with the ends of a silk lavender scarf.

‘Ne touche pas,’ said Silas, brushing her fingers away from the scarf. ‘It’s delicate.’

I glanced at Yelena to see what she might make of the strange possessiveness of Silas’ gesture. But if she was surprised or appalled, she showed no sign of it. Ophélie, on the other hand, gave a very French, very exaggerated sigh. She hopped off the bar stool and disappeared into the lobby without so much as an excusez-moi.

‘Another round?’ asked Silas, setting his empty glass on the bar. The light caught in his watch again and this time it was reflected directly into my eye.

‘Sorry,’ said Silas. He made a move to cover the face of his watch with his other hand, but then decided against it. Instead he held his wrist up in front of me. ‘It’s a deep-sea diving watch. Tissot. A gift from my father when I opened my first property. This little hotel restaurant in Ibiza. You ever been to Ibiza?’

I snorted. Unladylike. Humiliating. I could feel the inside of my nostrils burn with sour elderflower. The sting was so sharp it made my eyes water.

‘Vincent, join us,’ said Silas, now that the man in the money suit was upon us. He gestured for me to move down to Ophélie’s now vacant seat.

‘No, no, what is this, you sit at the bar?’ Vincent waved his hands in dismay. ‘I have a private table in the back.’

Vincent touched my elbow, which made me flinch.

‘This is Rachel?’ Vincent asked. I didn’t know who he was asking, but he was starring directly at me.

‘No,’ said Yelena, her voice hard. The name Rachel clearly didn’t sit well with her. ‘This is Skye.’

‘Come,’ said Vincent, as he lifted me out of the chair by my arm. He put his hand on my lower back, guiding me forward.

‘Oh, um, okay…’ I was unused to this sort of contact, but it felt very French, very gentlemanly.

‘I’ll order us a bottle of champagne,’ he whispered into my ear.

‘We should go,’ said Yelena. She reached for my other elbow, pulling me aside. ‘We have an early train to catch tomorrow.’

This was a huge relief. I couldn’t wait to be out of there, far from Silas and his deep-sea diving watch, far from Vincent and his loud, shiny suit. Far from Ophélie and her blatant discomfort, which mirrored my own discomfort. Maybe Yelena wanted to get a real drink at another bar. I’d already had two Hugo cocktails, but I hadn’t enjoyed them. I’d been using them purely to numb my anxiety. But it felt wrong to leave right now.

‘What about Ophélie?’ I asked.

‘She’s a big girl,’ said Yelena, already grabbing her bag. ‘She can take care of herself.’

I thought I saw Yelena lock eyes with Silas, some silent hostility coursing between them. But she turned and walked out of the bar before any further words could be exchanged. I trailed behind her as she stomped through the lobby, ignoring the fake smiles and the falsetto farewells of the hostess girls.

‘Are you mad at me?’ I asked. I had to pick up the pace just to keep up with her.

‘It’s not you.’ Yelena stepped outside with the cigarette already in her mouth, the lighter trigger-ready. ‘Sometimes he can be so…’

A bus rumbled past, hitting a puddle of stagnant rainwater and splashing the red-carpeted hotel entrance. Yelena lit her cigarette.

‘Insufferable?’ I offered.

‘That’s a good word. I was going to say “asshole”.’

‘You already know Vincent?’ I asked. ‘You don’t like him very much, do you?’

‘Vincent is a fucking snake,’ she said. ‘Silas think he needs him, though. He needs his network, his cash, his legitimacy, his—’

She stopped herself suddenly, sucked on the end of her cigarette.

‘His what?’

‘Look, I get it,’ said Yelena. ‘Vincent’s a big fish around here. Maybe I’m overreacting. Maybe he will be a useful connection to have.’

I thought she had more to say, but it turned out this was all she was going to give me.

‘Did you work for Silas back then, too?’ I asked her. I was choosing my words carefully. I had only just realized that I’d never probed into her background. ‘When he opened the hotel in Ibiza?’

She blinked at me with surprise. ‘Of course. I was the hotel manager. You didn’t know?’

I felt a tiny, but not insignificant, spark of fury. How did I not know? Because she never told me. Yelena kept me in the dark about so much of her life. I didn’t know what her parents did for a living. I didn’t know where she’d met her ex-husband. I didn’t even know how she’d met Silas, where her devotion to him, to his mission to create the first utopian co-living franchise, had sprung from.

‘Look,’ she said, her eyes glazing over, the wall going back up. ‘I don’t want to talk about Ibiza.’

Fine, there were plenty of things I didn’t want to talk about either. In Amsterdam, there was an expression I’d heard tossed around all the time: the LAT relationship. Living Apart Together. I was told it was the secret to any successful relationship. I figured that’s exactly what Yelena and I had. We shared a friendship, but we still maintained separate, secret lives.

Another cab pulled up to the entrance, depositing more high-heeled girls onto the red-carpeted funnel.

‘Shall we?’ Yelena asked, stepping into the cab. And though I would have rather walked, I had no idea where I was or how long it would take me to get back, so I dutifully climbed in after her.




CHAPTER NINE

We’d been back in Amsterdam for two weeks when I received an email from my mother. In town next weekend, she’d written. Be flexible.

I spent all Friday night and all day Saturday at home, being flexible. She called me Sunday afternoon.

‘Let’s meet at your hotel,’ she said. The last place I wanted to be. ‘I want to see where you work.’

‘It’s not really a hotel,’ I corrected. ‘It’s a co-living space.’

‘They have a bar, don’t they?’

‘Honestly, it’s not that great. We could go to—’

‘I’ll be there at seven. Does that give you enough time?’

The CoHab restaurant, which was still supposed to be some variation on Frederieke’s smoothie and poke bowl franchise, had undergone some minor transformations. Due to popular demand, alcohol had been introduced, after which bitterballen and french fries had naturally followed. Frederieke had balked at the thought of including meat on the menu, so there was some experimentation with vegan bitterballen, which obviously didn’t take. She was given Meatless Mondays as a compromise. The restaurant was dead on Meatless Mondays.

But it was surprisingly lively on a Sunday evening. Until I realized that most of the customers were my HQ colleagues, taking advantage of their 50 per cent discount. In one of the blue velvet circular booths I spotted Cosmo, who was having beers and nachos with his IT team, including the new front-end developer girl who was also an aspiring singer and sent out company-wide emails every Friday to let us know where we could watch her sing Prince covers. Cosmo was sitting unnecessarily close to her.

When he saw me walk in, Cosmo lifted his hand in a half-hearted wave, which I mirrored. Then I hopped on a bar stool and kept my back to him. I could feel the jealousy written plainly on my face. Of course, this made no sense. I was the one who had ignored his messages, only speaking to him in passing whenever we saw each other at work. But this front-end developer girl, with her bouncy red curls and marketable skills and single-handed crusade to bring back legwarmers, was perfect for him and that bothered me.

I ordered a G&T because Mom was a purist and very fond of pointing out – loudly, at any given bar – that a gin and tonic bucked all the cocktail trends. The G&T arrived first, then Mom five minutes after that. She kissed my cheek and said, ‘I liked your hair better when it was longer.’

Worth noting: my hair was not any shorter than it had been the last time I saw her. I had made no drastic changes to my hair in two years.

‘I’m not saying you can’t go short,’ she said, flagging the bartender. She pointed to my drink and gave him a thumbs-up. ‘You just need to wear lots of make-up.’

She sat on the stool beside me and crossed her legs, facing the room. Her fishing pose.

‘Is he here?’ she asked.

‘Who?’ I knew exactly who.

‘You know exactly who. The guy who put the toilets in this joint.’ She received her cocktail from the bartender with a flirtatious grin. ‘You’ll introduce me?’

Oh, the humiliation. ‘I don’t expect him to be here tonight.’

‘Pity. I hear he’s loaded.’

‘Don’t you have a boyfriend?’ It wasn’t a rhetorical question. Her love life, her any life, was a mystery to me.

‘Just one,’ she said.

Frederieke came out of the kitchen and walked past us. I plastered a friendly smile on my face in case she wanted to venture a sign of recognition. She did not.

My mother squinted at me.

‘You know her?’

‘Not really,’ I buried my face in my gin and tonic. It was annoying how someone who knew so little about me could know so much about me. ‘She’s married to the guy who put the toilets in this joint.’

‘You don’t say.’ Mom re-angled herself, not subtly, and studied Frederieke’s retreating form. She sucked on a rind of orange.

I spotted Yelena, coming in from the lobby side of the restaurant. I hadn’t expected to see her here, but it wasn’t entirely a surprise. All managers directly involved in the Paris opening were in full-fledged crisis mode, working around the clock, wining and dining investors, finding mathematically improbable ways to inflate projections. The office gossip mill had picked up on the urgency, the rumors now getting louder: if Paris had any chance of working out, everyone in Amsterdam had to be let go, the HQ office closed. CoHab would have to clear the slate, split town, start fresh en français.

‘Yelena!’ I waved my hands over my head. I wanted to show my mother that I had friends, that I was loved.

Yelena stopped and squinted at me for a moment, apparently torn, and for one awful moment I thought she was going to pretend not to recognize me. But then she shifted her expression into an easy smile and walked over.

‘Gin and tonics?’ She nodded her approval. ‘My favorite.’

‘Mom’s in town,’ I said, gesturing to my mother. ‘Join us.’

I patted the seat beside me. Mom was kind enough to put in the request to the bartender for three more gin and tonics.

‘I can only do one,’ said Yelena, checking her phone. ‘I need to be back upstairs in an hour—’

‘Where are you from?’ My mother interrupted. ‘I’m trying to place your accent. I can usually spot an accent from a mile away.’

‘Oh,’ Yelena waited for the bartender to hand over her cocktail. ‘I’m Moldovan actually. But I spent my teenage years in London. Maybe that’s what you hear.’

My mother pursed her lips. ‘That’s not it.’

‘Yelena is probably going to move to Paris,’ I said, feeling a sudden need to rescue Yelena from my mother’s weird invasiveness. You’d think Mom would be thrilled I’d finally introduced her to a close friend. Throughout high school, she’d begged me to bring friends home, thinking nothing of the fact that by wearing her bedtime negligee at 4 p.m. and dancing to ABBA while microwaving dinner, she made it impossible for me to invite people over.

‘Paris…’ said Mom, sipping her cocktail, ‘… is a fabulous city. But kind of insular? It’s not really Moldovan-friendly.’

‘She’s going to open our first French hotel,’ I said.

‘I thought you said this was a co-living space?’ Mom said.

I licked orange zest off my thumb. I forgot how sneaky my mother could be, the bit where it turned out she could listen without really listening.

‘The company will take care of Yelena,’ I said.

‘If, you know…’ Yelena shrugged. ‘This Paris thing doesn’t explode in our faces and the company goes bust.’

‘Oh.’ Mom raised an eyebrow. ‘Is Skye going to lose her job?’

I wanted to kick Mom, but there was no discreet way to pull it off. This was a terrible time for her to feign a show of maternal support.

‘Hope not,’ said Yelena, checking her phone again. She made quick work of what was left of her G&T. ‘I’m really sorry, they need me upstairs.’

She told the bartender to put our drinks on her tab before she left, which irritated my mother deeply. She had expected to be buying my love that evening.

‘Beware of that one,’ she said, gesturing to the bartender for another round. ‘I don’t trust her.’

A familiar anger welled up inside me. It wasn’t fair that my mother insisted on being the only person I was allowed to love. She’d abandon me for years, forget I even existed, and yet still I was supposed to remain patient, waiting for her to return, so I could dog-slobber her with devotion. Sure, maybe it was just a little strange that Yelena would gift me a motorcycle jacket or a tribal rug, like she was trying to brand me with her own tastes. But if Mom was trying to protect me from the betrayal of another so-called friend like Pippa, she needn’t bother. Yelena wasn’t Pippa.

‘Is your father still sending you money?’ Mom asked.

‘What?’ I nearly spat out my drink. She’d waited until the third G&T to ask me this. It was a round I would have preferred to do without, but who knew when I’d see her again? Three cocktails might have to last for the next six months. ‘No,’ I told her.

‘Asshole,’ she muttered, then picked up her drink and said, ‘sorry’ into her glass, like she was trying to drown the apology before I heard it. My mother was convinced that my father owed me, that paying for my whimsical European lifestyle was the least he could do after all the damages he’d inflicted when he abandoned us to launch Family 2.0. Her anger at him allowed her to absolve herself of her own culpability, which was exactly how she liked it.

Mom and I used to be friends. Briefly. Sort of. She was never particularly good at being the disciplinarian type of mother. She’d always been way too self-involved to commit to any kind of consistent parenting method. But when I was sixteen and my father started spending more time at the chiropractic conventions, Mom would have me fill in as her dinner date. We’d book a table at her favorite restaurant on St. Armands Circle and order Caesar salads – with chicken for me, shrimp for her – and sometimes, when no one was looking, she’d slide over her glass of Merlot and let me take a sip. The shift in our relationship, the idea that she might want to be friends with me, was exciting at first, at least in theory. In practice, however, I found myself reeling back every time she complained about my father’s growing indifference, confiding how deeply lonely she sometimes felt. At any whiff of tears or a crack in her voice, I had to fight the urge to jump out of my chair and bolt out of the restaurant. I probably should have been more supportive, but when faced with her looming mid-life crisis/nervous breakdown, I found myself paralyzed. In these moments, I realized I didn’t want a bestie, I wanted a mother – preferably an emotionally distant, hands-off mother, just like she used to be. Even later in life, whenever I’d watch TV shows with some variation on the Gilmore Girls mother-daughter dynamic, I’d think, huh, are there women out there that genuinely respond to this? Is this something that normal people are supposed to want? Because all I wanted was boundaries.

Our attempt at mother-daughter friendship ended anyway when Dad moved in with the new cupping therapist from his practice, the ‘Gua Sha girl’ as Mom liked to call her. Ironically, it was Mom who suggested he hire her, a play to reach the ‘new-age vegan yoga hippies’ of the community. Her words. Obviously.

I remembered our last dinner together at St. Armands Circle, when I was back in Bradenton for the fall break of my freshman year. The waiter had brought over two glasses of Merlot to the table. Mom had only ordered one.

‘So you don’t have to steal hers,’ he said to me with a wink. ‘When you think I’m not looking.’

I knew what Mom was thinking even before I caught her glaring at me. I could tell that she was reassessing me, measuring the effect I was going to have on men – young, cute boys like the waiter and maybe even on creepy, lecherous old men like my father. She didn’t like it.

Now Mom picked up her gin and tonic and sighed. ‘You know, I got a call from Joost.’

Joost. Her ex-boyfriend, Joost. Same Joost whose name was on the official lease for my apartment. They’d broken up not even a month after I’d moved to Amsterdam, Mom hitching her wagon to the new British guy in record speed after that. Mom had never been one to wallow in heartbreak.

‘Oh, God. Is that why you’re in Amsterdam?’ I asked. ‘You’re sleeping with Joost again?’

‘Absolutely not,’ said Mom. ‘What kind of woman do you think I am?’

I left that question unanswered.

‘He wants the apartment back. Not immediately. But soon.’

I hadn’t expected this. Should I have expected this? I felt the weight of three gin and tonics come crashing over me. I couldn’t live in Amsterdam without my scandalously cheap apartment.

‘This was supposed to be temporary anyway, right?’ said Mom. ‘Wasn’t that the plan?’

Yes, that had been the original plan. That’s what I thought at the time. Get away, pick myself up. Then come home. But now I was starting to think that this could be my home.

‘Actually, I want to stay.’ Until I said it out loud, I didn’t realize how true it was. This was where I wanted to be. I could make friends here, create my own little work family here. I wanted that so badly, I could feel the longing twist and tighten in the pit of my stomach.

‘I talked to NYU,’ said Mom, ignoring me. ‘You can keep your credits and be done within the year. Then you can still get your masters—’

‘I’m not going back,’ I told her. ‘Mom, I’m done. That ship has sailed.’ I’d been afraid to admit this, afraid to want this even. It was terrifying, the idea of rejecting the life that was back home waiting for me. But it also felt like a huge relief. ‘I like it here.’

Mom gave the bar an exaggerated survey, her mouth scrunched up into a frown. She squinted at the neon light board above the bar that said: only dead fish go with the flow. I could see her trying, and failing, to picture me in this world. Everything was so bright and loud and shiny. All the things that I was not.

‘I’m selling the house in Florida,’ she said, finishing her drink. ‘You don’t go back to NYU in September? There’s nowhere else for you to go.’

She paused for a moment to let this sink in. Then she suggested a last round and I didn’t object.

Afterwards, she slipped me fifty euros for cab fare and gave me a moist peck on the cheek. I let her take the first cab and waved goodbye as she drove down Wibautstraat. Once she was gone from view, I pocketed the fifty euros and biked home. By some miracle, I made it back to my apartment without splitting my nose open or losing any teeth. And I somehow managed to wait until I was safely indoors, on the familiar tiles of my bathroom floor, before vomiting violently into the toilet.




CHAPTER TEN

The Christmas party. I should probably mention the CoHab Christmas party. There was some concern because the year before the theme had been Playboy Mansion, which had met with surprisingly little resistance. Silas had reportedly roamed the party dressed in a Heffner-esque silk bathrobe, and Monica, his former PA, had gotten pregnant in the bathroom.

So this year the theme was Superhero Christmas, which was fun, festive and had the added benefit of disappointing everyone.

Come as anyone who inspires you! Iris had written. Comic Sans, pink. Come as Frida Kahlo, she’d added, which didn’t really sound like something Iris would say. It sounded like something Iris would have to look up.

But come Hump Day, the women at the reception bar weren’t sharing a bottle of cheap wine and discussing the art of unibrows. They were envisioning metallic body suits with plunging necklines. They wanted to know where to go if you wanted to buy silver gogo boots.

‘It’s a smart move,’ said Yelena. ‘The girls will be sexy, there’s no getting around that. But put the guys in tights and no one is going to want to fuck them.’

‘Batman is hot,’ I disagreed.

‘Batman is a creep. I tell you, if there were a MeToo movement for DC Comics? Batman would be the first to fall.’

I decided not to mention that many of my Batman sex fantasies were of a questionably violent nature. Batman shoving me against the wall, his sticky-smooth black latex glove pressed against my breast. Batman slamming me face down on a table, kicking my legs apart with his steel-toed boots and working my underwear down my hips.

The day before the party, Iris sent around a list of party rules. No illegal substances, no after-party on company premises and a reminder that a dry manager would be on duty (which wasn’t a rule so much as a warning).

Yelena was planning to go as either Joan Jett or Pat Benatar, which annoyed me because I didn’t think she felt that strongly about either of them, musically speaking. I considered Madonna, because I knew lots of Madonna songs, some by heart. But was Madonna one of my heroes? Not really. I just wanted to wear the ‘Like a Virgin’ shredded wedding dress as a costume.

‘Just wear what you want to wear,’ said Yelena. ‘No one is taking the theme that seriously.’

But I couldn’t do it. I had to take the theme seriously.

Because my real superheroes (Greta Gerwig, Jodi Kantor and Megan Twohey, Annie Leibovitz) didn’t lend themselves to sexy costumes, I ended up as Wednesday Addams. Yelena stole my Madonna idea. Silas went as Clark Kent. He wore geeky coke-bottle frame glasses and a deep blue t-shirt with a giant red S peeking out from under a ripped open button-down shirt. His choice revealed a lack of creativity, but also a strong self-awareness.

The party was held at a smoky, velvet-curtained underground nightclub that had been rented out exclusively for the evening. There were no seats, no surfaces, nowhere you could balance a plate, a glass or an elbow. The food was served as a walking dinner, which meant nobody ate, and overly fizzy champagne was served from bottles whose labels we couldn’t quite see in the dark. The music was too loud for conversation.

I was on the dance floor with Yelena. While she writhed in her frilly consignment shop wedding dress, swaying her hair with the music, I hung around next to her mouthing lyrics I didn’t know into my champagne glass. No matter where I stood, I was in the way, repeatedly shoved aside and accidentally assailed by body parts I couldn’t even begin to identify.

A fully decked-out astronaut waddled onto the dance floor, gripping shoulders to keep his balance. He squeezed my shoulder and lifted the shield of his helmet. It was Cosmo. He looked sweaty and flushed in his costume. Also, a little drunk.

‘Look!’ he held up his champagne glass. ‘It’s sparkly—!’

‘What?’ I shouted back to him.

He leaned closer. I could feel the muggy heat of his breath against my neck. ‘I said, it’s sparkly horse piss!’

I laughed and stroked his space suit in a way that was meant, but probably failed, to be suggestive.

‘I think you’re a fire hazard.’

The front-end developer girl with the red curls appeared. She was dressed as Harley Quinn, shredded fishnet stockings, hot pants and all.

‘Hey.’ She wrapped her arm around Cosmo’s waist and gave me a curious look. ‘Britney Spears is your hero?’

‘What?’ Cosmo shook his head in disbelief. ‘She’s so obviously Wednesday.’

A server came by, wielding more bottles of headache champagne, and refilled our glasses.

Harley threw her arms around Cosmo’s neck. ‘Dance with me.’

She did a little grindy thing with her hips and I decided to politely pivot away. Her pigtails were cute, I’d decided. But the red lipstick was the thing. The red lipstick made her irresistible.

‘Aww…’ said Yelena, seeing my face. She slung an arm around my shoulders and drew me closer to her. ‘Want me to kill her for you?’

‘Nah, I wouldn’t want you to go to jail because of me.’

‘Oh, I wouldn’t go to jail. It would be so easy to get away with it. Look how sloppy drunk she is! I’d just have to put a little poison in her drink. No one would ever suspect a thing.’ Yelena grimaced at the way Harley Quinn rocked her hips side-to-side, unmistakably brushing against Cosmo’s crotch. ‘I have no patience for girls with zero self-control.’

‘She’s not that drunk,’ I said. ‘Also, I have zero self-control.’

‘Yeah, but on you it’s cute.’

At that moment, we were both tossed backward, caught in an unexpected surge on the dance floor.

‘Well, well, look who decided to join,’ said Yelena. It was Silas, of course. He was swarmed, almost instantly, by Supergirls, Black Widows, one Frida, a Coco Chanel, and a handful of bumble bees who’d used the CoHab yellow sunglasses for inspiration. But not Frederieke. Frederieke, who committed to a rigorous daily Ashtanga practice, was hanging out by the bar, drinking sparkling water and avoiding the vulgarity of dancing. She hadn’t fully embraced the Superhero Christmas theme, but she had worn a floor-length red silk gown with a built-in capelet, which maybe suggested she had come as the superhero version of herself. And she was wearing matching red lipstick.

‘Bathroom break,’ I told Yelena. ‘Got any lipstick on you?’

Yelena fished out a tube of Flaming Bitch from her purse. I elbowed my way to the restroom, which was already hosting several mini-parties in separate stalls.

I faced myself in the mirror and applied the lipstick. Then I wiped it off. Then I put it back on.

You are Red, I thought into the mirror.

The door swung open. Iris caught herself in the doorframe and hung there for a moment, the music pulsing through the open door. She was wearing a skin-tight, khaki-colored mini-dress with a full-length zipper, a Top Gun patch stitched above the left breast. A pair of aviator glasses was balanced crookedly across her nose.

‘You’re Maverick?’ I asked.

She raised her head and stared in my general direction for a few unfocused moments.

‘Amelia Earhart,’ she corrected, like I was some kind of idiot. ‘Are you Britney?’

‘I’m Wednesday.’

‘I love Britney. She’s totally my superhero, too.’ Iris staggered into one of the few bathroom stalls that remained unoccupied. She kept the door open while she peed.

‘I heard they were getting divorced.’

I didn’t ask who she was talking about. I suspected similar conversations were currently in progress throughout the nightclub.

‘Divorce doesn’t really fit the brand story,’ I said.

Iris had flushed the toilet while I’d been speaking, so I was pretty sure she hadn’t heard a word I said. She joined me at the sink and pouted into the mirror, toying with her pigtails.

‘Don’t worry, it’s not your fault,’ she said, eyeing me in the mirror.

‘What? The divorce?’

‘Well, I heard you were kind of all over him at the Christmas party last year—’

‘I think you have me confused with someone else.’

She squinted her eyes, starring harder at my reflection. ‘You’re Rachel, right?’

I froze.

‘I’m Skye.’

‘Oh, of course. I forgot Rachel is—’ She flicked her hands in front of her face, a vague, drunken gesture that was impossible to read. For a second I thought she’d drawn an imaginary slit across her throat. Then she dropped her hands and turned to look at me, as if she just realized that I was a real person, not just a reflection in the mirror.

‘That’s a really nice color lipstick on you,’ she said.

‘Thanks.’

She picked up my glass of champagne from the sink and left.

I gave myself another once-over in the mirror. But before I could walk out of the bathroom, the door swung open and Harley Quinn flew in, launching herself into the nearest stall. She doubled over and puked vigorously into the toilet bowl.

‘Jesus,’ I said. ‘Are you—’

I was interrupted by another round of monster heaves, this one a full body effort that buckled her knees and forced her onto the floor, her arms wrapped round the toilet bowl. Had she really had that much to drink? On the dance floor, she’d seemed perfectly composed. Maybe not sober enough to drive a car, but a reasonable amount of tipsy for a holiday social event.

‘Can I do anything—’ I began.

She waved a hand behind her, her head buried in the toilet, her body still convulsing. She was telling me to go away and I certainly didn’t need to be told twice. I pocketed the tube of Flaming Bitch and walked out.

By the time I returned to the dance floor, Silas – and his Avengers, his X-Ladies, his Suicide Squad – had worked their way closer to the DJ booth. He was dancing right beside Yelena. Not that she would have noticed. Her eyes were semi-closed, her hands above her head. But it made it that much harder for me to work my way back to her. The dance floor was more crowded than it had been when I left it and the sloppy pairing-offs had already begun, a Captain America groping the latexed buttocks of a Catwoman, Wolverine sliding his claws up Wonder Woman’s shiny blue miniskirt.

I finally reached Yelena’s side. I was just about to put my hand on her shoulder, prepared to flash her a Flaming Bitch smile, but then I found myself sideswiped by Amelia Earhart. She stumbled drunkenly over my foot and threw her arms around Silas’ neck. For a moment, it looked like she might have passed out. She rested her head against his chest and closed her eyes. But her hips continued to sway, like a wriggling lizard tail severed from a lizard body.

I tried to catch Yelena’s eye. Was she seeing this? But Yelena had yet to register interest in anything beyond her little dancing circle. My second instinct was to cast a glance at Frederieke at the bar, to see her reaction. But Frederieke wasn’t at the bar; she was at the exit. I caught only a glimpse of the train of her red cape as she slinked out the door. That figured. I was beginning to suspect that Frederieke’s superpower was her ability to ignore anything that threatened the image of her perfect life with her perfect husband.

Next to me, Silas stiffened. He gingerly removed Iris’ hands from around his neck, executed a half-spin and when he stopped, he was facing me.

‘Hey, Clown,’ he said.

I startled, not quite sure how to respond. He was still holding Iris’ wrists in his hands. She wobbled between us.

Silas said something again, but I didn’t hear him. I touched my earlobe and leaned in closer.

‘Take care of this for me?’ He handed me Iris’ wrists.

‘Um…’ I collected her hands from him, like he was handing me loose change. ‘What do you want me to do with her?’

‘Here.’ Silas reached into his wallet and fished out some cash. He folded it over and stuffed it into my shirt pocket. ‘Get her a cab, an Uber, whatever. Just make sure she gets home safe.’

He turned and disappeared into the crowd. For him, they divided effortlessly. I cast a look over my shoulder at Yelena. She was fanning herself.

‘Thirsty,’ she shouted into my ear. ‘I’ll get us more bubbles.’

She patted me twice on the shoulder before she too disappeared into the crowd.

‘Okay,’ I said to Iris, who wasn’t listening. I shifted our weight, balancing her on my hip. ‘Let’s do this.’

I shuffled her across the dance floor, our combined body mass creating enough of a commotion for people to step aside.

Outside, the wind was battering around little snow flurries. I drew deep, stinging breaths through my nose. Once I had Iris more or less balanced on my hip, I reached for my phone, but I didn’t have it. It was in my jacket pocket, and I wasn’t wearing my jacket. I cast a forlorn look at the door to the nightclub, cringing at the effort it was going to take to march Iris back in and down the spiral staircase to the coat check.

A taxi pulled up in front of us. Sweet relief! A drunk couple stumbled out and I shoved Iris into the backseat.

‘Iris.’ I transferred the cash Silas had given me into the cup of her bra, which was maybe an inappropriate thing to do, but it wasn’t like her costume had any pockets. ‘Where do you live?’

She didn’t answer.

‘Iris.’ I gave her cheek a gentle pat. ‘Where do you live?’

She mumbled an address that sounded a lot like the address for CoHab.

‘No.’ I gave her shoulder a gentle shake. Then a less gentle shake. ‘Your home. Your apartment. Where is your apartment?’

She gave me the same address.

The cab driver blew into his hands. ‘Where to?’ he asked.

I lifted my head out of the car to take a deep breath that did not smell of incense and stale cigarette smoke. I could just make out the strains of music coming from inside the nightclub. It was Madonna, ‘Like a Prayer.’ One of the songs I knew by heart. Although I believed it was impossible to have a favorite song, that no one song could speak directly to you throughout the course of time, if someone had asked me right now what my all-time favorite song was, I’d say it was this. ‘Like a Prayer’ could have been the turning point of the party for me and I’d missed it.

I considered letting the cab driver take Iris to CoHab. I considered letting her wander the empty lobby, falling asleep on one of the stiff designer sofas. So she’d wake up with a sore back and a creaky neck. Was that really so bad?

And then I imagined her limping out of the cab, being struck by an oncoming truck. I imagined her passing out by the bike rack, the one with the shitty bikes, before she even reached the lobby doors. I imagined a serial killer finding her there, hoisting her over his shoulder, and tossing her body into the Amstel. It was only a two-minute walk away (maybe four minutes, if you were carrying a body).

I didn’t like Iris all that much. But I knew I’d feel guilty if I let her die.

The door to the nightclub swung open, releasing a full blare of Madonna lyrics. Yelena stepped out, a pile of jackets over her arm.

She held one of the jackets in front of me. A fitted, dark green coat in a soft wool blend. ‘This yours?’

‘Nope.’

She gave it to me anyway. ‘Keep it. It’s a nice silhouette for you.’

The other coat she tossed on top of Iris, who had already passed out in the backseat. Yelena climbed in next to her.

‘Come on.’ She beckoned me from inside the cab. ‘Don’t just stand there, it’s freezing!’

She made a good point. I squeezed in beside her and pulled the cab door shut. Yelena repeated the CoHab address for the driver.

‘Wait, why are we going to the office?’ I asked.

‘After-party,’ said Yelena. ‘So we don’t have to worry so much about being on good behavior.’

Had we been on good behavior? It hadn’t really looked like it.

‘I thought we weren’t allowed to have an after-party at HQ.’

‘Don’t worry,’ said Yelena. ‘We’re not going to HQ.’



The after-party was held at CoHab, but in a split-level, duplex suite with a private terrace that I didn’t know even existed. There was a black-tiled wet bar, a stripper pole and disco ball in the living area, a jacuzzi with LED lights in a massive bathroom.

‘Welcome to the Fuck Room!’ Yelena had announced when we entered, dragging Iris’ limp body between us. When I balked, she added, ‘Oh, come on. It’s funny. I mean, we tried to call it the Boom Boom Room, but it didn’t catch on.’

How was it possible that a giant Fuck Room existed literally underneath my feet and I’d never heard anything about it before? It was, in fact, my job to know and describe all CoHab services and amenities – and yet this 150-square-meter detail had completely eluded me.

The room was crawling with bodies, splayed out like cats, spilling from every surface. The spiral staircase was a minefield of knees, ankles and elbows. Bare legs and skinny arms hung over the lip of the jacuzzi tub in the bathroom. In the living room, we deposited Iris on a bulbous, bright orange modular sofa and every now and then Yelena would hold up an empty champagne glass to her nostril to watch it fog up, just checking to see if she was still breathing. There were empty champagne bottles everywhere and the night manager was continually knocking on the door, either to bring us more champagne or glasses or to remind us that there were other guests on the floor and could we kindly keep it down.

Silas’ buddy, pseudo-celebrity Arjan van Reims, was there. And he’d brought a guitar. A little circle of rapt faces listened to him play terrible covers of Southern rock ballads, heavy on the crooning. But whenever the door opened, he’d have to hide the guitar and we’d get very quiet. It was only then that I realized we’d been practically screaming at each other at the top of our lungs.

‘Shhhh…’ said Yelena, when there was another knock at the door. She clamped a hand over my mouth. I was mid-story, but as soon as her hand was over my mouth, my mind went blank. I’d been gushing, racing toward a punchline, and now it had vanished completely.

Arjan hid his guitar and the door swung open. It wasn’t more champagne, nor a stern warning to shut the fuck up. It was Silas. Everyone started cheering, myself included, but I had no idea why.

Silas scanned the room. When he saw Iris on the couch, he launched himself on top of her, pawing at her, and people around started to laugh, because obviously this was staged, obviously this was Silas just trying to be funny.

Underneath his weight, Iris squirmed. Silas burrowed his head between her breasts. ‘Where are we?’ she mumbled, not quite able to keep her eyes open. He had his hand on the zipper of her dress, working it down her chest. Iris swatted his hands away, limply, but she was also giggling. Making a sound that could be construed as giggling. ‘What are you even…’ she began, but then her voice faded out. Her head rolled to the side and she started to snore.

Silas had worked the zipper all the way down her body. The fabric fell to the side, revealing her bare stomach, her black lace underwear. She was wearing a black bra too, but in the course of opening her dress, Silas had managed to pop her breast out of the cup. I could see the money I had stashed into her bra, which made the whole tableau even more disturbing. I could also see her nipple, which now disappeared into Silas’ open mouth.

There were people sitting on the chairs across from Silas, drinking their champagne, like it was nothing. Arjan was playing the guitar, like it was nothing, and people were singing along with him to ‘Take Me Home, Country Roads,’ like it was nothing.

I stood up, wobbling because I’d overestimated the sobriety of my knees. I didn’t know where this was going, but it didn’t look like anyone was going to stop it. I certainly wasn’t going to stop it. So I did the next best thing. I walked away.

‘Excuse me,’ I mumbled to Yelena and pushed my way through the crowds, toward the balcony for fresh air. I wasn’t wearing a coat – not my own coat nor the green one Yelena had stolen for me – and when I stepped outside I felt a prickling along my arms that probably should have registered as cold but instead felt more like a welcome reawakening.

There were a couple of people smoking on the balcony and someone offered me a cigarette. I took it because I really wanted to be a smoker, despite all my previous failed attempts to court addiction. It didn’t help that I hated the actual act of smoking. As suspected, I choked on the first drag, coughing so badly it prompted concern from the other smokers. The nicotine went down smoother on the second puff and I felt the glimmer of a promised lightheadedness, something close to transcendence. I closed my eyes.

I was drunk.

When I opened my eyes again, I was exhaling smoke into the air above the busy Wibautstraat below, where cars, scooters and bikes weaved a chaotic and mystifying choreography. From above, fatal head-on collisions would seem inevitable, and yet somehow everyone seemed to be able to move on intact.

Behind me, the terrace doors slid open. Yelena stepped out, rattling her pack of cigarettes.

‘I was getting worried about you,’ she said. She pulled a cigarette out of the pack with her teeth.

I flicked my cigarette butt over the railing. The sidewalk below was crowded, but I’d always allowed myself to believe a cigarette butt had the magical ability to disintegrate before making any sort of pavement contact.

Yelena shook another cigarette out of her pack and offered it to me. I took it. Look at this chain smoker on the private terrace of a Fuck Room. Who was she? I had no idea.

Yelena leaned her elbows on the railing.

‘I love this city,’ she said.

‘Really?’ I found that I was approaching smoking the same way I approached a yoga class. I had to concentrate really hard on breathing in and breathing out. ‘I thought you were moving to Paris?’

‘I still might.’

I counted out my exhale – three, two, one.

‘I probably should move to Paris, too,’ I said. ‘It’s not like there’s anything keeping me here.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘I’m losing my apartment at the end of February.’ I had planned to say more. For weeks, I’d planned. And yet, when the moment arrived, I lost my nerve.

I didn’t know what to ask her exactly, but all I wanted was to hear her say the words: stay with me.

Yelena took one last drag of her cigarette and tossed it off the balcony.

‘Well let’s be honest,’ she said. ‘Your apartment is kind of a dump.’




CHAPTER ELEVEN

The next time I had any meaningful interaction with Iris, it was a cold Wednesday morning, early January. It was past 9:30 a.m. and I was running late. I’d been pressing frantically on the elevator call button when the doors to the mermaid elevator opened and Iris wheeled out an office chair. Two boxes, a gym bag and an oversized aloe plant were balanced precariously on the seat.

‘Oh,’ I stepped out of her way. ‘So, do you like need help or something?’

‘No,’ she said. She gave the chair a firm thrust. A box tipped over and a teal blue scarf landed by my feet. I picked it up, the smooth silk cool against my fingertips.

‘You dropped this,’ I said, handing Iris the scarf.

‘Keep it,’ she said, pushing the chair forward. ‘I never want to see it again.’

I spent the entire elevator ride running my fingers along the fabric of the scarf. There was a tag on the corner. Made in France, 100 per cent silk. The design was elaborate, but elegant. Some sort of circus theme. It was exquisite, probably way more valuable than anything I’d ever owned. It felt wrong of me to keep it. Wrong of Iris to give it away.

The elevator doors opened. I stuffed the scarf into my bag and stepped out into the office.

The mood in HQ was somber, full of clipped whispers and shifty glances. That, in itself, wasn’t unusual. Earlier in the month, the rumors had reached a fever pitch: some of the contracts in product design hadn’t been renewed, a job ad for a new product manager had gone up and been taken down within the same day, payroll couldn’t replace an accountant because of a hiring freeze. The idea that Amsterdam HQ was being phased out in favor of a Paris relocation was inching closer to certainty. It wasn’t uncommon to find a resume in the printing tray. Every time we sailed past the first week of the month, my contract still in place, I found myself exhaling a breath I didn’t even know I’d been holding.

‘What did I miss?’ I asked Yelena. She was standing at her desk, downing her espresso.

‘Just a little drama,’ she said with a shrug.

‘No!’ I shimmied out of my jacket. I hated missing drama. ‘Tell me.’

‘It’s not a big deal.’ She shoved her laptop under her arm. ‘I have a meeting.’

It felt like she was punishing me for being a little late.

‘We’ll talk at lunch,’ she said.

But at lunchtime, she was nowhere to be found and I couldn’t stand it a minute longer. I looked for her on the No Inhibitions terrace, but she wasn’t there. I looked for her in the HQ cafeteria too, but only out of desperation, because I didn’t expect to find her there either, mingling with the freelance and entry-level commoners.

Lunch that day was melanzane, one of the few meals that the kitchen could be trusted not to screw up. But I suspected that wasn’t the reason why a low frequency murmur of excitement was working its way through the lunchroom. Something was definitely off.

I helped myself to a serving of the melanzane and began to roam, seeking out a seat that would afford me the juiciest tidbit of gossip. At every lunch table, it would seem, there was a new whispered rumor: Iris had paid for a first class ticket to South Africa using a company credit card. Iris had a boyfriend (no, a fiancé!) who had sent Silas threatening emails, and now said boyfriend-fiancé was in jail. Iris had been escorted out by security—

‘But I saw her,’ I blurted out, taking a seat next to Maud, who was presiding over the table. This was operations manager Maud, with her severe bangs and her severe smile. Maud had the sort of no-bullshit attitude some people found refreshing. I found it terrifying.

It was Maud, actually, who found the dead girl, Ana-Maria Ciobanu, in room 328. ‘They say you aren’t a real hotel manager until you find your first dead body,’ she’d once said, like she was bragging about it, and I’d almost snapped back – you aren’t a real hotel manager, you’re an operations manager for a co-living community, whatever the fuck that means.

Of course I didn’t say any of that. Not out loud.

‘I saw her come out of the elevator, she was alone,’ I said now, even though I could hear the conviction in my own voice dissolving. ‘There wasn’t any security.’

Maud glared at me. Like, how dare I ruin the narrative she’d so carefully constructed.

‘Well,’ she said, shooting me a sideways glance, suggesting I keep my mouth shut. ‘I heard she filed a police report. I heard she was accusing Silas of sexual assault.’

I pictured Silas at the party, the way he threw himself on top of her, worked the zipper down her dress, how he’d covered her nipple with his mouth, right in front of us. I closed my eyes, but the image was seared there, too, right behind my eyelids.

‘The problem with that, of course, is Arjan,’ Maud was saying. ‘His father practically owns the entire Amsterdam police force. Because they’re all on that reality show on NPO.’ Maud paused to take a bite. We sat in silence for a moment, watching her chew. ‘The timing couldn’t be worse, though.’

‘Why is the timing bad?’ someone asked, taking the bait. It was Cosmo’s Harley Quinn, the front-end developer/aspiring singer. She had a fork in her hand, but her plate was untouched, like the food was just there for show.

Maud swallowed and placed her fork and knife diagonally across her plate. ‘You heard about Frederieke?’

For months there had been whispers about Frederieke. Management had decided not to replicate her restaurant model in Paris. Market research had indicated that ‘poke bowls are over’ and ‘Dutch fried finger foods are gross.’ In response, Frederieke officially stepped down from her titular role as CoHab’s director of physical and emotional wellbeing. Not a good sign. If divorce was on the horizon, we were all screwed. Silas could either save the company or save his marriage, but it was highly unlikely he could do both.

Maud moved on to an apple on her tray. She snapped off a loud chunk with her teeth.

‘Frederieke…’ she began, drawing out her words slyly, ‘… is pregnant.’

All our phones beeped simultaneously. It was a calendar invite from Silas. He was calling a Town Hall at 17:00 sharp. Attendance mandatory.



At 17:00, I scanned the crowd that had gathered around the reception desk. Even after lunch, I hadn’t been able to locate Yelena, and this was beyond frustrating. She was the one source I knew who could set the record straight.

I spotted her next to the windows and began to worm my way through the crowd.

‘Where have you been?’ I asked. But before she could answer, Silas took his position in front of the crowd, clapping his hands together for attention. He waited for silence. And then he waited another couple of minutes, drawing out the silence for so long I wondered if he’d forgotten what he was going to say.

‘Let me start by saying this…’ he said finally. ‘You’re not all fired.’

We all laughed appreciatively, like this was funny, like he wasn’t mocking our deepest fears. But through the relief, another gnawing fear took hold. What if something worse was about to happen? And also, what if he meant just some of us were fired? And also, what if he was lying? After all, hadn’t Iris just been fired?

I looked to Yelena for some kind of reassurance, but she was staring out the window. She didn’t seem particularly interested in anything Silas had to say. It was like she already knew.

‘I know you’ve been stressed out lately,’ Silas continued. He told us he understood our anxiety, our concern about the Paris opening, our uncertainty about our jobs. So, first of all, he wanted to thank us for having faith in the company, in CoHab. Like this was a choice we’d made willingly, out of loyalty and not out of pure desperation.

Okay, I thought. But what about Iris? The tickets to South Africa? I could tell everyone in the crowd was getting antsy. We wanted real gossip.

‘What I want to tell you,’ Silas said, ‘is that your patience has been rewarded. As of last night, we have finalized negotiations that will make it, if anything, a little easier to breathe these next couple of months.’

I heard Yelena sigh. Did she know what was coming? When I finally caught her eye she gave me a small, apologetic smile.

‘Okay, so I think technically I’m supposed to introduce him as an angel investor,’ Silas was saying. ‘But he told me he hates being called an angel. You’ve seen him around the office already. And yes, you’ve probably had his vodka, you just don’t remember.’

He paused, maybe to build suspense, and in the hush that followed there was a collective murmur that was part confusion and part disappointment. It didn’t sound like we were going to get answers about Iris after all.

‘He’s a little shy,’ said Silas with a showy wink. He was, of course, talking about the same person who was just coming off an inappropriately handsy guest stint on a TV talent show. ‘But I’m going to force him up here anyway. I’m leaving him in charge while I’m in Paris for the next couple of months. So, if shit hits the fan? I’d like to introduce you to your new fan cleaner.’

On cue, Arjan stepped into the room from the elevator hallway. We shouldn’t have been too terribly shocked. This was, in fact, Arjan’s most marketable skill – making surprise guest appearances in places where no one wanted him.

There was a careful round of applause, which Arjan waved away with false modesty.

‘I hate giving speeches,’ he said. ‘I am actually much better at expressing myself through song.’

We all laughed, because of course this was a joke, how could this not be a joke? But then Hannah from development handed him a guitar and, in a moment of horror we realized, oh God, this isn’t a joke.

He strummed a few notes. ‘This is an original, just wrote it last night.’

Arjan’s voice kicked off a little pitchy. But by the second round of the chorus, he was waving his arms in the air, encouraging people to join in, and goddamn it, some assholes actually went ahead and sang along. If Arjan dared glance in my direction, I would have shot him a death glare, making it abundantly clear that I had no intention of participating. Being forced to sing in public is my all-time worst nightmare. I couldn’t even chant om in a yoga class without breaking into an anxious sweat.

But I noticed something, as Arjan waved his hands over his head, that I hadn’t noticed before. A tattoo on his forearm, something that may have resembled an anchor of some kind. I could have sworn I’d seen a similar tattoo before, I just couldn’t remember where.

Arjan finished up the song with some kind of guitar flourish and Yelena touched my elbow.

‘All right,’ she said. ‘Let’s get drunk.’

I obediently proceeded to drink four glasses of wine back-to-back on an empty stomach and inevitably found myself crying in the bathroom not even two hours later. Crying was something I only allowed myself to do when very drunk, and lately I’d been doing the bulk of my crying in CoHab bathroom stalls. Very rarely was there a legitimate reason for my crying. It was more like I was on the verge of tears all the time and the right amount of Chardonnay would just happen to set me off.

In the stall next to me, Nico from sales plied the customer relations girls with blow. I dabbed at my eyes with toilet paper while I waited for them to leave.

When I stepped out of the stall, I was surprised to find Yelena in the bathroom, staring at herself in the mirror. There was something hollow in her expression. She didn’t even seem to register that I was behind her.

‘Everything okay?’ I asked.

Yelena ducked her head and turned on the faucet, carefully washing her hands.

‘I just got some upsetting news,’ she said, like she was straining to keep her voice neutral. ‘Iris tried to kill herself.’

She lathered up the soap, working the foam over her translucent skin.

‘Shit,’ I said, starring at the collection of suds as they expanded in the sink. ‘Because of Silas?’

Yelena didn’t answer. She turned her hands over, rubbing the soap between her fingers.

‘We should have done something,’ I said, my voice harder than I intended. Yelena looked up, catching my eye in the mirror. She’d heard it, too: the accusation.

‘What exactly should we have done?’ she asked.

‘You were there, Yelena. You saw what Silas did to her at the Christmas party—’

‘And you were there too, Skye. What did you do?’ Yelena snapped the faucet shut, even though her hands were still soapy. She yanked out a paper towel. ‘That’s your problem, Skye. You want to believe you’re trapped. That everyone else gets to make choices except for you. But you also made a choice, Skye. You chose to stay and do nothing. You might as well own it.’

She balled up the paper towel, threw it into the trash. Then she bolted out of the bathroom, leaving me alone to fight off a fresh new urge to burst into tears.




CHAPTER TWELVE

The next day I sat by myself on the No Inhibitions terrace at lunchtime. Any reasonable person would have avoided the gloomy January outdoors, would have preferred warmth, bright lights, and company. But I welcomed the opportunity to be alone with my own thoughts, to enjoy the quiet. Besides, it was dry outside and the sun was making periodic appearances. I nibbled on my cheese sandwich, watching the yellow cranes swivel their heads above the city like sporting event spectators. I was trying very hard not to stare into the windows of the OLVG hospital across the street.

Iris was in there, somewhere. She was in a bed with tubes up her nose, down her throat, forcing her to spew up the contents in her stomach. More tubes in her arms, feeding her wholesome nutrients, trying to make her clean and new again.

This morning a link to an NL Times article had been shared around the office (courtesy of Maud, of course). The details were chilling: Iris had been found in the Amstel, nearly drowned, a lethal combination of pills and vodka in her system.

I turned that phrase around in my head: a lethal combination of pills and vodka.

Wasn’t that exactly how Ana-Maria Ciobanu had died?

The reaction in the office had bothered me. People were shocked, they were upset. But they were also captivated by the scandal, hungry for more details, for more juicy gossip. No one seemed to feel any guilt or contrition at all. We’d all been there, we’d seen what Silas did to her. How awful for Iris, knowing that we’d all stood by and watched. Saying nothing, doing nothing.

Cowards. Every single one of us. And Yelena – who hadn’t even bothered to show up to the office today – was the biggest coward of them all. If anyone could guide us, show us how to feel or how react appropriately, it should have been her. Our one female champion, the only woman with an upper management title to her name. But Yelena showed no interest in modeling appropriate behavior.

I, for one, was done being a coward. Someone needed to step up and do something, even if it did feel like too little too late.

I packed up my unfinished sandwich and took the elevator all the way down to the ground floor. I realized that I was taking a gamble. There was no guarantee that Iris was still in the hospital, still under watch. I stopped at the streetside flower vendor anyway, taking way too much time to debate between a bouquet of tulips and a fancier arranged bouquet. But the arranged bouquet had white lilies and white lilies made me think of death. I bought the tulips.

When I asked the OLVG information desk where I could find her, they gave me a room number and relatively easy directions.

‘You,’ said Iris. She looked more than surprised. She looked scared. ‘Who sent you?’

‘Um, no one? I just thought you might like some company.’ I handed her the bouquet of tulips. She waited a moment before taking them and then laid them down on the table beside her bed, barely glancing at them.

‘You shouldn’t be here,’ she said.

‘Why? It’s not like—’

I stopped myself. I was going to say, it’s not like suicide is contagious. The joke was too crass. But also, it might not even be true. Maybe suicide was contagious – first Ana-Maria, now Iris. My whole life, I’d never known anyone who’d attempted suicide. But now I knew two. That was weird, right?

But of course, I didn’t know Ana-Maria, not really, not even after all that time I spent scrolling through her Instagram. Funny that this was something I had to remind myself – that Ana-Maria and I weren’t actually real friends. I’d never even met her.

‘You feeling okay?’ I asked Iris, then wondered if it was better to just ignore the whole suicide thing altogether.

‘No,’ she said with a sort of snort that might have been intended as a laugh.

Outside, I could see the bridge where she jumped, where the concerned bystander leaped into the water after her. I didn’t even think, he’d told the NL Times. I had no idea what I was doing until I was actually in the water.

He’d just happened to be biking past the moment she jumped. When he stopped and saw her face down in the water, non-responsive, he’d stripped down to his underwear and dove in, swimming her back to the safety of a boat deck.

Why did he strip down? Was that something you were supposed to do when you dove into the water to rescue someone? Was this something everyone else knew? It would have never even occurred to me. I guess I didn’t know how to save people.

‘You got lucky,’ I said, shivering when I imagined her wet, limp body being hoisted out of the canal.

She exhaled a shaky breath and looked out the window. Or maybe her gaze didn’t make it that far. Maybe she was just staring at the glass panes, the soapy streaks of dirty cleaning solution, the way the sunlight glinted off the outside layer of soot.

‘Tell them I’m not going to talk, okay?’ she said, still not staring at me. ‘They proved their point.’

‘What?’ I squinted at her, trying to will her to face me, so I could get a better read on her expression. ‘Tell who?’

‘I bet this is exactly what happened to Rachel,’ she said, mostly under her breath.

The door swung open behind me, making me jump.

‘Well, well, well!’ said a familiar voice from the doorway. ‘You guys throwing a party in here?’

It was Yelena, her smile a notch too tight. In her hands, she was holding the fancy arranged bouquet from the street vendor, the one with the somber white lilies.

‘They said only one visitor at a time…’ said Yelena, still hovering outside the room. ‘So whenever you’re ready?’

‘Yeah, no, I was just leaving,’ I said. I threw Iris a final goodbye smile, but she wasn’t looking at me. She was staring over my shoulder, at Yelena, her light blue eyes wide in their dark-ringed sockets.

After I walked out, Yelena slammed the door shut behind me. Only then did I realize I’d forgotten to tell Iris the one thing I’d come to say: I’m sorry.



If anyone at the office asked me, I would say I had just been to the hospital to visit Iris. This was true. I would say she’d forgotten her fancy silk French scarf at the office. Which was also true. I would hold up these two facts as proof I deserved to be in her HR office, pulling open drawers, rifling through cabinets. I’m searching for her scarf, I’d say. The only one who knew me well enough to see through my lies was Yelena. But Yelena wasn’t on the premises. I didn’t know, however, how long she planned to stay at the hospital, or whether she planned to return to the office afterwards. So I had to act quickly.

The problem was I didn’t know what I was looking for. I opened a filing cabinet and glanced at the folders. Scarf, scarf, scarf, I repeated in my head in case someone walked by, so the lie would be right there on the tip of my tongue.

I saw my name, I saw Yelena’s name. I ran my finger across other familiar names, waiting for a letter to leap out at me. Then there it was: R. But this R was for a Robert-Jan Schuurman, the guy in sales with too much gel in his hair. I threw the folder back in the cabinet. A quick glance over my shoulder, just to make sure no one heard me. My hands were cold and sweaty, my fingers buzzing with adrenaline. But I was worried for nothing. No one in the office was paying any attention to me. They were still trading stories – that one time Iris got so drunk at Hump Day drinks she got into a screaming match with a reservations girl, the two of them pulled apart by bystanders before they clawed at each other’s faces; that one time we walked into the office in the morning and found Iris asleep on the sofa in her office; that time someone caught her smoking a cigarette and crying in the stairwell. Each story further proof that she was unhinged, that we all should have seen this fallout coming.

I opened a second filing cabinet. R for Robin Lang at reception. Finally, I found her: Rachel Correa. Marketing. The former influence manager, apparently, before the job became mine. I grabbed the file and slid it under my shirt.

Back at my desk, I discreetly transferred the folders into my bag. For the rest of the afternoon, I tried not to panic any time anyone got too close, whenever someone dropped by my desk to borrow a stapler, to check grammatical consistency for the spring campaign, to ask where Yelena was. By 5 p.m. sharp, I was out of the office, pumping the pedals of my bike down Wibautstraat, getting home as quickly as I could so I could inspect my contraband.

I spread the folder open on my dining table, first examining Rachel’s resume. I skimmed over it, but it wasn’t very interesting, full of the same make-believe job titles and descriptions we all used. I skipped over her application, her offer letter, her tax forms. When I found a photocopy of her passport, I paused. A slow sickening wave of nausea crested in my stomach. I held the photocopy up. Closer inspection confirmed my suspicion.

It was her. The girl from the blowjob video Silas had sent me almost six months ago. The one who looked eerily similar to me. Except for the bangs.

I put the photocopy down, pressing my thumbs to my throbbing temples. Was there reason to believe that this may have been a reason I was hired? Not just because my bullshit resume looked a lot like her bullshit resume, but because my face looked a lot like her face? Was it the kind of face that someone in particular found appealing?

I glanced back at her folder. There was another document, shoved in behind all the other paperwork. An HR investigative report, signed by the former HR manager, Linda. I read the Summary of the Incident:


Full Name: Rachel Correa

Job Title: Influence Manager

Department: Marketing

Location: Santa Eulària des Riu

Complaint: Per her original email complaint, employee R has made
claims of unwelcome advances in the workplace, which she believes
constitutes sexual harassment. R alleges that she has been drugged at
company supervised events and thereafter been a victim of repeated
assault.



I sucked in my breath, trying to release the hard brick lodged in my chest. I rifled through the paperwork in the folder, twice, hoping a copy of this original email complaint would materialize, but no, it was nowhere to be found.

I returned my attention to the report, skipping to the final findings and conclusion.


Because no medical records have been provided to support R’s allegations, we cannot verify her account of events. She is unable to recall specific dates and timelines. Witness statements confirm that R had willingly submitted to the excesses of intoxication by her own volition, a pattern of behavior that was consistent both during and after official working hours. Emails, phone messages and texts have been supplied by peers that reveal that R herself has engaged in harassment, including (but not limited to) threatening language and blackmail. This behavior is in clear violation of the company code-of-conduct. We believe R has exhibited misconduct and disrespect for other members of the workplace, which makes her no longer suited to work in this environment. Termination recommended.



I didn’t know anything about HR, but I knew this was a half-assed train wreck of a report. There were no names, no dates, no specifics. No copies of these so-called witness statements or threatening text transcripts. No supporting evidence at all.

Which made it very hard to know which version of events to believe.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN

My twenty-fourth birthday was fast approaching, a fact I was trying to keep to myself. I’d seen how birthdays were celebrated at CoHab and I wanted no part of it. I didn’t want anyone to bring in a bakery birthday cake with bland icing, I didn’t want to receive a gift certificate for a series of Pilates classes I’d never take.

‘Then let’s do something low-key,’ said Yelena. ‘We’ll go to a day spa. Get massages. My treat.’

It had been nearly a month since I encountered Yelena in Iris’ hospital room. For the most part, I’d been successful at avoiding her since, turning down her invitations for coffee breaks or drinks after work. For lunch, I ate my cheese sandwich at my desk while reviewing the conversion tracking report. At night, I discovered I was perfectly capable of polishing off a bottle of Sauvignon on my own.

But the truth was, I was lonely without her, and Yelena was nothing if not persistent. She’d continued to send me Katy Perry memes because she knew how much I hated her. She’d checked to see if I’d gotten home all right after a wild Hump Day drinks night. And after a breakfast meeting with the management team, she’d left a chocolate chip muffin on my desk. By now, I’d sort of forgotten why I’d even been mad at her. Sure, she could have handled the Iris situation better. We all could have handled the Iris situation better. But nobody was perfect.

This little birthday celebration, just the two of us, felt like an olive branch and I was ready to take it.

Yelena and I made a plan to sneak out to a nearby spa hotel on the Amstel during our Friday lunch break. But Friday at noon, when I was all packed up and ready to go, Yelena was stuck in the Fish Tank with Arjan. I swiveled impatiently in my desk chair, drumming my fingers against the bag on my lap. My relaxation massage was booked for 12:30. If I waited any longer, the massage was going to barely undo all the stress being late for it had caused in the first place.

Down the hall, the elevator doors chimed open. Maud stepped out, escorting a police officer behind her. I stopped swiveling in my chair. When they passed my desk, I shot Maud a questioning look, but she ignored me.

Maud led the officer to the Fish Tank and then came back to me, perching on the edge of my desk, where she could watch events unfold. There were plenty of other desks that provided unobstructed Fish Tank views, but I was glad she chose mine. I had questions.

‘What’s this about?’

‘Dunno,’ said Maud.

‘But you have a guess?’ Maud and I obviously weren’t close, but I knew her well enough to understand she was a person with theories. I knew that sharing these theories, elaborating on these theories, having people consume these theories brought her much joy. ‘Is it Iris?’

‘I bet it’s about the dead girl,’ she said. ‘The one from room 328.’

I felt a trap door within my abdomen give out. ‘Ana-Maria?’

‘There’s something fishy going on.’ She glanced back at the Fish Tank, where Arjan, Yelena and the police officer were engaged in some unheard conversation. ‘I’ve never had a good feeling about it.’

The Fish Tank door swung open and the police officer came strutting out, followed closely by Yelena. He stopped at my desk.

‘Are you Skye Sullivan?’ he asked me.

The name Skye Sullivan sounded strangely familiar to me, but for a moment I couldn’t place it.

‘Skye…’ Yelena prompted. She gave me a look that made me even more nervous. This was it, I realized. They’d found out I lied about knowing Ana-Maria to the reporter who’d wanted the tour of her room. Was she even a reporter? The article had never been published. Was she maybe an undercover cop masquerading as a reporter? Anything was possible. And now Yelena was throwing me under the bus. I was going to be blamed for hindering an ongoing investigation. I was the obstruction of justice.

‘Yes,’ I said. I could have raised my wrists right then and there. Take me away, I could have whispered. Whatever punishment you have in store for me, I deserve it. ‘I’m Skye Sullivan.’

The police officer consulted a page of scrawled notes in a little black notepad. ‘Is it true on November 23 you were biking while intoxicated?’

It took me a moment to catch up, to realize we’d moved on to an entirely different accusation.

‘What? That’s…’ What, was I going to deny it? I was almost always biking while intoxicated. But rarely, that intoxicated. ‘There must be some—’

‘On the evening of November 23, did you hit a police car with your bike?’

Oh, shit. That night. The night I’d had drinks with Yelena at the Hoxton, when she’d slipped our two empty margarita glasses into her handbag on the way out. I’d been so drunk, I’d climbed onto my bike and fell right off the other end, before I’d even started pedaling. Both the bike and I had come crashing down on a parked police car.

‘Oh my God!’ Yelena had shrieked at the time, doubling over with laughter. ‘Go! Skye, go quick! Before they come back out and arrest you!’

I’d hopped back on my bike, managed to stay upright, and pedaled furiously down the street, Yelena’s laughter echoing behind me.

I now found myself squinting at Yelena. Did she tell anyone? But why? Was she trying to scare me? Was I being punished for something?

‘We have video evidence,’ the officer said, his tone hard.

I noticed that a crowd had started to gather, people milling close by, craning their heads in my direction.

‘Do we have to do this here?’ I asked, voice low.

‘Would you rather do this at the station?’ The officer stuffed his notepad in his pocket and folded his arms across his chest. I could see his muscular biceps twitching under the strain of his uniform.

Someone in the office – Nico from sales, I was sure – started blaring music on the office speakers. ‘Bad Boys.’

I wasn’t prepared to deal with the humiliation. I bolted out of my chair, trying to mumble something along the lines of Sure, let’s do this at the station, but then the policeman put a hand on my shoulder and shoved me back down.

‘Not so quick,’ he said. He grabbed the arms of my chair and swiveled me, which was weird and disorienting. Someone cranked up the volume of the music. Bad boys, bad boys…

When I stopped swiveling, the policeman was no longer wearing his uniform. He’d stripped down to a tiny yellow thong, barely the size of a cocktail napkin. He turned around and lowered himself, grinding his exposed butt cheeks mere inches above my lap. Behind him, the room was a blur of shock and laughter.

I couldn’t believe this was happening. What person, with any degree of sanity, thought this would be a good idea? I would have preferred being arrested.

I tried to catch Yelena’s eye. Make it stop, I wanted to tell her. Please, Yelena, just make it stop.

But Yelena was laughing. Yelena thought this was hilarious.

The policeman pivoted so he was facing me, hands on his hips, gyrating at the groin. And even though my own degradation felt all-consuming, there was part of me that also felt bad for him. Certainly he knew he’d be a recurring office joke for months to come. Where was his shame?

Whatever he was now doing with his hips, I could no longer watch. I stared over his shoulder, into the middle distance. It will be over soon, I told myself, even though I knew I was lying. This couldn’t possibly be over soon enough.

In the safe middle distance, a face came into focus: Cosmo. There was so much pity in his eyes, I thought I’d be sick.

‘Happy birthday, Skye!’ said Yelena, before dissolving into another fit of delighted laugher.

I closed my eyes, recognizing a hard ring of cruelty in the echo of her laugh. Yelena had humiliated me on purpose. For whatever sins I’d committed – abandoning her, losing faith in her – this was the punishment I was now forced to endure.



I was going to have to look for a roommate. Which meant I was going to have to start drinking less. Or get better at hiding how much I drank. Every time I thought of this imaginary roommate, and my imaginary deceptions, it was like a belt was being tightened between my shoulder blades.

And even here, I was getting ahead of myself. I had suspected, but never fully understood, how cheap my rent was. Even with a roommate (it would have to be a problem roommate, someone who dabbled in petty theft and disorderly conduct, I couldn’t afford a room in a normal apartment with normal people), even sharing a shoebox apartment in Bos and Lommer or de Bijlmer (or some other neighborhood prone to the occasional stabbing), I’d be forking over twice what I had been paying a month.

I clicked through a series of apartment photos on Funda and splashed some more Sauvignon Blanc into my wine glass, giving it a swirl. It was one of the classy Pulitzer hotel glasses, the ones Yelena had given me the first time I’d gone to her apartment for dinner.

My mother also had a bad habit of taking things that didn’t really belong to her. Like the time we got into the car after a swim at the golf club and I pointed out that she still had the complimentary pool towel stuffed into her beach bag.

‘Oops,’ Mom had said, starting the car.

‘I’m sure it’s okay,’ I’d said, though it didn’t seem like Mom needed any reassurances. ‘They’ll probably just charge it to our account.’

Mom was backing out of the parking lot, not really paying attention. ‘Our account.’ She laughed over her shoulder. ‘I love that about you.’

‘What about me?’

‘That you believe we’re really members.’

I was shocked at first, and then I realized I wasn’t all that shocked. It was like my whole world had finally gelled into its rightful shape. Of course we weren’t members.

‘Don’t be upset,’ said Mom. ‘If you’d known, you’d never be able to pull it off.’

And she was right. The next week, on a Saturday, as always, I walked into the pool area, I spread out a newly borrowed towel on my favorite sun-facing lounge chair. I dove into the pool. When I emerged the lifeguard blew his whistle and beckoned me over. I slicked strands of hair behind my ear and swam to him in a slow, patient breaststroke.

‘Account number?’ he asked.

I mumbled back the account number my mother had made me memorize.

‘Name?’

I paused, a second too long.

The lifeguard stood. ‘Get out. Pack your stuff. I don’t want to see you here again.’

To this day I still blame my mother’s sticky fingers for ruining everything. If she hadn’t stolen the towel, perhaps I’d still believe that I could belong anywhere.

When my doorbell rang, I realized I wasn’t even combing real estate listings for torture-chamber-dark, outside-the-ring apartments anymore. Somehow I’d landed on the cobblestoned streets of the canal belt, ogling the four-bedroom lofts with sunny rooftop terraces and kitchen islands with marble countertops. There were fireplaces and cathedral ceilings.

I answered the intercom, prepared to remind the New York Pizza delivery guy that shitty pizza got delivered to 4B, not 4C.

‘Skye?’

My heart dropped. Joost. I’d forgotten to return his calls. And his text messages. And his follow-up calls.

‘Skye?’ he said again. ‘Do I need to let myself in?’

I buzzed him in. I did a scan of the apartment to see what kind of quick cosmetic fix would have the biggest tidying up impact: throw the dirty dishes in the sink, kick the dirty clothes under the bed, flip over the stained cushions on the couch? Instead, I left the door ajar and refilled my wine. Let him see the apartment for the shithole it really was.

‘Hey,’ Joost nudged open the door. ‘May I?’

‘Sure,’ I said, taking a sip of wine. ‘It’s your apartment.’

He took a step inside and glanced around. ‘You haven’t started packing.’

‘I still have two weeks.’

‘It can go quick.’

‘You can still change your mind.’

He gave me a wry smile. ‘It’s nothing personal. You wouldn’t believe how much I could rent this place for now.’

I’d been combing real estate listings all day. I knew exactly how much he could rent the apartment for. It was outrageous.

‘You mind if I have a look?’ he asked, already heading for the bathroom.

‘The door is still falling off,’ I called after him. ‘The shower floods and I don’t flush the toilet all the time, because the water keeps running.’

He flushed the toilet. For a few minutes, we listened as the water rumbled through walls, groaning and gurgling at first, then scaling up to a high-pitched squeal. Joost jiggled the handle a couple of times. The squeal persisted.

‘See?’ I said, when he joined me again in the kitchen.

‘Anything else?’

‘Where do you want me to begin?’

He opened the kitchen cupboards, inspecting the chipped plates. He removed one of the wine glasses that Yelena had stolen and admired it.

‘May I?’ he asked, extending the wine glass in my direction. I filled his glass, then refilled mine.

‘You know,’ he said, swirling his glass in a way that must have thoroughly confused the cheap wine. ‘You look a lot like your mother.’

‘Oh.’ I blushed. ‘Thanks.’

The doorbell rang. I answered the intercom, reminded the New York Pizza deliveryman that the shitty pizza went to 4B.

When I returned to the kitchen, I found Joost sitting on the ledge next to the open window, smoking a cigarette. His hair was whiter and thinner at the temples since I’d last seen him. This wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. He’d always had the baby-faced good looks my mother preferred. A few laugh lines around the eyes gave him some much-needed gravitas. Or maybe he didn’t need gravitas. From the way he sat at the window, one foot planted on the floor, one ankle resting on the other knee, back against the wall, he made it clear that he was a man already aware of his own gravitas.

‘I thought this was a non-smoking apartment?’ I said.

‘I’m making an exception.’ He offered me his pack, but I waved it away and sat down on the chair across from him, feeling dejected. I wanted him out of the apartment. Things were just starting to work out for me. I had a job I was starting to like, I had friends – well, a friend. Kind of. I didn’t need this kind of upheaval, not now. I’m a Pisces, I’m bad with change.

‘Cheer up,’ he said, reaching over to pat me on the knee. I thought maybe his hand lingered just a second too long on my thigh, and it occurred to me – a strange flash that hit me before I could dismiss it in time – that I didn’t entirely mind. ‘Your mom says you have a new job at a hotel.’

‘Co-living space,’ I corrected. I held up the bottle of wine. He slid his glass toward me.

‘Right, with that guy, married to the salad bar girl.’

‘Her specialty is poke bowls.’

Joost laughed. ‘Poke what now?’

My mother had always said she was attracted to Joost for his sense of humor. I wasn’t entirely sure he had a sense of humor. Turning words he didn’t understand into sexual innuendo did not make him funny.

‘Don’t be gross,’ I said, grimacing over the rim of my glass. ‘Those kind of jokes aren’t cute anymore.’

‘Says who?’

‘The internet.’ On second thought, I reached for his pack of cigarettes and shook one out. Marlboro Reds. Revolting.

‘Okay,’ he said, flicking his lighter. ‘But then you gotta stand by the window.’

I shifted seats, so he and I were perched together on the window ledge, and lowered my head so he could light my cigarette. I took a drag. It was like raking an ice pick down my throat. I tried so hard not to cough my eyes watered, and then I coughed anyway, a big, desperate rasping cough, made worse because I’d been trying to suppress it.

Joost gave me a pat on the back. ‘Don’t die. Resale value plummets when someone dies on the property.’

I knew the pats on my back were not meant as a romantic overture, but still there was something about his touch that triggered a familiar longing.

‘You okay?’ he asked.

‘They say these things will kill you,’ I said, stubbing out the cigarette.

‘So I’ve heard.’ Joost gave a low chuckle. ‘Your mother always complained. She said kissing me was like kissing an ashtray.’

‘I don’t think she was complaining,’ I said, surprising even myself as I realized I was scooting closer to Joost. ‘I think she liked it. I think she thought the taste was sexy.’

I don’t know what possessed me. The wine, the cigarettes, the way his hand had lingered on my thigh, on my back. The way I knew, even before he’d said it, that when he looked at me, he saw my mother.

I tasted the saltiness of his dry, chapped lips. I tasted the Sauvignon Blanc, the Marlboro Red. It was intoxicating. I crushed my mouth harder against his, with all the frenzy and the swelling that was building up in my chest. Joost’s lips remained sealed. After a moment, I felt his hand on my breast and I wanted to press my own hand on top of his, squeezing his fingers, to let him know he didn’t have to treat me gently. But instead of cupping my breast or stroking his fingertips against my already hardened nipples, Joost gave my chest a light shove.

‘The apartment looks good,’ he said, standing abruptly. ‘Better than I expected.’ His lit cigarette was still dangling between his fingertips. He considered it for a moment, then tossed it out the window. ‘Two weeks,’ he said. ‘Two weeks. That should be doable.’

He closed the door behind him when he left and I sat in silence, listening to the shriek inside my head. Until I realized, I wasn’t imagining the sound. It was the toilet water, still whining in the pipes.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Silas returned to the office a week later. He was a deeper shade of bronze than I remembered and his hair was lighter. He also looked more relaxed, which didn’t make any sense. You would have thought he’d spent the past month soaking up sun on a beach in Bali, not battling with urban planning watch groups and environmental development committees in Paris.

‘The quality of Botox is just so much better in France,’ said Yelena, by way of explanation. She took a sip of coffee, squinting at me over the rim of her cup. ‘Is that a new scarf?’

‘Oh,’ I pressed a hand against my neck, as if I wanted to conceal any evidence of wrongdoing. ‘Yeah.’

I wasn’t sure it was entirely okay of me to be wearing Iris’ French silk scarf, even if she had told me to keep it. It was more elegant, more luxurious than anything else I’d ever owned, which made me suspect I didn’t really deserve it. But as a belated birthday present to myself, I’d decided to give myself permission to try it on, just this once. The fabric was soft and delicate against my skin and every time I caught sight of my reflection it gave me a little jolt of happiness.

Yelena put down her coffee cup, still eyeing me.

‘That color blue really isn’t doing you any favors, is it?’ Yelena circled a hand across her own face. ‘Kinda washes you out.’

I sighed and looked away, didn’t bother to answer. After my birthday debacle, I’d sort of made peace with the fact that being friends with Yelena meant I’d have to accept her mean streak. That was just who she was. If I went around trying to change people, or ditching them just because they exhibited a minor character flaw, I’d be right back where I started: someone with no friends at all.

I typed away at my keyboard, pretending to be hard at work, while casting surreptitious glances around the office for another sign of Silas. I realized that this was something I always did when Silas was around: I kept tabs on him, I activated some internal magnet that could clock his proximity at all times. I was both intrigued and a little terrified of seeing him again. And it wasn’t just me. There was a hushed excitement everywhere in the office, like we were all in the presence of a rock star. Sure, he sometimes behaved badly, but that was part of his allure. That’s what made him so exciting.

While Silas had been in Paris, Arjan had moved into the corner Fish Tank. I’d assumed the move was temporary, but Arjan had made several proprietary upgrades to the space while Silas was away – the desk chair had been outfitted with a balance disk and a cherry red lumbar support pillow, there was a yoga mat unfurled on the floor for morning sun salutations. And now, despite Silas’ return, it would appear that the Fish Tank remained firmly in Arjan’s possession. Maybe because Silas didn’t need a corner office to assert his authority.

‘What are you thinking?’ Yelena asked me.

‘Hmm?’

She gestured to the Fish Tank. ‘Now that you’ve had a chance to observe him in his natural marine habitat.’

‘Ohhhh…’ This was a game we used to play: observing people in Silas’ Fish Tank and identifying their spirit fish. I watched Arjan pace the office, gesticulating into the speakerphone on the desk, exaggerating his movements so that anyone watching could see how important he was. Did I want to be careful when I picked a fish for him? Although she appeared to despise him as much as I did, I got the impression that Yelena was chummier with Arjan than she let on.

‘Shark?’ I suggested.

She rolled her eyes. ‘You think everyone is a shark.’

‘That’s not true.’

‘You thought Silas was a shark.’

I still thought Silas was a shark. But Yelena had said lionfish and I could see that, too. A beautiful but ruthless predator, casually invading and destroying local marine life with no sign of remorse.

I took another look at Arjan’s jowly face, that expression of dumb stupefaction. ‘Grouper?’

Yelena shook her head. ‘Jellyfish.’

I was getting that spineless vibe too. But jellyfish didn’t feel quite right.

‘Eel?’ I suggested.

She gave this some thought. ‘Eel.’

The eel slipped his head out of the Fish Tank. He said, ‘Skye?’

I startled. Skye was my name, but there was no way that Arjan would have remembered that. Then again, he was staring directly at me.

‘Me?’ I asked, pointing to myself, still not convinced I was the Skye he was talking about.

He waved me over to his office. I stood up and headed toward him, casting a questioning look at Yelena over my shoulder. She shrugged.

‘So, yeah.’ Arjan swiveled around in Silas’ desk chair for a bit, his index fingers pressed together in a little thought triangle under his chin. His shirt sleeves were rolled up to reveal part of the tattoo on his forearm. I made myself look away. I didn’t want Arjan to catch me admiring or showing any sign of interest in his body art.

‘You don’t talk much, do you?’ he continued.

‘Oh, maybe? I suppose…’ I had to think this over. I didn’t necessarily think of myself as a non-talker.

‘I think that’s a good thing. I respect it. It’s healthy to maintain some professional distance in the office.’

Of course, Arjan did not really think that. Only two weeks ago, at a Hump Day drinks night that had gotten a little out of hand, I had discovered Arjan in the mermaid elevator with the brand-new client relations assistant, a blonde with a pink heart-shaped mouth, probably around my age. She’d been slumped in the corner of the elevator, barely upright, the blonde waves of her hair mashed against the mirrored wall. Eyes closed, shallow breath leaving a foggy imprint on the glass. Her white lace underwear was hanging suspended between her ankles and Arjan was kneeling between her legs, head buried under her skirt.

If Arjan really wanted to respect personal boundaries at the office? It was only with people like me.

‘I like that you’re quiet,’ he said.

I nodded, quietly. The truth was, I had plenty to say. Just not to Arjan van Reims.

‘I’m going to cut to the chase,’ he continued. ‘We have some concerns about you.’

I thought I might throw up.

‘Oh?’ I managed.

‘We’re worried you might be a flight risk.’

It took me a while to understand what these words meant, and then I was even more confused, because why would these words apply to me?

‘Are you happy here?’ Arjan asked. ‘Is there anything you need?’

‘I’m fine,’ I answered. Was I fine? I thought I was fine. What else did I need? Where else would I go?

‘I know the Paris opening has been stressful for everyone. But, I assure you, we’re in a good place now, a really good place. And I have exciting news…’ He stopped swiveling. ‘Are you free for lunch?’

Technically, I didn’t have plans, but that was by design. I didn’t want to have lunch with anyone. I wanted to eat my cheese sandwich with Yelena on the chilly terrace, wrapped in our winter coats, and bitch about the yellow cranes. This was the highlight of my work day. Also, hadn’t we just established that having lunch together would be a breach of healthy professional boundaries?

‘You want to have lunch with me?’ I asked.

‘No, of course not,’ Arjan laughed. ‘I want you to have lunch with Silas.’



Arjan scheduled me for lunch with Silas at 1 p.m. At 12:55, I was downstairs at the restaurant. Silas was already seated at a table, picking at the last scraps of a poke bowl.

‘I hope you don’t mind,’ he said, shoving aside the empty bowl. ‘Are you hungry? Go ahead, order anything. The spicy tuna is great.’

I was starving, but there was no way I was going to sit there and let him watch me eat. I was a terrible eater. I used my fork and knife like an uncouth American, transferring the fork to my right hand to shove the food into my mouth after I’d cut it. I’d tried it the other way, keeping the fork in my left hand, but food kept falling off, edamame beans inevitably rolling onto my lap.

‘Cappuccino,’ I said with a strained smile to the waitress.

‘So…’ he said, leaning forward on his elbows, the back of his wrists propping up the perfect cut of his chin, as if to say: this is me, this is me talking to you. ‘I hear you’re a flight risk.’

It was still funny to hear that people believed I had other options.

‘I’m not a flight risk,’ I assured him.

‘I’m glad to hear that,’ he said, shifting the angle of his chin, so now he was looking at me with only one eye. ‘Because I have an exciting opportunity for you. I think you’re going to like it.’

I didn’t trust him, of course. And if I gave it some real thought, maybe I should be a flight risk. Maybe I should get out while I still could. But who was I kidding? I couldn’t lose an apartment and a job. Then where would I be? I imagined myself packing up, moving back to America, and wanted to burst into tears, right then and there. I wasn’t ready to go back. I’d never be ready.

‘Skye…’ he said.

I felt a film of sweat clinging to the back of my neck.

‘How would you feel about moving to Paris?’

I stared at his mouth, almost like I was trying to make him repeat the words, to see if they made more sense if I heard them a second time.

‘You want me to move to Paris?’ I repeated, mind reeling. ‘What am I going to do in Paris?’

‘We need someone directly on the property, someone who can deal with the opening operations in real time.’ He spread out his hands. ‘So basically you’d be running the whole show.’

‘Me?’

He nodded, a slow, sly smile spreading across his face. ‘It was Yelena’s idea, you know.’

‘It was?’

‘I think she sees something in you. She recognizes your potential.’

Maybe. Or maybe this was another form of punishment. Maybe this was her way of banishing me for no longer being the admiring sycophant I’d always been. I’d questioned her role in Ana-Maria’s life, I’d judged her reaction to Iris’ attempted suicide, and now I was being exiled.

‘That’s a beautiful scarf,’ said Silas. Before I knew it, he had reached over, running his fingertip along the silk. I sat there, holding my breath, as he unraveled it from my neck.

‘Hermès?’ he asked.

‘Oh, um, I think so?’

He withdrew the scarf, spreading it out, revealing the figures of a leaping horse, a turtle, a tiger. I watched his expression darken, his smile gone.

Without a word, he handed the scarf back to me.

‘Thanks,’ I mumbled, wrapping it around my neck. It felt all wrong, the drape too limp and lackluster.

Silas folded his hands on the table and stared at them for a moment too long. Like he was praying. I wondered if this maybe was his way of telling me our meeting was over, that this was the moment I was supposed to excuse myself. I scooted back in my chair. At the same time, Silas’ head snapped up. He fixed me with a serious look.

‘I’ve never thanked you, Skye.’

I paused, leaning back in my chair, waiting for him to justify his gratitude.

‘You never mentioned the video I sent you. I appreciate that. Of course, I never mentioned it either. It’s good to know that we can keep each other’s secrets.’

‘Sure, Silas.’ I stood up, recognizing this as, indeed, the best moment to leave. ‘Any time.’

‘Great.’ He picked a piece of wilted lettuce off the lip of his lunch bowl with his fingers and popped it in his mouth. ‘I knew I could count on you.’




PART TWO


PARIS






CHAPTER FIFTEEN

It was early morning, pitch black, when I woke to the galloping beat of my own heart. I bolted upright, gulping air, like I’d been drowning in my sleep. I blinked a few times to get my bearings, but that just made matters worse: I had no idea where I was.

I was staring at a Jim Morrison poster on the wall. I’d never felt passionately enough about Jim Morrison to hang a picture of him on my wall. I blinked again. Was that a guitar in the corner of the room, next to the desk? I didn’t play guitar. And there was a plant, not dead.

And then I remembered. This was my room. Or, well, it was the CoHab studio showroom, recently restyled to suggest what it might look like if someone were to actually live in it. Someone who liked Jim Morrison, guitars and living plants.

CoHab Paris had 154 rooms, but my twenty-square-meter showroom was the only one in official operation. I was the only permanent resident in the entire building.



One month down, one month to go. One month before CoHab Paris officially opened its doors. The launch party was scheduled for mid-May, in the full bloom of spring, which was hard to wrap my head around given we were currently in the throes of relentless gray April showers.

I’d been in Paris for a month already, still scratching my head, trying to figure out what I was doing here, how my job had gone from some vague form of marketing to some vague form of operations. Or was this technically development? I spoke to contractors, designers, vendors, the whole time thinking to myself, you should really be talking to someone else. My job consisted of summarizing my conversations, putting them in an email, sending them off to the people who were really equipped to handle these issues. On top of it all, I was still expected to keep up with my influencer marketing strategy, which was now more important than ever, given the approaching launch and the big splash it was supposed to make.

It was a good thing I was so busy. It gave me no time to realize how desperately alone I felt.

Except I wasn’t going to be alone for much longer. Silas was coming to visit. Silas wanted a walk-through of the building, a presentation of the pre-launch timeline, concrete proof that I was doing my job. He was due to arrive in Paris on a Wednesday morning. Tuesday afternoon, I met with the in-house designer, Ophélie, to tidy up the VIP suite where he’d be staying. The VIP suite was located on the thirteenth floor, adjacent to my showroom studio. It was a strange thought, that in a 154-room co-living residence, Silas and I would be the only ones sleeping here. And that we’d be staying in rooms right next door to one another.

It might have been called the ‘VIP Suite’ on the building blueprint, but there was no question that Silas’ room was another Fuck Room, Paris-style. There was a black tiled bar with a neon sign on the wall that could alternately light up to read eat me or drink me. In the bathroom, there was a sauna and a tub that was large enough to harvest organs. A disco ball hung in the center of the main room and underneath the ball, there was a giant circular ottoman that could, of course, rotate with the push of a button. There were two separate bedrooms in the suite, but these weren’t finished yet. The foam soundproofing panels were still on the floor, waiting to be installed.

Until now, the Fuck Room had served mainly as a stock room, where Ophélie assembled the accessories she’d eventually test out in the lobby, the kitchen, the co-working space and even in my tiny showroom.

‘You want this?’ asked Ophélie, tossing me a meditation pillow.

Two weeks ago I’d asked Ophélie, as a favor, to find something that might make my room feel more personal, more like mine. Something to replace the Jim Morrison poster and the guitar, which definitely didn’t feel like mine at all.

‘I don’t need a pillow,’ I said, tossing it back to her. ‘I need a mini fridge.’

‘Bah, non,’ said Ophélie. She toyed for a moment with the adjustable fingers of a wooden hand. ‘You want a fridge, you go downstairs to the communal kitchen. That’s the whole point, non? To create the like-minded community?’

How to tell her this: I hated the communal kitchen. For all Ophélie’s attempts to liven it up with votive candles and vintage barware and herb plants, it was still a creepy space. The long expanse of stainless steel counters and appliances made it feel like the sort of place where experiments of questionable integrity were performed on unsuspecting patients. It certainly didn’t help that the refrigerators (there were six in total) were given to erratic fits of hums and shudders. But the worst part was the TV, a flat-screen mounted to the wall. There was no remote, not even an off switch that I could find, and currently it was set only to CCTV footage of an empty hallway. Of which floor? I didn’t know. All fourteen floors looked exactly alike – long gray strips of carpet, dimly lit. Every now and then I’d be seated at the big empty stainless steel table, eating take-out noodles from either the Thai or the Vietnamese place down the street, washing it down with a cheap Sauvignon Blanc, and I’d catch some movement on the TV screen and freak the fuck out, certain someone was lurking in the hallways.

‘How about this?’ Ophélie tossed me a pair of yellow plastic sunglasses, CoHab’s favorite item of swag.

I put them on, observing myself in a wavy wall mirror. I thought of Ana-Maria wearing these same sunglasses in her memorialized Instagram profile picture. For a moment, as I stared at my reflection, I could almost picture myself as someone like her – someone who could sing karaoke and play a mean game of pool, someone who could raise her hand at a film festival Q&A and ask a question that didn’t sound stupid. Someone who could post a photo of herself wearing a bikini in January, after she’d just rushed into the frigid North Sea for the New Year’s Day cold-water plunge.

Someone who ended up dead.

I took off the sunglasses and put them back on the shelf. Ophélie was rifling through a coffee table book of tasteful nudes. She paused on a photograph of a balcony in Paris where a naked woman was splayed out on a table while some guy ate steak frites off her bare back.

‘Maybe this would be nice for your room?’ said Ophélie. ‘It could add a certain élégance.’

Élégance being one of those French words, apparently, without direct translation in English.

I closed the book and put it back on the shelf.

‘Focus, Ophélie,’ I said, my panic at the thought of Silas’ impending arrival making me bossier than normal. I almost sounded like Yelena.

We worked diligently for the hour, finding creative ways to hide the excessive stock of cheap plastic sunglasses and beer bottle openers. We fanned out the extra pillows and aloe vera plants, trying to make the room look decorated rather than cluttered. I grabbed an armful of branded water bottles and tried to stash them in the bottom desk drawer, but it was locked.

‘Any chance you have a key for this?’ I asked Ophélie, kicking the drawer with my foot.

‘It’s not locked,’ she said. She tried to shove another branded umbrella into the overcrowded umbrella stand.

‘Yeah, it is.’

She turned to me, frowning. ‘But why?’

‘I have no idea. That’s why I’m asking you about the key.’

‘But I don’t have any key.’ She pressed a thoughtful finger to her lips. ‘You think that’s where they hide the marijuana?’ She wiggled her eyebrows. Ophelie had a peculiar, if somewhat inconsistent, habit of refusing to acknowledge the existence of the final syllable of a word. On her tongue, marijuana was “mah-ree-wan,” which made it sound like an exotic French fruit, something that might be found exclusively in the Grenadines.

‘My roommate, she does this,’ she said. ‘She always locks her drugs in a drawer. So selfish.’

Ophélie gave up on trying to squish the umbrella into the stand and joined me by the desk. She gave the drawer some careful consideration.

‘You think I should try to open it?’ she asked.

‘If you don’t have a key, forget it. A locked drawer should probably stay—’

‘Ah, come on,’ she said, already kneeling down in front of it. ‘What’s the worst we could find?’

From the messy chignon on top of her head, she pulled out a u-shaped hairpin, her gold-spun hair tumbling over her shoulders. She worked the metal of the hairpin back and forth a few times, extending it into one long sliver, then slid it carefully into the keyhole.

‘Seriously?’ I peered over her shoulder, convinced this would never work. ‘Is this like a common French Girl accessory? A hairpin that turns into a lock pick?’

‘Shhh…’ said Ophélie. She waved her free hand at me. ‘My bag.’

I grabbed her purse off the bed and handed it to her. She fished around for a moment, then produced a spare bobby pin. She inserted this pin just above the hairpin already in the lock and jiggled.

‘Like I said…’ she began. Slowly, still concentrating on working the lock. ‘My roommate doesn’t like to share her weed… So on nights my own stash runs out… I’ve learned to be creative…’

The drawer popped open. I took an involuntary step back and held my breath, almost afraid to look.

‘Well, this…’ said Ophélie, digging her hands into the drawer. ‘Is a big disappointment.’

I peered over her shoulder: more crap. Assorted power banks and flash drives bearing the logos of our suppliers. Mostly branded phone cases. Definitely no room left for me to stash water bottles.

‘At least we tried.’ Ophélie slammed the drawer shut. She yanked out the hairpins, bent them back more or less into shape, then wrapped up her hair into the most perfect bun and secured it.

When we were done with the clean-up, I took the elevator with Ophélie back downstairs. CoHab’s ground floor was home to the unfinished co-working space, which was just a giant slab of concrete and lots of exposed lead pipes. There were no plants, no pillows, no people. Earlier in the week, I’d made a vain attempt to spruce up the empty reception desk with a bouquet of roses, but already the flowers were starting to wilt.

‘These are beautiful,’ said Ophélie, grazing a sagging petal with her fingernail. ‘I always love roses best just before they die.’

‘If you want to kill flowers, this is the best place to bring them,’ I said. ‘I’ve been told they prefer sunlight.’

‘True. I’ve heard this too.’

That was the problem with CoHab Paris: the lack of sunlight. The ground floor windows were plastered with banners that read, Don’t look, I’m not ready yet, or some similarly adorable way of saying we were under construction. Or, I don’t know, who am I to say the adorableness translated so easily into French?

‘Would you like coffee?’ I asked, nodding to the Nespresso machine next to the dying roses.

Ophélie wrinkled her nose at the machine. ‘This is not coffee.’

This response was hardly a surprise and I chided myself for even getting my hopes up. Ophélie was constantly rebuffing my coffee and breakfast pastry advances, refusing to engage socially or to stay on the CoHab premises for any longer than strictly necessary.

‘Au revoir,’ she said, not even glancing over her shoulder as she walked out the door.

No more than fifteen minutes after she’d left, I received a message from Silas.


Going to stay at Hotel Carter tomorrow instead. Pls book room 2x
nights.



Sweet relief!

I booked the room, per his request, and sent him the confirmation. He responded immediately.


thx! see you tomorrow. xx



What did he mean, xx? Was it his standard sign-off? Or I was supposed to interpret this as kiss, kiss? I considered calling Yelena back in Amsterdam to clarify, but I had just made a deal with myself that I wasn’t going to constantly ask Yelena to explain things to me. We hadn’t talked much at all since I’d moved to Paris. She’d taken me out for farewell drinks the night before I left Amsterdam, and quite to my surprise, there were tears in her eyes when she hugged me goodbye. She seemed genuinely excited for me, for this opportunity to prove myself. But I still couldn’t shake the thought that I’d been banished for failing to stay in my lane. Our relationship had clearly shifted and I knew she felt it too, that I was pulling away. A little distance would probably be healthier for us both. Maybe she’d learn not to take me for fucking granted.




CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Five o’clock in the morning, the day of Silas’ arrival. I was wide-awake, my whole body humming with anxiety. I kicked off my bed sheets and sat up. The only thing to do, really, was go for a run, see if I could burn off some of the excess cortisol.

CoHab Paris was located next to the Bois de Boulogne, a fact I had used freely in pitches to influencers as one of our unique selling points. Access to nature, right outside your doorstep! But Ophélie had firmly warned me against venturing into the park at night and I assumed venturing into the park in the early morning hours wasn’t such a hot idea either.

So instead of jogging through botanical gardens and rolling greens, I ran in place at traffic-clogged crosswalks, breathing in exhaust and road rage, waiting for traffic lights that refused to turn green. Yes, jogging, that’s what I was doing. It had been about nine months since I first lied to Yelena during my interview and told her that I couldn’t function without my daily run through the park. Back then, I’d imagined we’d be running side by side through idyllic Dutch villages for the dam tot dam ten-mile run. And now I was dodging potholes and roadside construction through the Puteaux neighborhood where CoHab Paris was based. In the online content materials – same materials where I hyped up the Bois de Boulogne – I always referred to Puteaux as ‘up-and-coming.’ I also used phrases like ‘no frills’ and ‘gritty’ like they were compliments. But when I found myself running past enormous vehicles fracking the pavement, Puteaux struck me as ‘ugly.’ And if I took a wrong turn, potentially ‘stabby.’

After my run, I stopped by the snooty boulangerie where people refused to understand me when I spoke French. I successfully ordered six croissants, then pressed my luck by also asking for a side of butter.

‘Et aussi du…’ and here I might have dropped my voice to a whisper, ‘… beurre?’

Cue the waitress behind the counter, staring at me with vacant eyes.

‘Du… beurre?’ I tried again, making it sound like I was cold and shivering, just like Ophélie had suggested. Brrr… It wasn’t a hard act to pull off. Everywhere I went, I felt cold.

‘Comment?’ The waitress asked.

Oh my God, how hard was it to figure out? I was holding a bag of croissants, asking for the thing to put on a croissant. Du beurre, s’il vous plaît!

Back at the office, I arranged the croissants on the pretty metal tray I’d bought a few weeks earlier at an overpriced concept store in the Marais. I set the tray on the desk at reception, next to the bouquet of roses, so hopefully when Silas walked in later that morning he’d be so seduced by the buttery aroma, the sight of the glistening golden flakes, he would pay no attention to the fact the welcome desk was no more than a splintering wooden shell housing a collection of frazzled electrical cables.

At 10 a.m. my phone rang. It was an incoming video chat from Silas.

When I answered the call, the underside of Silas’ stubbled chin appeared on my screen. He was panting heavily.

‘Hey, sorry…’ he said. ‘I was running. Give me a sec.’

So apparently, I wasn’t the only one seized by the urge to go for a jog this morning. Silas hopped up the steps to Hotel Carter, holding me against his chest, so all I could see was the damp patch of sweat on his green t-shirt.

‘I lost track of time,’ he said, his breath still short. ‘Is it ten now? Shit. Hang on, I’m getting on an elevator.’

He rode the elevator in silence. I listened to his heartbeat. And then I listened to mine. Both were too loud and too fast.

‘So,’ he said, flinging himself into his suite. The walls were a deep, rich red. The unmade bed was an avalanche of white sheets and pillows. ‘What’s been going on over there?’

‘Hmm? You mean with…’ I gave up. I couldn’t even guess what he meant.

‘Yeah, any updates?’ He sat down on the edge of his bed. ‘Is there anything I should know about?’

‘The new ping-pong tables arrived,’ I told him.

‘Great.’ He put the phone down and pulled off his sweaty t-shirt. I watched him sniff it, wad it up and toss it on the floor. Then he picked up his phone again and lay back on the bed, fluffing the pillow behind his head. ‘Anything else?’

From the way he was holding the phone, it felt as though I was lying on top of him. For a moment, I could even imagine resting my head against his naked chest, feeling the springy, sweaty tuft of his chest hair graze my cheek.

I felt an unexpected flash of heat between my legs and shifted in my seat.

‘There really isn’t anything…’ I swallowed, my throat was unbearably dry. ‘… pressing.’

‘Okay, listen, there’s a potential investor swinging by this afternoon. I’m probably not going to be able to make it myself. Can I count on you to be there to give him a tour?’

‘Of course.’

‘That probably means you should stay onsite. Just to make sure you’re available.’

I resisted the urge to scoff. Where did he think I was going to go?

‘Got it,’ I assured him.



In preparation for the visit from the potential investor, I treated the rest of the day like a piece of performance art, starring me as the Productive Employee. And then I realized maybe that was how I spent every day – trying to look important and useful, just in case someone was watching. I even ate lunch at my desk, the latest NPS report featured prominently on my screen. It was a sad little homemade salad of a lunch, which I ate slowly and neatly, not dropping a single chickpea down my shirt.

The automatic doors slid open. My guest had arrived. I hid the rest of my lunch in my desk drawer and brushed away any potential crumbs or salad dressing spills from my lap.

I recognized the potential investor immediately – it was the guy from Hotel Carter, the one who’d worn the money suit. He was now wearing a different money suit, this one a shimmery light blue, cut from a different currency. Vincent, I suddenly remembered.

‘Vincent,’ he said, shaking my hand. It was clear he had no recollection of ever meeting me.

‘Silas told me you wanted a tour,’ I said. ‘I’m afraid the co-working space is still unfinished. You’ll have to use your imagination.’

‘This is fine. My imagination is quite vivid.’

There was something unsettling about the way he said this, with just the slightest suggestive raise of an eyebrow.

I led him across the room, to a wall where wooden shelves were in various stages of construction.

‘This is a nice touch,’ I explained to him. ‘A little something that will make CoHab feel unique. This will be our Plant Bar. So, like anyone who is a co-living resident or a co-working member can just come by and borrow a succulent to brighten up their desk.’

‘I see,’ said Vincent. He lifted an arm over my head, running a hand over the unfinished shelf, a surefire way to court a splinter.

‘So, um, it’s not ready yet. Like I said, we’re still in the early stage—’

He lifted his other hand, planted it on the shelf on the other side of my head. He leaned toward me, pushing my back against the wall. I sucked in my breath. Or he pressed his torso so hard against mine, I couldn’t breathe, even if I wanted to. He dipped his head so that his mouth was right against my ear.

‘I don’t want a tour of imaginary plants,’ he said, his breath hot and moist against my neck. ‘I want you to show me a bedroom.’

‘Right,’ I said, trying to remain calm. I knew this situation was bad, potentially even dangerous, but some instinct told me that panicking – any form of writhing, wriggling, squirming – would make things worse. The best course of action, I believed, was to uphold the professionalism of our encounter. I needed to reset the tone, to remind Vincent – without blaming him or making him feel bad – that we were here for business purposes. I was sure if I kept calm and matter-of-fact, he would get the point.

‘The rooms are still under construction. So I’m afraid tours, at this stage, are prohibited due to safety regulations. But if you want to come back next week, I can order you a helmet and safety jacket and our lead contractor can—’

‘Your face,’ he interrupted, trailing a finger along my cheek. ‘This is exactly the kind of face that pleases me.’

The automatic front doors chimed and opened. Vincent pulled back abruptly and I used that opportunity to duck out from under his arms.

Ophélie was standing in the lobby, one hand on a cocked hip, the line of her mouth drawn downwards.

‘I didn’t realize we had visitors,’ she said.

‘This is Vincent. I’m giving him a tour.’ I tried to signal urgency without sounding urgent. ‘He wants to see, um, the rooms? I was just telling him—’

‘Bah, non, the rooms are not ready yet.’ Ophélie’s face darkened. She turned to Vincent. ‘If you give me your card, we can call you to set up a tour later.’

‘Bien sûr.’ He smoothed out of the creases of his shiny blue suit before dipping into his pocket. From a leather wallet, he produced two business cards. One he handed to Ophélie. The other he handed to me, taking a moment too long before letting go, our fingertips touching.

‘Don’t forget to call me,’ he said, with a wink. ‘When the room is ready.’

We watched quietly as he left, the automatic doors closing behind him.

‘You know who that was, right?’ Ophélie asked, finally turning to me.

I wondered how to break it to her gently, to French people in general. Your national celebrities are not the big deal you think they are. Instead, I shook my head.

‘Vincent is the CEO of one of the biggest talent agencies in the world. It’s not a good idea to be alone with him. If he comes back again, let me know. Okay? It’s better if there are two of us here.’

‘But Silas set up the meeting.’

‘Silas set it up?’ Her eyes widened. ‘For just the two of you?’

I nodded.

Ophélie chewed on her lip, thinking. ‘I’m sure he thought there would be other people here.’

She didn’t sound sure at all. But that didn’t make sense. Silas wouldn’t have purposefully put me in harm’s way.

I looked at the business card in my hand. Infinity Management. I could have sworn I’d seen this company name somewhere before.

Later that night, I uncorked a bottle of Pinot Grigio and opened the website listed on Vincent’s business card. I clicked over to the about page, where his company was described as a ‘new type of agency for the modern era.’ Which was funny, because the featured branding campaigns looked awfully traditional. Pretty faces, long legs, luxury brands – nothing new about that. There was a mission statement, mostly a nonsense string of bullshit phrases I’d been guilty of exploiting myself for marketing comms. There was a promise of dynamic relationships and innovative strategies, a desire to find, engage, convert, connect, inspire.

Boring. I did a Google search for Vincent’s name. The first image to pop up was a glamorous red carpet photo where Vincent posed with his arm around that famous supermodel from the 1990s, the one who had a dragon tattooed on her scalp. The caption identified her as his wife, but further research showed they’d divorced after two years of marriage.

The next image was one with a much-younger Vincent posing with a group of fresh-faced, skinny young women. ‘Former Fashion Models Accuse Top Agent of Assault’ read the headline. A follow-up story revealed the investigation was closed due to the statute of limitations.

The more I read, the more damning the evidence. Here, a photo of Vincent with his arm around Prince Andrew. Here, a YouTube clip where Vincent was the subject of a 60 Minutes investigation in 1996. It was becoming harder for me to believe that Silas could have remained so blissfully ignorant about Vincent’s reputation. The stories, the gossip – it was overwhelming.

This is exactly the kind of face that pleases me. Isn’t that what Vincent had said to me? Is this something Silas would have known?

I polished off the remaining wine in my glass. No, it was crazy to think that I’d been gifted to Vincent. Silas was just being Silas. He was being every man I’d ever met – self-involved, blind, oblivious to any danger that didn’t affect him directly. It’s a good thing I’d done my research now, that I was aware, that I could protect myself. Keeping myself out of harm’s way had always been my own responsibility, anyway. The greatest mistake a woman could make was to believe men like Silas could keep her safe from the men like the Vincents of the world.




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Two weeks before launch and I’d finally bagged my first major influencer.

French Vinaigrette had 1.7 million followers. They signed up for her twenty-eight-day high intensity challenge, chock full of burpees and mountain climbers, and were fanatical about her zucchini and baked oats recipes. They particularly enjoyed the photographs she took of her stepladder abs, her exposed torso always testing the limits of social media decency (‘just a hint of lower boob and upper pube,’ as Yelena liked to say). She was an ambassador for SharkBait gymwear, some brand of alkaline water, and now, CoHab Paris. We’d be forking over a tidy sum (don’t ask me how much, the amount was scandalous) to have her film a Killer HIIT series in our gym and to show her followers how to make the perfect broccoli bowl in our communal kitchen. But by far our biggest coup was convincing her to take off her clothes and step into one of our showers.

Of course this wasn’t just any shower – this was a CoHab Paris smart shower, the latest highlight of our (largely overstated) sustainability initiatives. Arjan had a friend (of the pretty, college-aged variety) who’d developed a water conservation app: turn the shower on and a polar bear would appear on a digital screen frolicking happily on an iceberg. Shower a little too long, and the iceberg would develop cracks, the polar bear would acquire a troubling limp. Shower way too long and the polar bear would stagger, face plant into a puddle of melted ice and die. Not necessarily a concept that required a video tutorial, but French Vinaigrette was happy enough to cast off her SharkBait jog bra and hop into the steam while I perched politely on the toilet, holding her press packet on my lap.

Press packet. Ha. Sure, it had all the requirements of a press packet. Minus the legitimacy of the actual press. I had yet to hand over the packet to any mildly curious journalist who would think to question our vague sustainability commitments or the strange influx of vodka capital we were currently coasting on. The only recipients of said press packet so far were the Sharpie-browed influencers who immediately flipped to pages 32–34, where we printed our content schedule, our hashtags and preferred filters and, most importantly, our payouts.

‘Can you see my nipple if I do this?’ French Vinaigrette asked, twisting toward the camera, which was mounted on a tripod beside me.

Sigh. This is what my job had been reduced to. Sitting behind the camera, warning the influencers away from an accidental nipple slip or butt crack reveal.

‘You’re fine,’ I said, casting a cursory glance at the camera screen. I could tell this irked her, that she wanted me to spend a little more time admiring the body she’d worked so hard to shape and streamline. Sometimes it felt like my attention was my only currency. Withholding it made me feel wealthier. I had to remember to do this more often, to not be so prodigal with my attention.

When she turned off the shower, I handed her a towel.

‘Merci,’ she said, toweling off her hair first and letting the rest of her nakedness drip-dry in front of me.

‘Can I get you anything else?’ I said. I was referring to another towel.

‘Actually,’ she said, twisting her hair into a damp knot on the top of her head, ‘can I get a Chardonnay?’

Oh, to be French.

We moved to the communal kitchen, where I watched French Vinaigrette nurse her Chardonnay and listened to her talk about herself. When she gave me tips on how to improve my gut health, I said, ‘Oh, thank you’ and ‘That’s good to know.’ Then, when we’d run out of things to say, I watched her flip through the press packet, slowly working her way to the payout schedule.

‘Looks good,’ she said, handing it back to me. ‘You can send it on to Vincent.’

I stared at her blankly. ‘Vincent?’

‘My manager? You guys have that exclusive agreement with him?’

‘Right,’ I said, pretending I knew what she was talking about.

As soon as French Vinaigrette plunked down her empty glass, I maneuvered her to the elevator and steered her out of the building.

‘If you need any more content…’ she said, pressing a business card into my hands. ‘Don’t hesitate to get in touch.’

I waited, watching her disappear around the corner, before I took a look at the business card. This was now the second time I was holding a card branded with the logo for Vincent’s company, Infinity Management. But this time, with sudden clarity, I knew where I’d seen the logo before.



To ensure French Vinaigrette could benefit from a full tour of CoHab, Ophélie had left me her master key. This was the key I used, later that night, to slip into the Fuck Room.

I had forgotten about the collection of wooden hands assembled on the bookshelf. The moonlight streamed in through the open curtains, casting a shadowy array of clawed fingers on the wall, like corpses hauling themselves out of a graveyard. I yelped out loud, then yelped again when I dropped the magnetic key card and it hit my foot.

Once my heart rate returned to normal, I picked up the key card and slid it into the wall switch. The overhead lights flipped on, the shadows sent scurrying for the corners.

This wouldn’t take long, I promised myself. I just needed one moment to confirm my suspicions.

I pulled open the bottom drawer to the desk, relieved to discover it had remained unlocked, thanks to Ophélie’s hairpins. Inside, I ran my hand across the flash drives and the phone cases. I’d been right – they were all branded with the logo from Vincent’s company, Infinity Management. I picked up a phone case only to realize it wasn’t a phone case at all. It was heavier, solid. When I turned it over in my hands, I discovered a cable port. This wasn’t a phone case at all. It was a hard drive.

A locked drawer is locked for a reason, I told myself. Put it back, leave it in the drawer, walk away.

But I couldn’t help myself. I took the hard drive back to my room and hooked it up to my laptop.

What did I think I was going to find? In retrospect, it seems so obvious.

It took me a minute to understand what I was watching. The footage from the first video was grainy, the moans garbled. I could make out a set of muscular thighs, a mass of brown hair bobbing up and down between them. A hand slid across the bobbing head, balling the brown hair into a fist. I recognized the fine golden down on his forearm and, even more incriminatingly, the deep-sea-diving Tissot on his wrist. Silas.

I should have stopped watching. I would have stopped watching, except that there was something troubling about the video, something beyond the initial horror of being an unwilling observer of an erect penis. A second later I realized what I was waiting for, why I was holding my breath. I watched Silas yank back his hand, the brunette head jerked upward, slick full lips parted. A demure smile, a perky pink fingernail wiping away the spit on the side of her mouth. I recognized her sun-kissed cheeks, the spray of freckles across her nose.

There was no question about it: the girl in the video was Ana-Maria Ciobanu. The dead girl.




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Yelena called me the following afternoon.

‘I’m coming to Paris!’ she said.

My relief was immediate, overwhelming. For the entire month and a half that I’d been in Paris I’d been telling myself I didn’t miss her, that I didn’t need her, that I could totally live without her. But the truth was, I was completely lost and adrift without her.

‘Are you staying in one of the rooms here?’ I asked.

‘Actually, I have an apartment. Short term rental.’

‘Oh.’ I tried to tell myself that this was still good news. Yelena was coming to Paris and that was all that mattered. I shouldn’t care that, for Yelena, CoHab had sprung for more hospitable lodging. It wasn’t a big deal that Yelena was going to belong to that rarefied part of Paris I’d never experienced. ‘That sounds fun.’

‘Oh, yeah, we’re going to have lots of fun. Too much fun. We have to make up for lost time. I’ve never really liked the idea of you there all alone.’

See? I knew if I waited long enough Yelena would come to my rescue.

‘But of course,’ Yelena continued. ‘It’s not all about fun.’

‘Right,’ I said, although I wasn’t entirely sure what she was getting at.

‘It’s just, well, things are not going great in Paris, you know?’

I did know. I’d been monitoring brand mentions online. And the graffiti outside. As far as I could tell from the Google translations, (literal) word on the street was that our potential influx of young and privileged expats would signal the end of French culture as everyone knew it. To make matters worse, someone had snapped a photo of Vincent leaving the building right after our aborted tour two weeks earlier, igniting gossip that he might come onboard as an investor. Since then, the hostility toward us had only gotten worse.

‘The last thing we need is to be on rocky ground right before the launch,’ said Yelena. ‘I just want to be there to help you out.’

‘Right, I appreciate—’

‘But I certainly don’t want you to feel responsible or anything,’ she said.

Wait a second. Was I responsible? Was I the one who was supposed to shield Vincent from the paparazzi? It was my job to protect him?

‘Forget I said anything,’ she said. ‘I don’t want you to worry about it.’

Saying it, of course, had the opposite effect. Now I worried about it.

But I had other things to worry about too, concerns that were impossible to shake. The sex tapes. I hadn’t watched just the one video. I’d watched several, I’d watched all of them, actually, a whole series of insatiable flesh and tongues and fingers. It was like something inside me kept craving another hit of repulsion.

Did I want to tell Yelena about these videos? Yes, absolutely. I needed to talk this out, process this. Because it was a lot. But we hung up before I could say a word.

I kept the phone pressed against my lips, thinking, wondering what exactly I would actually have told Yelena. That I’d seen a video of Iris, her wrists bound behind her in the exact same teal silk scarf she’d given me before she left the office. That she’d been face down on the bed, straddled by a naked man who turned out to be Arjan. That when he flipped her over, her eyes were closed, her body limp.

That I’d seen more videos with Ana-Maria, too. She’d been with Arjan, she’d been with Silas. She’d been with Silas and another girl, someone I’d recognized vaguely from the client relations team. Watching her on these tapes made me feel a little sick, but there was nothing on the videos, no concrete evidence I could point to that made her seem like an unwilling participant. And yet. These were very compromising images. She’d known they existed. She’d known they could be released at any time. This must have had some sort of terrible power over her.

By far the most upsetting video didn’t involve Ana-Maria at all. It involved Rachel, with her tell-tale bangs and her pink manicured fingernails and her face that looked like my face. I watched her fuck Arjan, I watched her go down on Ana-Maria while Arjan masturbated. But what bothered me most was watching her writhe on Silas’ lap, his fingers digging into her hips, the silver flash of the Tissot on his wrist. I watched him put his hand on her head and shove her to her knees, then thrust his cock into her mouth.

The whole time I had been watching these videos, I’d been dimly aware that I was shaking. But at this point, my body went still, numb. I’d seen this video before. Or at least, a different version of it, an edited clip. This was the blowjob video Silas had sent me last summer.

So this wasn’t just random pornography Silas had found lurking in some dark corner of the internet. This was Silas himself – his thighs, his penis disappearing into Rachel’s mouth. He’d sent me his own sex tape.

How was I going to explain to Yelena just how creepy this was? That I felt dirty and shameful by association, that I considered the fact that Silas sent me the video because he really believed some sick, twisted part of me would enjoy watching it. Did I enjoy watching it? God no, it gnawed a hole in the hollow of my stomach. As soon as I’d recognized the video, I made the abrupt decision to put all the drives back in the Fuck Room, in the desk drawer that should have remained locked all along. I tried to make it look like I’d never touched them. I didn’t want anyone to know what I’d seen. And maybe that included Yelena, too.

And besides: I couldn’t tell Yelena that I knew about Rachel, because then I’d have to confess to stealing Rachel’s file from the HR office. I’d have to explain I did this because I thought Yelena was withholding information from me. Because I hadn’t trusted her.

I put down my phone, decision made. No confession to Yelena. I was going to have to keep this dirty secret to myself.

The lobby doors chimed open.

‘Bonjour!’ said Ophélie, swanning into the office with her breezy lavender scarf. Seeing that scarf gave me an involuntary shudder. It reminded me of all the scarves used for bondage in the sex tapes. A very clear image of Arjan choking Rachel with a yellow scarf just before he came popped into my head.

‘I brought you something,’ said Ophélie after I’d composed myself.

‘Really?’

‘Uh-huh.’ She reached into her leather bag and pulled out a lamp. It was an antique lamp with a wide green shade and a brass stand. She placed it next to me on the table. ‘What does this say to you?’

It said college library. It said all the classics I’d never bother to read on my own, all the lectures I wouldn’t sleep through, all the critical theory I wouldn’t examine. I’d missed so much, and for such a stupid reason. It was hard not to get angry when I thought about the life, the career, the potential I’d been forced to leave behind. But this wasn’t really a thought I wanted to indulge.

‘It says I’m trying too hard,’ I said.

‘Then it fits perfectly.’ She perched on the edge of my desk. ‘Hey, do you know how to have fun?’

‘I’ve dabbled. Occasionally.’

‘You know…’ She furrowed her brow. ‘I never understand a thing you say.’

‘I get that a lot.’ I sighed. ‘Fun. Yes. I used to know how to have fun.’

She produced a rolled-up cigarette. I realized, as I glanced at the stubby end of the tobacco paper, that this was no regular cigarette. This was a fun cigarette.

‘Bon. Shall we?’ Ophélie asked.

Well, I couldn’t back out now. I’d already promised to be fun.



You want to know what happened next and I wish I could tell you. I remember eating a hamburger, too bloody, and listening to live jazz, stringy and sharp.

‘The singer is so bad!’ I said to Ophélie, shouting over the music.

‘In France, we don’t like singers who can actually sing,’ she shouted back.

Then I was talking to some guy with a shifty little mustache, like he was wearing it as a disguise, who had guessed (wrongly) that I was a Sagittarius and refused to be corrected. He told me he liked my eyebrows and the way I said the word for straw in French.

‘Ma paille?’ I asked coquettishly, rolling the straw between my teeth.

I was drunk or high enough to brave the conversation entirely in French. Speaking in French made me far more entertaining than I normally was. Because I knew the word for bike, I told him about my bike accident, although I had to physically re-enact certain key scenes because I didn’t know how to describe them otherwise. I told him my face felt flat like a crepe and my nose felt squishy like a banana.

‘Une crêpe à la banane?’ he repeated, making sure he understood me correctly.

At one point, Ophélie leaned across me to shout into the mustache’s ear.

‘Isn’t she fun?’ she asked.

‘She is a lot of fun, yes,’ he said, pinching my leg. I considered the idea of kissing him. Not at that exact moment. Possibly, after another round of drinks, we could head outside for a cigarette and blow smoke in each other’s direction with seductively pursed lips. But after he polished off his burger, there was a smear of mustard in his mustache and no matter how I squinted, I couldn’t make it disappear.

I think I more or less came to in the cab, when I realized I was wearing shoes that didn’t belong to me, heels of a formidable height. I looked over to see that Ophélie was wearing my more practical flats. I had no idea who had suggested the trade, but I suspected it might have been me. I reached a hand to my throat, feeling the soft folds of silk against my neck. I was wearing Ophélie’s scarf, too. It felt exactly like Iris’ scarf.

The cab came to a halt, Ophélie paid and we stumbled out. The shifty mustache guy was gone. I didn’t remember saying goodbye to him. I touched my lips, checking to see if they’d been used recently.

When I found my equilibrium and looked up, I realized we were in front of Hotel Carter, where a group of fashionable types were corralled between red velvet ropes. Inside, I could see the crush of people, a sea of skin and silk. There was loud music and ringing laughter. Ophélie gave my elbow a little encouraging tug, but I took a step back.

I could see the whole scene unfolding. The woman at the door, the one with the black bangs and the scowl soaked in blood-red lipstick, scanning me from head-to-toe, knowing instinctively that these shoes didn’t belong to me, that they didn’t match anything else in my comfort-first wardrobe. She’d know I never remembered to wax my upper lip, that I only had my hair cut once a year because pretending to be as cool as my hairdresser was exhausting. She’d know I didn’t bother to cultivate my own brand, that I was promiscuous with my filters. She’d know I preferred my wine cheap and copious. She’d guest-list-only me, her hand firmly on the rope that stood between me and the bar.

Or maybe she would take a look at Ophélie and deem her desirable enough for both of us. Sure, she’d let me in, but then I’d have to spend the rest of the night trying to prove myself worthy of being there, and I just wasn’t up to the challenge. I imagined bumping into Silas, the surprised look he’d give me when he saw me, and the question he wouldn’t say out loud written all over his face. How did you get in?

Despite my resistance, Ophélie was pulling me toward the entrance, past the people waiting in line. In front of the doors, right beside the bouncer, there was a circle of girls, smoking cigarettes. They were wearing short skirts and curling iron waves and exhaling smoke with such self-importance it was like a little cloud of entitlement hovered above their heads. One of the girls was Ana-Maria Ciobanu.

I ground to a stop, stumbling in the borrowed high heels. I felt my ankle twist.

‘Skye?’ Ophélie had me by the elbow. ‘You okay?’

It was her, it was Ana-Maria. I was sure of it. Her brown curls, the smattering of freckles, the ready smile. Her thin wrists and ankles. The tiny, but firm breasts. I’d seen her so many times on the videos, I could recognize her anywhere, no mistake.

I pulled my elbow out of Ophélie’s grip. ‘I have to talk to someone.’

Ana-Maria crushed out her cigarette with the toe of her shoe. She was about to go back inside. I hobbled toward her as fast as I could, trying to ignore the shooting pain in my ankle.

A fake suicide. It made a certain kind of sense. Silas had such a powerful hold over her. He was her boss, her landlord. And he had the sex tapes – which could be conveniently used as blackmail if she ever got out of line.

But you can’t blackmail a dead girl.

I tried to pick up the pace, but a sharp pain radiated straight up my leg. I had to pause to catch my breath. I looked up just in time to watch Ana-Maria disappear back inside the club.

‘Guest list only,’ said the bouncer, keeping a firm hand on the rope in front of me.

‘Come on, Skye,’ said Ophélie, tapping me on the arm. I hadn’t even realized she’d been following me. ‘You’re injured. Maybe we should call it a night.’

Glumly, I let her lead me away, trying to convince myself that maybe I’d just imagined Ana-Maria anyway.




CHAPTER NINETEEN

Yelena arrived in Paris a week later. She came to the office straight from the airport, flanked by Arjan on one side and Silas on the other. I assumed they’d been in business class, enjoying free cocktails, because they were all acting a little loopy. I remember noticing that they took the same strides, that they all had the same bounce, like at any given moment they could break into song and catapult over a couch simultaneously. Arjan touched the back of Yelena’s neck and whispered something into her ear and I found myself hoping she’d gnash her teeth at his Tag Heuer. Instead, she flipped her hair and giggled. The sound of it, high-pitched and false, hung in the air.

Look, I know it’s easy to hate someone who makes you feel excluded. And easy to love them if they put their arm around your shoulder, anoint you one of the gang. How would I have reacted, I wondered, if Arjan – or another good-looking, tattooed, Dutch version of a celebrity – told me he liked me, wanted to buy me drinks or dinner, wanted to take me out for a spin on his yacht. I’d like to think my repugnance would remain intact, but I could also see how a little flattery could go a long way. I myself was easily won over by people who professed to like me. In fact, I found it irresistible.

But I didn’t have to worry about Arjan liking me; I was welcome to keep my loathing of him intact, and this brought me a superior satisfaction. Yelena could flirt with him all she wanted, but at least I knew mediocrity when it strutted into my lobby, swinging its dick.

‘Pistache escargot!’ Yelena plucked a pastry off my fancy metal Marais tray. ‘You remembered! I brought you something, too.’

She handed me a Ladurée gift bag, clearly recycled. Inside was a cut-glass crystal ashtray.

‘I got it from the Hoxton last week,’ she explained. ‘It made me think of you.’

‘But I’m not a smoker.’

‘You can use it for your keys.’

It was true. In Amsterdam, I lost my bike and house keys all the time. In Paris, I had no use for keys since I relied mostly on an electronic key card, but I was still touched she remembered.

Arjan perched on my desk, man-spreading all over my workplace. I rolled my chair back a smidge.

‘I need you to book a table for me,’ he said, skipping past any form of greeting etiquette. ‘It’s for dinner tonight.’

He wanted to go to a new restaurant in South Pigalle, a sister restaurant to a French bistro in Brooklyn, which made it a Parisian version of a New York version of a Parisian bistro.

‘Love that place,’ said Yelena, nodding her approval. I gaped at her. This new alliance she’d struck with Arjan was getting harder and harder to stomach. Of course, she didn’t know him like I knew him, she hadn’t seen the way he would wrap his fist around a girl’s neck as he neared climax, ignoring the way she clawed at his forearms. She didn’t know the extent of his violence when he slammed her naked body against a wall, how he would slap her arm or leg whenever she resisted. I wanted to warn her, find some way to let her know she was better off keeping her distance.

Unless she already knew about Arjan? But no, Yelena would never stand for that. I didn’t know what had happened in Amsterdam since I’d left, how this new chumminess had originated, but I knew for sure that Yelena would have nothing to do with Arjan if she knew what he was really like. As soon as we had a moment alone, I’d tell her about the videos.

‘Make it a table for four people,’ Arjan snapped at me. ‘Let’s do eight o’clock.’

I called the restaurant and spent at least ten minutes on hold. When I reported back that they were fully booked, he looked at me the same way he looked at the singing contestants on his reality show who had the gall to announce they would be performing a Beyoncé cover: unacceptable.

‘But…’ He frowned. ‘Didn’t you tell him it was for me?’

So then I had to suffer the indignity of calling back to explain that I was making the reservation for Arjan van Reims. And to make matters a million times worse, that actually made a difference. The table was booked for 8 p.m., for four.

‘Did I say four?’ He frowned again. ‘Make it six.’

I called back to make it six. The hostess was a little less accommodating, because now this would involve finding both a free four-top and a free two-top.

‘Just squish them all together,’ I told her. Booking this dinner reservation had eaten up too much of my afternoon already. ‘Just find six chairs, they’ll manage.’

By the time I’d hung up, Arjan and Silas were already wearing their jackets and Yelena was wrapping her red silk scarf around her neck. This was a new scarf, I realized. An elaborate red and gray print, a fine, luxurious silk. Suspiciously similar to Ophélie’s scarf.

‘Order us an Uber?’ Arjan glanced at his watch. ‘We’re going to be cutting it close.’

Yelena cast me an apologetic smile, which I pretended not to notice. I ordered the Uber. Silas held open the door and Arjan and Yelena filed out. He kept the door open, smiling at me expectantly.

‘Two minutes,’ I said, holding up my phone as proof.

‘Thanks.’ He kept his back pressed against the door, waiting.

‘Have a nice time,’ I added.

‘Thank you, I appreciate that. But could you get your jacket and hurry up? I don’t think Arjan is in the mood for waiting.’

It never even occurred to me that I’d be asked to join them. And from the look on Arjan’s face when I crammed into the Uber, it clearly hadn’t occurred to him either.



We were joined at the restaurant by Vincent, French Vinaigrette and Ophélie. I would have thought showing up with seven people instead of four would have been met with seething contempt, but when the waitress recognized Vincent an available eight-top table magically appeared.

Once seated, Silas busted out the Veuve Clicquot and his flawless French. He spoke fluently enough to joke around with the waitress and something he said made her fumble the cork when she popped the champagne. By way of apology, she made sure our bread basket was regularly replenished and pads of soft salted butter kept coming our way.

Arjan’s command of French was not nearly as good as Silas’. He, however, did not seem to realize this. Like Silas, he cracked jokes with the waitress. She did not get these jokes, none of us got these jokes, but that was fine because Arjan laughed loud enough for all of us.

I didn’t participate much in the dinner conversation, mostly because it was conducted in French, and threads I thought I understood would suddenly zing off in directions I couldn’t follow. At first I thought everyone was sharing recent airline travel sagas – the torturously long check-in lines, the lack of decent airport dining, the utter ineptitude of a help desk – only to realize that Vincent was actually complaining about the hardships of private jet ownership (apparently a good pilot was hard to keep in this economy). Silas and Arjan nodded their heads, commiserating, and even French Vinaigrette made some comment about how private jet backlash had gotten un petit peu exagéré lately. Then everyone was talking about Ibiza, which I understood was small, but apparently they knew all the same places and all the same people, had sipped all the trendiest cocktails and snorted all the latest designer drugs. And then, in lowered voices, they started making fun of some girl they all knew, possibly someone in the restaurant, and I smiled gamely, all the time thinking, is it me?

‘Stop it,’ Yelena hissed at me, keeping her voice low.

‘Stop what?’

‘That thing with your mouth, the sucking noise.’

She was right, I was making a sucking noise. There was a persistent stab of pain in one of my back molars and when I probed it with my tongue, I was sure I’d discovered a small hole where the enamel was disintegrating.

‘It’s fucking annoying,’ she said under her breath. Ah, the old Yelena, the familiar Yelena, the Yelena with a mean streak. I’d honestly missed this – a friend close enough to let you know when you were being weird.

‘I know this private chef,’ Arjan was saying, in French, to Vincent. ‘You should meet her. You know, for your yacht?’ I didn’t want to be eavesdropping, but unfortunately Arjan’s shitty, basic command of French meant his was the only conversation I could follow somewhat reliably.

‘Oh,’ he suddenly remembered. ‘You already know her of course. You met in Ibiza.’

‘Ah,’ said Vincent. ‘La fille avec…’ And here he mimed the existence of big breasts. Something I would have understood in any language.

Under the table, Yelena gave me a swift kick. I yelped, but not loud enough to draw attention.

‘Will you stop it already?’

‘Sorry, sorry…’ I said.

For the rest of the meal, I forced myself to make the effort to stop digging around the hole in my tooth. Which made it impossible for me to concentrate on anything else.



‘Your French isn’t half bad,’ said Silas.

‘Hmmm?’ I asked, displaying none of the language skill for which I’d just been complimented. I couldn’t help being slow to react. My mind was reeling. I was still unsure what to make of the fact that Silas and I were sharing a taxi together, just the two of us. The after-dinner transportation arrangements had been made swiftly, in barely intelligible French. Ophélie had bailed early, before the check had even arrived, claiming a prior party commitment. Vincent had hailed a passing cab and yanked French Vinaigrette into the backseat along with him. I had expected to share an Uber with Yelena to somewhere we could enjoy a proper drink and a proper reunion, where I’d have a chance to apologize to her for being so emotionally distant lately. But instead she gave me a tight hug and told me she was proud of me for ‘trying to be social.’ She then disappeared into a car with Arjan. By the time I’d whipped around, Silas was holding open a car door and saying, ‘Shall we?’

Were Hotel Carter and CoHab even on the same route? My understanding of Parisian traffic geography failed me.

‘You didn’t really have much to say, though, did you?’ he said now.

‘Pardon?’ I asked. It came out halfway between the way I would normally say it in English and the way I wanted to say it with a sophisticated French inflection.

‘At dinner. You didn’t say anything. Were we talking too fast?’

‘Oh.’ We passed the Place de l’Opéra. Did that make sense? Were we even headed in remotely the right direction? ‘No. I just, I don’t know much about yachts.’

‘Yeah, Arjan can be a real dick sometimes.’ Silas squirmed in his seat, removing his cell phone from his jacket pocket. ‘He doesn’t like you much, does he?’

Gutted. It was one thing for me to be aware that Arjan hated me, another thing to realize that it was obvious to everyone.

‘I think you just remind him of…’ He cut himself off. I perked up. I’d become so used to being forgettable, it was hard to imagine I triggered any sort of recognition.

‘I remind him of someone?’ I asked.

Silas sighed. ‘Don’t take it personally. He had a stalker. I thought she was a sweet girl, seemed perfectly normal, maybe a bit on the quiet side. Then one day…’ Silas snapped his fingers. ‘Boom. Psycho.’

I had to fight the urge to laugh. Or maybe it was an urge to cry. Rachel. He was talking about Rachel.

‘I guess, he just finds himself nervous around normal people. Someone like you,’ Silas said.

I think this hurt even more than being told that I reminded him of a psycho. I reminded him of someone normal.

Was Rachel normal? I had no idea. For all I knew, she could have been a stalker. The possibility was there. Any assumptions I’d made were based on an inconclusive HR investigative report and a handful of sex tapes that revealed nothing – no clear signs of abuse, no indication of lust turned obsession. Rachel was a blank canvas. If I’d jumped to any conclusions, it meant I was projecting my own paranoia onto her.

‘It’s earlier than I thought.’ Silas pocketed his phone. ‘You want to get a drink?’

I wanted a cigarette. I wanted to pick up a diehard smoking habit just so, at that moment, I could lower the window and blow smoke out into the traffic on Rue de Rivoli.

‘Where?’ I asked. I didn’t actually believe this drink was going to happen. I believed that Silas was just making conversation, maybe even deliberately changing the subject. Eventually he’d come up with a reason why getting a drink wasn’t such a great idea after all. But then he leaned forward and told the driver to cancel the second leg of the ride, we’d be stopping at Hotel Carter only.

‘I did promise you a face-to-face,’ he said.

‘Right,’ I said. How could I back out of this? Did I want to back out of this?

‘You can catch me up on the influencer marketing strategy.’

I had already caught him up on the influencer marketing strategy. I’d sent it in an email, with a link to a deck I had slaved over for weeks.

The driver suggested a corner drop-off and Silas countered it with an alternative that would limit the amount of traffic crossing.

‘Where did you learn to speak French like that?’ I asked.

‘The Sorbonne,’ he said. Like it was nothing.

‘You went to the Sorbonne?’

‘Doesn’t it say so in the marketing materials?’

I felt my face redden. It was unlikely, but not impossible, that I hadn’t read all the marketing materials.

‘Relax,’ he said, patting my knee. ‘It’s not in the marketing materials. Me dropping out of college doesn’t really fit the brand narrative.’

‘I also…’ I stopped myself before revealing that I, too, had dropped out of college. As much as I wanted to grapple for some shared connection, perhaps it made sense to wait for a better opportunity.

Besides, we’d reached our destination.

I strutted through the Hotel Carter lobby alongside Silas. It wasn’t quite as packed as I’d seen it before, but there was still a scattering of the barre-sculpted and the juice-cleansed sipping their Camparis. I was drunk enough to convince myself I wasn’t nervous. But when Silas’ phone beeped twice, I flinched noticeably.

‘Sorry, it’s New York.’ He held up his phone, like he was showing me the Chrysler Building. ‘Just, um…’ He scanned the room, failing to find a quiet spot. ‘Have a drink, give me a moment.’

I didn’t know what time it was. Late. After the Veuve Clicquot, we’d consumed about a bottle of Sauvignon Blanc each at dinner. I should go. I tried to get myself to say it out loud. I should go. I tried to make myself think of an excuse to leave. But instead I found myself being steered by Silas and transferred over to a hostess with black hair pulled back into a ponytail tighter than a facelift. I followed the swish of her firm derriere to a booth in the back.

She gestured to a cocktail menu on the table, still not making eye contact. I waved it away and ordered a Negroni before she disappeared. I didn’t really want a Negroni, but I didn’t have the time or energy to figure out what I really wanted.

I drank the Negroni too quickly, because what else was I going to do in Hotel Carter, on my own, if not drink? Then, unbidden, the waitress brought me a second Negroni and I almost whimpered out loud, because of course I was going to drink that one too, even though I definitely didn’t need it. All I wanted to do was put my head down on the table, maybe bang it a couple of times, and go to sleep.

I needed to get up, move around a bit, if only to exercise some control over my restless limbs. I stood, a little wobbly, and went in search of a bathroom. Behind me, I heard a panicky click of heels.

‘Excuse me, mademoiselle? Where are you going?’

It was the waitress, either the same or another one just like her. She positioned herself in front of me, like she was trying to divert my attention. I glanced over her shoulder and saw a glass door, foggy with warm breath and crushed bodies and the refracted light of expensive jewelry. ‘The bathroom?’ I said, trying to angle past her. She took another step, planting herself directly in my path.

‘The bathroom is this way.’ She gestured with her whole arm in the other direction.

‘Isn’t there a bathroom there?’ I pointed over her shoulder.

‘No, there’s no bathroom there. That area is restricted.’

‘Really?’ There was a lot of loud laughter coming from an area that was supposed to be restricted. I was pretty sure I could also hear faint strains of an ABBA song. ‘It seems pretty busy.’

‘It’s for hotel guests only. Now please—’ She thrust her arm out again in the opposite direction. ‘This way.’

I let her lead me to the non-restricted bathroom. I hummed ‘Dancing Queen’ while I peed, picturing Mom in her negligee, twirling and burning dinner in the kitchen. Mom would have loved it here.

I was marginally more sober when I returned to the table. My plan was to ask for the bill and not to drink the rest of my Negroni. I failed.

The waitress finally reappeared and I was all set to leave, except then she said, ‘Mr. Hayes says he’s ready for you. Room 326.’

‘Room… 326?’ I repeated.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘3-2-6.’

It wasn’t the same number as Ana-Maria’s room. Ana-Maria’s room had been 328. But it was close. Close enough to give me pause. But that’s not how numerology works. Close enough is not the universe trying to wave some big red flag. So I stood, I ignored that tingling feeling of weird at the base of my spine and I took the elevator to the third floor.

The door to room 326 was ajar. I knocked, almost too lightly to be heard. I thought about what that knock would say about me. To make up for it, I barged in on a gale of false bravado and said, ‘Hope you don’t mind, the door was open.’

Silas was on the bed, typing on a laptop. He was wearing a bathrobe. If it hadn’t been so unsettling, I would have laughed at the cliché of it.

‘Good,’ he said. ‘You’re here.’

He swung his legs off the side of the bed, picked up something that I thought at first was a cigarette – which was strange; I’d never seen Silas smoke – but then he held the cigarette-looking thing up to his nostril, leaned over the nightstand and snorted.

‘You want?’ he asked, offering me the thing that was definitely not a cigarette.

‘Oh, um…’ My previous experimentation with drug use was limited. Okay, basically nonexistent. But we’d been on a roll in the Uber, we’d accumulated so much momentum up until this point and I didn’t want to let him down. ‘Sure.’

I knew what to do because I’d watched movies. Silas handed me the rolled-up $100 dollar bill – he pointed this out to me, like I’d be charmed. My cocaine snorting device is American, just like you! I sat next to him on the bed and placed the rolled-up bill up against my nostril. I hovered over the strip of fine white powder on the nightstand and snorted. That was all. It happened very quickly, but I understood some boundary had been crossed and I sat there, waiting for the weight of it to hit me. But I felt nothing. I was completely unchanged. And I think that was maybe the biggest disappointment. To have lowered my expectations of myself and still feel absolutely nothing.

Silas took the bill from me and snorted another line.

‘Hey, Skye,’ he said, swiping the back of his hand across his nostril. ‘Can I ask you a question?’

‘Of course.’ I was staring at the carpet. It was plush and red and dirtier than I would have imagined. There was a dark stain, a faded blot that resembled the outline of a small child’s handprint, not far from my foot.

‘You know how much cotton in the market is legitimately organic?’

I shook my head. ‘No idea.’

‘Take a guess.’

‘It’s low, right?’ I didn’t want to guess. I’d always suspected that people who make you guess numbers were intentionally trying to make you look stupid.

‘Just give me a number,’ he said. I realized then how close we were sitting. I could see the fine sheen of white powder on his upper lip.

‘I don’t know. Three per cent?’

‘It’s 0.7 per cent. Can you believe it? Only 0.7 per cent of the global production of cotton is organic. Isn’t that scandalous?’

‘Yes,’ I nodded. ‘Scandalous.’

‘What do you think of this bathrobe?’ He thrust his chest out at me. ‘Top quality organic cotton. A friend of mine, she’s Parisian, she designed it.’ He held his arms away from his body. He wanted me to look at him, at the bathrobe. I felt a flood of relief. So there was a purpose to the bathrobe after all.

‘Looks comfy,’ I said.

‘It is. It really is. I really love it. I’m thinking of having it branded. Put one in every room when we open here. What do you think?’

‘Well,’ I chewed my lip, gave the bathrobe a serious once-over. ‘Are we really a bathrobe kinda place?’

‘Maybe not. But you gotta feel this material.’

He took my hand and placed it on the part of the bathrobe that just barely covered his chest.

I gave the bathrobe a feeble tap, much like the way I’d knocked on the door. ‘Nice.’

‘No, not like that. You have to stroke it.’

He grabbed me by the wrist, with more pressure than I thought was necessary, and slowly guided my hand down the front of his bathrobe, across his torso. Then he squeezed a little tighter and slid my hand further down until it was—

You know, I can’t even say it? I can’t say it without feeling deeply stupid. He slid my hand further down and I didn’t stop him. I don’t know why I didn’t stop him. Maybe he wasn’t even holding my hand that tightly. I could have pulled it away. But I didn’t.

He stopped moving my hand. He held it in place, firm, but not overpowering me or anything. And that’s when I realized: he was hard.

I jerked my hand away.

Silas laughed. ‘Didn’t know you had that effect on me, did you?’

He took my hand again. Gently. He did it gently. He took my hand and put it back where it was and I made no move to withdraw it.

I didn’t want to touch his penis. I didn’t want to stroke it. Not like this. But I also didn’t stop. I looked away while Silas made good use of my hand. I stared at the stain on the floor, at the child’s dirty handprint, and I told myself that Silas probably thought this was something I wanted. This was probably something I was supposed to want.

The next thing I remember is staring at the 100-dollar bill on the nightstand. I could feel Silas’ deep-sea diving Tissot between my shoulder blades, planting me to the bed, the ridges cutting grooves into my skin. His other hand was wrapped around my hair. When he came, he yanked back my head and hissed Jesus fucking Christ into my ear.

With my head pulled back, I could just see out the window. I was staring at Place de La Concorde, at the column. The Luxor Obelisk, I would later learn, when it felt important that I should look it up and learn its name.

Stupid fucking monument.

‘I’ll get you a drink,’ he said before heaving himself off. I could feel where the organic cotton bathrobe, itchy and hot, had chafed into the back of my legs.

Silas poured white wine into a wine glass and then he poured some more into the plastic cup meant for his toothbrush. We sat on the balcony, him swirling his wine glass, me sipping from his toothbrush cup, my Sauvignon Blanc tinged with traces of mintiness. We listened to buses coughing up exhaust, the Bateaux Mouches chugging through the dirty Seine.

‘What do you think?’ he asked.

‘It’s beautiful,’ I said.




CHAPTER TWENTY

I lay in bed, eyes squeezed shut, trying to keep the headache and the shame another minute or two away. If I opened my eyes, the world was going to come crashing down on me and I didn’t have the strength to hang it back up again.

Eventually I made myself get up and take a shower. I may have already taken a shower the night before but I didn’t remember. And anyway, two showers couldn’t hurt.

I killed the polar bear.

Was it worth it? Probably not. As the polar bear lay lifeless on a surface of cracked ice, I continued to shower for another forty-five minutes. Maybe longer. The water pressure remained drippy, the temperature never got even close to the scalding heat I craved.

While I brushed my teeth, the mist in the mirror started to fade and I caught myself thinking, dare I? I didn’t want to look. But maybe I should. I should force myself to look.

I twisted my body, so the back of my thighs was in clear view in the mirror. I expected to see large swathes of razor burns where the organic cotton of Silas’ bathrobe had raked against me. But there was nothing. I pinched the skin on my leg. It felt sore, stripped. But to the naked eye, there was no evidence of trauma anywhere on my body.

Could I see the damage in my eyes? I blinked at my reflection. My eyes were blood-shot, sunken, puffy. The same as they always looked when I was hungover.

I wasn’t particularly good at hangovers, which was ironic considering how often I suffered from them. But today I wasn’t experiencing my usual morning-after funk, the undulating waves of nausea, remorse, guilt. I wasn’t fishing for fragments of all the stupid shit I’d done or said the night before. I didn’t wonder where the deep-rooted bulb of humiliation in my chest had sprung from.

No, this morning’s hangover was different. It had settled into something cold and steely. If I had to give it a name, I’d probably call it resolve. But a resolve to what? To prove myself more than just stupidity, embarrassment and the whiff of vomit in my hair?

Maybe it was a resolve to nose-dive into the downward spiral, embrace the crash and burn. And when everything inevitably blew up, I was going to take them all out with me. Every single last one of them – Silas, Arjan, Ophélie and Yelena, too. I felt a flood of heat in my face when I thought of Yelena and had to press my hands against my skin to cool my cheeks. I was irrationally angry with Yelena. Or maybe my anger wasn’t that irrational. Wasn’t she the one who hired me, who brought me here, to this very time and place? Wasn’t she the one who made me feel like I could be a part of something? Or rather, made me think I wanted to be a part of something? Well, whatever this something was, I wanted nothing to do with it.

Fuck them all. Yelena, too.



I spent the day at the Sorbonne. In the library, with the green shade lamps that were similar, if not identical, to the green shade lamp on my own desk at CoHab. Spending time at the Sorbonne was something I had already planned, something even Yelena had suggested, weeks earlier. We could pretend I was doing some market research, some customer profiling, but we both knew that what I really needed was a change of scenery.

The library smelled cold and fragile, like so much work had been put into not corrupting anything that existed within its walls. Sunlight, heat, noise – banished. I was keenly aware of my fingers (disgusting transmitters of microbes), my thoughts (impure), my education (unfinished). When I found myself twirling a strand of hair while I read an email, I had to force myself to stop. I didn’t want to leave even a wisp of DNA on the desk.

I liked that my mission here was to make myself as invisible as possible. To be quiet, to be clean, to treat objects with reverence and care. I didn’t dare cough; I’d die of embarrassment if I sneezed. I was to leave no mark, no telling scar, of my existence and neither should anyone else. These were the kind of rules I could appreciate.

‘Excusez-moi…’ A soft, female voice, distant but still thundering in this vaulted-ceilinged space. ‘Est-ce que je peux parler anglais?’

I recognized something in her accented French. It wasn’t the crass twang of English, with short, lazy vowels. It was something desperate in her need to express herself confidently in a native tongue even though, for all intents and purposes, her command of French sounded perfectly fine to me.

I looked up: a small young woman, drowning in a long mauve duster coat, was standing at the information desk, her back to me. She wore flared jeans with frayed edges, scuffed up white sneakers. She had brown wavy hair.

There was absolutely no reason for me to believe this was Ana-Maria Ciobanu. I couldn’t see her face. Her voice, if familiar, could only be compared to the few moans and whimpers she produced in the videos I’d seen. And, of course, Ana-Maria Ciobanu was – allegedly – dead.

But it was her. I was sure of it.

‘Influence and Persuasion Ethics?’ she asked the woman behind the desk, her voice still tentative. The woman pointed her down the hall. Before I even realized what I was doing, I packed up my laptop, slung my bag over my shoulder and followed her.

For the length of the hallway, I kept several paces behind her, still not quite able to catch a glimpse of her face. But I watched the way she walked, fast and purposeful, arms lightly swinging, and my certainty solidified.

If I’d only seen her that one time, at Hotel Carter, I could have passed it off as some sort of fun cigarette-induced hallucination. But even then, I’d been so sure. I pictured her again, smoking just outside the entrance to the lobby, that familiar freckle-sprayed, apple-cheeked face. There was no question about it – it had to have been her.

And here she was again.

Was it crazy to think Ana-Maria really had faked her suicide? I’d never seen the body. Had anyone? It had been more than a little strange that her death had gone by with little fanfare. No ambulances parked at the entrance, no police officers asking questions, no gurney wheeled across the lobby.

If she’d sensed trouble, if she’d gotten herself in too deep with Silas, you had to admit: a fake suicide had a certain élégance.

I followed her into an auditorium, already packed with swishy ponytails and coffee-cloaked beer hangovers. I closed the gap, worried I would lose her in the crowd before I could see her face up close. But then she stopped and wheeled around so suddenly, I nearly smacked into her.

It wasn’t Ana-Maria Ciobanu. Of course it wasn’t. But I’d stared at her for a moment too long to register this and now I could tell she – this non-Ana-Maria person – was expecting me to say something to her.

‘Ummm… is this the Influence and Persuasion class?’ I asked.

‘Yeah, I think so.’ She gestured to two empty seats at the end of the row, offering me the inner seat. It felt like a course of action had already been set in motion and the power to reverse it was beyond reach. I took the seat. She sat down beside me.

‘Have you had this professor before?’ she asked. She had a friendly smile, exposing a gap between her front teeth. Ana-Maria’s teeth had been a feat of orthodontics, all straight white edges. Honestly, what had I been thinking?

I shook my head.

‘He’s amazing. You’re going to love him.’

Based on what? I wanted to ask. That some men are just universally adored by all women?

The amazing professor walked into the classroom and, unexpectedly, I felt a skip in my heart. It was like that moment in a movie when the actor you sort of recognize steps into the right light, angles his head just the right way, and it hits you – you know exactly who this is! Now you can picture him without the glasses, with shaggier hair, the trace of a scraggly beard. I was so giddy with recognition, I wanted to turn and say, ‘Doesn’t he look exactly like Professor Hillen?’ But of course this girl wouldn’t know Professor Hillen from NYU. So I had to keep all this giddiness on the inside.

On the chalkboard, in terrible handwriting, the professor wrote: How to Win Friends. He circled the word ‘Friends.’

‘What is a friend?’ he asked, turning around and raising his eyebrows, which were wild and showing signs of gray. Despite this, and despite the shirt that was beginning to strain at the waist and the upper arms, he was undeniably sexy.

Professor Hillen had been kind of sexy too. Don’t take my word for it – it was a widely held fact among the female Cinema Studies undergrads. He had savagely curly brown hair, with only a hint of gray at the temples, and whenever he got his hair cut (every other week), we would all walk into class and say, ‘Nice haircut, Mr. Hillen,’ and watch his face turn red. When he was impassioned about a certain topic, he’d sit on his desk and swing his legs. He felt very strongly about gender politics. He was sensitive.

Once I turned in a paper on Woody Allen’s Manhattan and he’d been really impressed. He’d written that my insights had been ‘sharply observed’ and that my writing style ‘betrayed an emotional maturity beyond my years.’ That’s an interesting word, betrayed. Especially when you mean it as a compliment.

And then there was the time, once in class, when he accidentally caught my eye and his cheeks flushed a subtle shade of pink. We’d been discussing Bertolucci – Last Tango in Paris, specifically – and after class I’d dropped by his desk to ask if it made sense to stream Last Tango in Paris from the Cinema Studies library database for my next paper.

‘It’s not in the database,’ he’d said. ‘It’s the kind of movie made for discussion, not for actual watching.’ And then he gave me a sort of half-smile, like he meant that as a joke. But also, maybe not. That was always how he spoke to me: maybe joking, maybe not. Like it was up to me to decide.

So of course, I downloaded Last Tango in Paris and watched it anyway, and even though it was God-awful, I could see why it had made him blush.

It wasn’t even that much later when I showed up early for class one afternoon and Professor Hillen snapped his fingers at a stack of handouts, saying to me, ‘Skye, can you pass me—’

‘—the butter?’ I interrupted, finishing for him. It was a line from the movie, laden with deeply disturbing sexual innuendo. It had just popped out of my mouth, an opportunity I didn’t even realize I was seizing.

Professor Hillen hung his head and shook it. But I could detect the faint hint of smile on his lips. ‘Oh, Skye,’ he said.

It was the sound of his voice. Low, but with a trace of amusement. It churned my blood into butter.

I tried once to explain the strange flirtiness of our interactions to Pippa. But she refused to even entertain the thought that Professor Hillen had shown any interest in me.

‘You can’t say things like that,’ she said. ‘Don’t even joke about it.’

But I wasn’t joking. I know what I know. This wasn’t something I just invented. Men aren’t the subtle, nuanced creatures they think they are. Most of the time they are pretty damn obvious.

I expected more from Pippa. I expected her to believe me when I told her about the night things went so terribly wrong. When Professor Hillen came to our apartment to drop off I Am Curious – Yellow on a USB stick for my term paper, when he stayed to watch it with me on my laptop, when he fell asleep – or pretended to fall asleep – on our couch, his hand on my knee, crawling up my leg. When I filed my complaint with the dean’s office, she was one I counted on to back me up. But she didn’t. Which is why, after the investigation, he was the one who was reinstated and I was the one asked to leave.

Beside me in the Sorbonne lecture hall, the Ana-Maria-look-alike girl shot her hand into the air.

‘Yes, Alice?’ said the professor now.

‘A friend,’ said Alice, her voice loud and confident, ‘… is someone you trust.’

I almost laughed. Right there, in the big, packed seminar hall, I almost guffawed in her face. Instead it came out like a sort of stifled snort. The professor shifted his gaze at me and I thought I saw a flicker of curiosity in his expression. He waited for a moment, as if allowing me the opportunity to further explain myself. But I dropped my gaze to the floor and dug deeper into the chair, as if I could make the fold-out seat clap over me.

Sometimes I like it better when people act like I’m invisible.



I was lost in thought on my way back to CoHab, paying absolutely no attention, when I elbowed some guy in a suit as I passed him on the sidewalk. ‘Salope!’ he spat at me, over his shoulder. I considered throwing my empty can of Diet Coke at him. I’d bought it on the Champs Élysée and I’d meant to throw it out along the route home, but somehow I had managed to walk the length of half the city before I remembered I was still holding it.

Of course, I didn’t throw it. I’m not a person who throws things at people. I am the person who walks around cities holding empty cans. On my windowsill, I’ve amassed a vast collection of objects I’ve meant to pelt at people and never have.

I was still holding the empty Diet Coke can when I entered my room. But when I opened the door, I discovered two people were already inside. I dropped the can to the floor and said, ‘Oh shit!’

Silas turned, an eyebrow arched. ‘Did we surprise you?’

I put my hand over my heart. Like a little old lady. My poor heart.

‘Excusez-moi,’ said Ophélie. She was standing on my desk, holding a mirror against the wall. Her shoes, purple heels, were kicked off and lying on the floor. She was wearing a very short skirt and I had to turn my head so I wouldn’t be tempted to glance at her underwear. I had no real desire to see her underwear. But it was like walking too close to the edge of the cliff and wanting to throw yourself off. Is there a word in German for the urge to throw yourself off a cliff? I’m told there is a word in German for everything. Is there a word in German for the desire to peek at a lady’s underwear?

‘How did you even get in here?’ I asked Ophélie. ‘I still have your master key.’

Ophélie jerked her head toward Silas. ‘We used his.’

Silas held up the key card between his knuckles and flashed me a faux-apologetic grin, like breaking-and-entering was just another one of the perks of being a CEO.

‘We had a few color samples come in,’ said Ophélie. She was already climbing off my desk.

‘It’s fine.’ It wasn’t fine. My heart hadn’t recovered.

‘We might need to paint,’ she said. ‘Just this one wall. A bold yellow, très jolie, almost orange. Like turmeric. You’ll have to be out of the room for the day. How’s Thursday?’

‘Fine,’ I said. I wanted her gone. I wanted them both out of my room.

‘Okay…’ She picked up the mirror and a clutch of the paint chips. ‘We can talk tomorrow. And don’t worry, I’ll get myself another master key. You don’t have to be here to let me in.’

‘Sure,’ I said, nodding goodbye as she slipped past me.

When I looked back up, Silas was so close I could feel his breath on my neck. It was a hot, damp blast, which made me think of stepping over a metal grate as a metro slammed through the tunnel below. I could feel the heat of it between my thighs.

‘Sorry for the intrusion,’ he said, pinching my elbow. Then he too disappeared. I kept my eyes on the floor and didn’t move until I heard the elevator doors close down the hall.

The Diet Coke can had rolled over to the leg of my desk. I picked it up and, without thinking, found myself hurling it against the window. But the window was double-paned, shatterproof. The can bounced onto the ledge with an empty, disappointed thud and rolled back onto the floor.

It was like the window didn’t even know it was there.



I had the tooth dream. I dreamed that I was in a big empty auditorium. The Sorbonne professor was there. And, strangely enough, Iris was there, too. The professor had just asked a question and my hand shot up eagerly in the air. He called on me, but as soon as I opened my mouth to speak, my tooth flew out. It landed on the ground right below me, in a dark puddle of its own blood. I placed my foot over it, to hide it, and it was only then I realized I was wearing Iris’ leopard print stilettos. The ones, presumably, she’d worn when she’d rescued the pigeon. I was prepared to continue speaking, my hand still in the air, except that Iris stood up and hissed, Jesus fucking Christ, Skye. Then she knelt down and swiped away my tooth with a teal green scarf.

When I woke up, Silas was on top of me, clamping a hand over my mouth.

‘Don’t scream.’ With his other hand, he worked my underwear down my legs. ‘It’s only me. Don’t scream.’




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

I sat on the ledge of the windowsill in Yelena’s Montmartre apartment, watching my breath fog up the window. When I wiped a little circle onto the glass, the Eiffel Tower came into view.

‘Skye, seriously?’ Yelena handed me a cup of coffee and curled up on the ledge next to me. ‘The cleaners were just here.’

‘I’ll take care of it.’ I exhaled on the glass and made a church disappear. ‘Just tell me where the Windex is.’

‘It’s not called Windex here. I don’t have it. The cleaners bring it with them.’

I picked up the coffee and took a sip. It was thin and chalky, like she’d poured out the last dregs from an instant coffee mix. Bad coffee in Paris was such a terrible waste.

Exhale. I erased the entire Left Bank.

‘Skye. Stop breathing on the windows.’

Yelena had told me that the apartment belonged to a friend. A friend of a friend. I had a sneaking suspicion that she’d never once in her life been forced to endure the noble struggle of living in a shithole.

‘How do you think he can afford this place?’ I asked, stroking the soft waffle-weave quilt next to my feet.

‘Isn’t it obvious?’ She’d grinned at me. ‘He sells drugs.’

I didn’t know if she was joking or not.

Yelena pulled out her cigarettes and cracked open the windows. A chorus of vitriol suddenly filled the room. Cars and buses demanding right of way, dogs demanding sex or violence from other dogs, people everywhere dispensing unsolicited advice: curb your dog, control your children, watch where you’re going, you can’t park here! It felt like we were outside, right in the thick of it. What was the point of having a keypad-locked front door, a long-tiled vestibule and an elevator in the building if the outside world could still get to you?

‘How long did you say again?’ Yelena asked, firing up a cigarette.

I hadn’t said. I had left it vague. Ophélie had only told me I needed to be out of my CoHab studio on Thursday so the painters could do their work. But did she really expect me to sleep in the newly painted room? The suicide-proof windows were sealed shut. The toxic paint fumes were trapped.

Of course I had other reasons too for wanting to escape my room.

‘Just a night or two,’ I said.

‘Uh-huh.’ I saw her cast a casual glance at my overnight bag, which was clearly packed for more than a night or two.

‘Is that a problem?’

‘No, of course not, don’t be ridiculous.’ She blew smoke through the gap between the open window and frame, then delicately balanced her cigarette in the groove of the ashtray. It looked exactly the same as the ashtray she’d given me, the one stolen from the Hoxton.

‘I’m just sorry I can’t be here to entertain you,’ she said, gathering her hair into a knot at the top of her head. She studied her reflection in the window.

‘You have a hickey,’ I said, pointing to her neck.

Yelena let her hair drop and combed out the ends with her fingertips, letting it hide the streak of red at her throat.

‘It’s not a hickey,’ she said.

‘Really? You just happen to have a mysterious hickey-looking red mark on your neck?’

Yelena sighed and stroked her throat. ‘The truth? There’s a Mr. Grey in my life.’

‘What’s a Mr. Grey?’ I racked my brain, legitimately confused. ‘You mean, like, in Reservoir Dogs? You’re dating a diamond thief?’

‘Oh my God, Skye, don’t you ever read? Mr. Grey, with the sex and the bondage stuff.’

Oh. Dating a diamond thief was way sexier.

‘There’s this guy I’m seeing,’ she continued. ‘And, well, he likes it rough.’

I pictured Arjan, how his fingers had curled and tightened around Rachel’s pale, fragile neck. But then I noticed Yelena was staring at me directly and I could tell she wanted me to be shocked. So I tried really hard not to look shocked.

‘And do you like it rough?’ I asked, keeping my voice neutral.

‘Actually, yeah. I do.’ She unfolded her legs and stood, stretching her arms so her shirt hiked up and revealed her concave stomach. I looked away. I didn’t want to hold her physical perfection against her. ‘Help yourself to anything in the house. Mi casa es tu casa.’

‘Fais comme chez toi,’ I corrected her, but only under my breath. Through the window, the city was coming back into view in puzzle pieces of slate. Yelena, behind me, was a blur of this top or these earrings and do these shoes make my feet look big?

I glanced over my shoulder and the funny thing was, the sandals did make her feet look big. Enormous, unbecoming feet. Her pedicure, though, an electric blue, was fresh.

‘Looks great,’ I lied.

The doorbell rang. Yelena buzzed up her guest, then left the front door open. She hadn’t told me who he was or where they were going and I had purposefully not asked. I didn’t want to know anything about her stupid life in stupid Paris with her stupid friends. What I wanted was for maybe, just once, someone to ask about me. How are you doing, Skye? Did anything traumatic happen to you recently, Skye?

Yelena’s guest was not Arjan, which came as a relief. He was a tall man with sandy-blond hair that fell in a swoop over his eyes. When he walked into the apartment, he gave Yelena a kiss on the cheek and then nodded in my direction with a polite smile, a curt ‘bonjour.’ I stared at him for a moment, totally forgetting to respond in kind. It wasn’t because he was attractive – although, that too. He had what I would have described to friends as a ‘hot swimmer’ body: the broad shoulders and strong back, tapering down into lean hips. But beyond the hotness, I had the strange sense that I’d seen him before. I could even, oddly enough, picture him naked.

‘Just a sec—’ Yelena said to him. She came over to the windowsill where I was sitting and grabbed her pack of cigarettes. For a moment, she held the pack in her hand, considering. ‘Actually, I shouldn’t. I think I have a crack in my crown.’ She tapped the side of her mouth. ‘If I smoke, it might get infected. Here’ – she handed me the cigarettes – ‘for you.’

‘You know, I’ve been dreaming about my teeth,’ I said. ‘That they rot and fall out of my mouth.’

‘Yeah?’ Yelena didn’t seem all that concerned by this. ‘I dream about snakes.’

Neither of these felt like a good sign.

Yelena leaned over and planted a moist kiss on my forehead. ‘I’m here all day tomorrow, okay?’ she said, her voice lowered. ‘We can talk then. But whatever’s on your mind, I can promise you that you’re safe here.’

She gave me one final squeeze before leaving.

I took a cigarette out of her pack and lit it. But the first drag was disgusting, so I crushed it out in the ashtray. I wasn’t nearly drunk enough to be smoking.

There was a full set of barware in the kitchen, all neatly arranged on a brass and glass trolley. Above, on a chunky wooden shelf, wine glasses hung upside down by the stem. Mi casa es tu casa. I pulled out a red wine glass with an exceptionally wide goblet. I imagined someone blowing it out of glass, out of spit. That this was a skill someone – someone in France, obviously – had mastered: how to blow the perfect red wine goblet.

I poured a Pinot Noir into the perfect red wine goblet and took myself on a tour of the apartment. In the bathroom: a neatly coiffed fern, a black-and-white photograph of a vintage claw foot tub hanging over the actual, more modern bathtub, rosemary-and-mandarin scented hand wash (full size, not the travel-size Yelena liked to pilfer from hotels). In the bedroom: an Anton Corbijn-ish print on the wall of a glamorously strung-out model or musician or model/musician; Hunter S. Thompson on the nightstand; ski boots and a tennis racket in the closet.

I pulled open the top drawer of a dresser and found Yelena’s collection of scarves, including the one made of silk in the beautiful red and gray pattern. I checked the label: Hermès. Just like the one that belonged to Iris. Maybe just like the one Ophélie wore, too.

With only some light rummaging, I discovered a big bag of weed behind the scarves. And beside the weed, a tin box filled with pills. I recognized some of them as the ones Yelena had offered me before – the blue for sleeping, the white for taking the edge off. Or was it the other way around?

There was another, larger metal box, buried even further back. I pulled it out and tried to open the lid, but it was sealed shut with a small gold padlock. I lay the box on the bed and inspected it for a moment. What would happen if it fell off the bed and came crashing down on the floor? Boxes fall all the time, do they not? I gave it a little nudge with my elbow, as if by accident, and watched it topple off the side of the bed. I picked it up and tried the lid. Still firmly in place. Unfortunately.

The next time, I held the box high over my head and slammed it against the floor, hoping this would loosen the hinges. But the metal wasn’t even dented. I tried again, several times, smashing the box onto the hardwood floor with increasing desperation.

The lock held strong. The box wouldn’t give.



That night, while I slept under the waffle-weave quilt on the sofa in Yelena’s apartment, I dreamed I was eating a croissant. A piece of my tooth, blackened and crumbly, fell out onto my plate. I could feel a hole in the back of my mouth and, beside it, a whole row of rotting teeth. And then I was in Yelena’s apartment in Amsterdam, sitting by the bay window with the view of the Artis Zoo, and she said, Stop exaggerating, and then I said, I’m not exaggerating, and I reached into the back of my mouth and pulled out another rotten tooth, bloody root and all. See? I said, holding it between my thumb and forefinger to show her the dark hollowed-out bits where it had rotted through. Do you see?

I lurched awake, panting and sweaty. My first conscious thought struck me clearly and acutely.

I knew how I recognized Yelena’s date. It was the man who’d rescued Iris in Amsterdam. The one who just happened to be passing by, who’d stripped to his underwear, who’d plunged fearlessly into the frigid Amstel River.

But what was he now doing in Paris? And how on earth did he know Yelena?




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Yelena didn’t come home that evening. I waited all morning for her, checking my phone repeatedly to see if she’d sent me any messages. By lunch, I got fed up and packed up my bag. There really wasn’t much point in staying.

By late afternoon, I was back at CoHab. It was almost exactly the same as I’d left it, except now there was a massive tree in the middle of the lobby.

‘Don’t you just love it?’ Ophélie asked me gleefully.

It was a gnarly tree with a thick, twisted trunk and gropey finger leaves. I didn’t love it.

‘It’s a Ficus,’ she said. ‘Best plant for filtering toxins out of the air.’

I didn’t believe her. The air in CoHab still didn’t feel even remotely breathable to me.

‘Did you know that touching real leaves releases endorphins?’ Ophélie stroked the leaves. ‘Or maybe it’s the other one. Serotonin? I’m not sure, I’ll have to look it up. It’s the one that makes you calm, happy. Go ahead, touch it.’

I’d just recently been in a similar situation, one I wasn’t interested in reliving.

‘No thanks, I’m good.’

‘Okay,’ Ophélie dropped her hand. ‘Well, it’s there whenever you need it. Just, you know, whatever you do, don’t put the leaves in your mouth. They’re toxic.’

‘Don’t worry, Ophélie, I’m not going to eat the tree.’

‘Are you going to your room now?’ she asked.

‘That was my plan, yes.’

‘Great!’ Ophélie clapped her hands. ‘I can’t wait to hear what you think.’

She invited herself to come along with me. When we reached my room, she opened the door with her own master key card.

‘Citroen!’ she announced, as if she were requesting a garnish for her cocktail.

The wall was yellow, a circus tent yellow. And the plant I’d watered, then stopped watering, then re-watered, and that was maybe on the verge of resurrection, was gone. In its place, she’d put a decorative hourglass with a sticker that read The Time Is Now. Exactly what I didn’t need: a reminder that I wasn’t using my time to its full potential. And also, that I still didn’t have the silhouette I’d always desired.

And there was still no mini fridge. I considered making my life easier and just switching to red wine. I could buy wine in a box. I could even pull out the vacuum-sealed wine bags from inside the box and hang them on a laundry line, so I could squeeze out every last drop. I could see it now, the whole slew of red wine pouches, hanging like bags of hemoglobin across the room. There was a showroom feature Ophélie hadn’t yet thought of.

‘So what do you think?’ she asked.

I rubbed my jaw again, a gesture that had become more or less habit, like blackout drinking. Ever since the dream – the recurring dreams – the tooth in the very back of my mouth, right side, had started flaring up in pain. On the way back to CoHab, I’d bought a bunch of items I thought could either numb the pain or halt further deterioration: mouthwash, toothpicks, floss, a cream called Orajel. This in addition to the two bottles of Chardonnay, which were also to be used for painkilling purposes. Obviously.

‘Are you okay?’ Ophélie asked. She was gesturing at my jaw, where I imagined a small but noticeable welt had formed. I could feel it throbbing.

‘I think I’ve been grinding my teeth in my sleep,’ I said, still rubbing at the spot. ‘I even dream of my teeth falling out.’

Ophélie lifted an eyebrow, like half a question mark etched on her forehead. ‘You’ve been dreaming about your teeth? You know that’s bad, right?’

I sighed and tossed my overnight bag onto the bed. The two bottles of Chardonnay collided against one another with an unmistakable clink.

Ophélie’s eyes brightened. ‘Does that sound mean what I think it means?’



Ophélie couldn’t take a hint. I told her I was tired. I told her I had work to do. The launch party was only a couple days away and the press deck wasn’t going to update itself, you know. And yet, still I found myself with her in the communal kitchen, splashing Chardonnay over ice cubes.

‘If you tell anyone I drank white wine with ice…’ she said, swirling her glass, ‘I will kill you.’

I laughed. ‘I love it when you make jokes.’

‘This is not a joke.’ She glanced around the kitchen, grimacing a little. Which, to be fair, was how she glanced at pretty much everything. ‘Do you cook in here?’

‘God, no.’

‘Why not?’

‘Seriously. Would you?’

She gave the stainless steel room another glance. ‘No, probably not. It’s a little…’

‘Creepy?’

‘Yes, this is the word. Creepy.’ She tugged at the folds of her lavender silk scarf so they covered her shoulders. ‘You know what we need?’

‘A giant fucking tree?’

‘A cigarette machine.’

‘Ah, yes. And a jukebox.’

‘Yes!’

‘And a wine vending machine. Does such a thing exist in France? It feels like the sort of thing that should exist in France.’

‘Sadly, this does not exist,’ said Ophélie. She swirled and sipped more Chardonnay.

‘Or whatever. A mini bar. An honesty mini bar.’

Ophélie laughed. ‘An honesty mini bar? Listen to you. You really trust people, don’t you?’

‘You say it like it’s a bad thing.’

She shrugged, but she didn’t deny it. ‘So, what do you do for food?’

‘Well, there’s the Thai place, and the ramen place, and I finally found a sushi—’

‘Bah non. This is not good. You have to cook!’

‘You really have no idea how much I missed cheap take-out. Did you know it’s pretty much impossible to find a decent pad thai in Amsterdam?’

‘Stop,’ she said, waving her hand. ‘Tonight we cook.’

To suggest we cooked might be a bit of an overstatement. We both went to the little market around the corner, where I dutifully held the shopping basket and Ophélie chucked in all the ingredients.

‘Spaghetti carbonara!’ she’d decided. Again, not interested in pronouncing any dangling vowels, she pronounced it spaghetti-carbonaire. ‘Voila!’ She tossed bacon into the shopping basket.

Back in the communal kitchen, Ophélie did the cooking of the spaghetti and I did the pouring of the wine. It reminded me a bit of my first dinner at Yelena’s Amsterdam apartment, when she cooked risotto and I sloshed the Amarone into our glasses.

‘The cooking smell…’ Ophélie said, wafting her hand over the pan, like she was scooping up fistfuls of bacon-scented oxygen. ‘It makes the room a little more inviting. No?’

‘Sure,’ I said, not convincingly, as I emptied the bottle of Chardonnay into our glasses. The garlic hung so thickly in the air I could feel it settling on my skin like a film of dust.

‘We probably should have done this sooner,’ said Ophélie, pausing mid-stir. ‘This can’t have been easy for you, all on your own here?’

‘It’s fine,’ I said, waving her off, trying to encourage her to keep stirring the garlic before it burned. This wasn’t a topic I wanted to linger on.

We ate, we drank more, and then I started to feel confessional. Ophélie hadn’t specifically asked, How are you doing, Skye? But I was thinking of opening up to her anyway. I would start with the porn. I’d tell her about the video Silas sent me back in Amsterdam. If she laughed and said, Ha, Silas, always with the porn! that would be that. But if she got suddenly silent and murmured something like, Ce n’est pas cool, maybe I’d consider divulging further.

‘Do you have Spotify on your phone?’ Ophélie held out her hand. ‘I’m in the mood for bossa nova.’

This was strange to me, to think that bossa nova could be a mood. It was a mood I don’t think I’d ever experienced myself.

‘It’s in my bag,’ I said, gesturing to where I’d left my backpack on the kitchen counter.

Ophélie reached in. But it wasn’t my phone that she pulled out. It was the metal box, the one I’d found in Yelena’s apartment. The little gold padlock clanked against the sealed lid.

‘Well, well, Skye…’ she said, raising an amused eyebrow. ‘You transport drugs now?’

She rattled the box back and forth, but the only sound it made was a faint shuffle. Ophélie frowned. ‘What is this?’

I could feel the blood drain from my face. I searched my brain for a legitimate explanation, but nothing came to mind.

‘Oh,’ said Ophélie. ‘It’s not yours, is it?’

‘I found it at Yelena’s. Or, well, the apartment where she’s staying. In the back of a drawer—’

‘Like someone was hiding it?’ Ophélie finished for me. She turned the box around, studying it closely. ‘I take it you don’t have the key.’

I shook my head.

‘But you want to know what’s inside?’

‘I’m curious.’

‘Want me to open it for you?’

I snorted. But yes, that was exactly what I wanted.

Ophélie set the box on the countertop. She removed a chandelier earring from her earlobe, straightened the metal back and slid it into the keyhole.

I held my breath, afraid of breaking Ophélie’s concentration.

While she held the one earring in place, Ophélie removed the second one from her other ear. She slid the back of this earring into the keyhole, too, just above the first, and twisted it around a few times. I didn’t know what I was listening for until I heard it – the unmistakable click.

Ophélie popped open the box, sifting through the contents.

‘What is it?’ I asked, craning my head to get a better look.

‘I’m not sure.’

She turned the box over and out they spilled – photographs. Or polaroids, rather. They were all of women, each labeled with initials and a date. No one was naked (at least that), but many were wearing bikinis and frolicking on a sandy gold beach. Mykonos? Hvar? Sardinia?

No. Ibiza.

‘Shit,’ said Ophélie, under her breath.

‘What?’

She held up a polaroid. It was of her – OPHÉLIE, 6/16/01 – written in black sharpie on the white frame of the photograph. She was wearing a blue-and-white striped bikini, her hair in a messy bun.

‘What’s the date mean?’ I asked.

‘My birthday,’ she said, dropping the photo like it was on fire. She scanned the mound of photographs with wide, wild eyes. ‘It’s like… like they’re collecting us.’

Now I was running my hands through the polaroids, flipping them over. I found one of Ana-Maria, in her brown-and-pink polka dot bikini. Then I uncovered another series, photos that hadn’t been taken on a beach, but on a boat. It took me a beat to realize that these were from CoHab’s own Live the Brand party back in Amsterdam. I found Iris, in her red bikini, her birth date printed neatly on the border. A polaroid of Hannah from development, one of the red-headed girls from customer relations, Naomi.

I combed through the rest of the polaroids with a growing sense of urgency until I finally found it. I held it up, the picture trembling, which I only later realized meant that my own hand was shaking. The picture was of me. Me at the Amsterdam boat party, dancing beside Yelena, our arms in the air, our heads thrown back in drunken delirium. There was a manic glint in my eye. A reflection from the camera? Or a glimmer of stupidity from someone who’d let down her guard, who had no idea how much trouble she was in? I hated how happy I looked in that picture. I let it go, watching it flutter back onto the table.

But then I spotted another polaroid that brought my heart to a skidding halt. I picked it up. The photo was labeled RACHEL, 4/23/00.

‘What?’ said Ophélie, seeing my expression. She took the polaroid from me and squinted at it. ‘Oh wow. She really looks a lot like you, doesn’t she?’

The resemblance was, indeed, uncanny. Except for the bangs, the set of neatly manicured nails.

‘I never really noticed that before,’ said Ophélie.

This struck me as an odd thing to say.

‘You know her?’ I asked.

‘Well, yeah.’ Ophélie frowned at the photo. ‘She worked as the influence manager at Silas’ hotel in Ibiza, right? Until the whole Arjan thing, of course.’

‘What Arjan thing?’ I asked.

‘The whole stalker thing?’

Boom. Psycho. Isn’t that what Silas had said about her?

‘So, she really did stalk him?’ I asked.

‘Who knows really?’ said Ophélie. ‘She was causing some kind of trouble, that’s for sure. I heard Arjan got the Spanish police to pretty much terrorize her. And one day, when she went missing? Nobody even bothered to go looking for her.’

‘What the hell was going on in Ibiza?’ I asked.

‘Sais pas,’ said Ophélie, fingers trailing over the rest of the photographs. ‘My guess? It was like a rehearsal. They were figuring out what they could get away with.’

I shuddered, staring hard at the photo in Ophélie’s hand.

‘Why is there a “t” next to her name?’ I asked.

‘What do you mean?’

I showed her the mark on the border of the polaroid.

‘I don’t think it’s meant to be a “t”.’ I watched Ophélie’s face turn a chalky, pale white. ‘I think it’s a dagger.’

She handed me the photo like she couldn’t stand to look at it anymore. I peered closer. It could be a dagger.

‘I’ve seen it before,’ said Ophélie. She pressed her palms into her eyes and hung her head. ‘Arjan has a tattoo of a dagger on his arm. Just like this.’

I lowered the photo. Of course that was the tattoo on Arjan’s forearm. All this time I had thought it might be an anchor. But now I could clearly envision the ornate handle, the sharp, tapering point of the blade.

‘But why put a dagger here?’ I asked. ‘On her photo?’

‘I think…’ Ophélie swallowed. ‘I think it means she’s dead.’

My heart dropped and it felt like I might be suspended in this state of abdominal free-fall forever. I searched Ophélie’s face, trying to find some hidden meaning, some more information, written behind her eyes. Did she really believe this? Was she trying to warn me of something?

Suddenly, all I wanted to do was scoop up all the photos and put them back in the box. I wanted to lock up the box and throw it in the Seine where it could disappear for good and sewage-fed fish could nibble at its rusty hinges. How could I make this all just go away?

But the knowledge was mine now, wasn’t it? I couldn’t give it back. I had to sit with it. I needed to ask Ophélie for more, I needed to know for sure.

‘Ophélie,’ I started. ‘Did Silas ever…’

My voice trailed off. I had no idea how to put into words what Silas did to me. How I’d wake up to his muggy vodka-breath against my ear, his erection digging into my hip. How he’d already have my underwear around my knees, his fingers slipping inside me while I slept. And how I’d lie there in my bed, rigid – but that I never said no.

Ophélie held my gaze for a moment, then looked away. This, I realized, was all the information I needed.

‘I had no idea there were so many of us…’ she said. ‘They need to be stopped.’

It had never occurred to me to try and stop Silas. He was a force of nature. It would be like watching a tidal wave about to crash over me and lifting up my hands to try and hold to it back.

But maybe if there were two of us? Just the idea of taking action – a gesture of any kind – created a tightness in my chest, readily identifiable as paralyzing fear.

‘You mean take these photos to the police?’ I asked. This made the tightness in my chest even worse, the vice twisting and clamping down. Iris had filed a complaint with the police back in Amsterdam, hadn’t she? One day later, she’d nearly drowned in the Amstel. A coincidence? I was starting to doubt it.

‘It’s a beginning…’ Ophélie shook her head. ‘But these photos aren’t enough.’

She was right, of course. I remembered walking into the dean’s office in New York, holding I Am Curious – Yellow. I’d been so sure they had no choice but to take me seriously. And then they didn’t.

‘There’s something you need to see,’ I said. ‘You have your master key card?’

Ophélie nodded. I led her to the elevator, took her to the thirteenth floor. We entered the Fuck Room and I opened the drawer where I’d found the sex tapes. I scooped up all the tapes and dumped them on the floor.

‘What’s this?’ asked Ophélie, picking up an envelope.

‘Let me see?’ I took the envelope from her and turned it over. Sealed. ‘I’ve never seen this before. It must have been hidden in the back.’

‘Open it.’

I ripped open the envelope. Two passports fell out. Ophélie and I both stared at them for a moment, making no move to touch them.

Ophélie broke the spell first, picking up one of the passports and rifling through the pages to the photo.

‘Shit,’ she said. She held up the photo for me to see. A young woman, bangs – Rachel. Even though I’d expected this might be the case, the confirmation punched the air out of my lungs.

I picked up the second passport with sick dread, fumbling through until I found the photograph: freckles and apple cheeks. Ana-Maria Ciobanu.

‘But… why?’ I asked Ophélie.

‘Trafficking,’ she said, her voice a whisper, like she barely dared to say it out loud.

‘What the fuck does that even mean?’

‘Maybe that’s what the polaroid pictures were for.’ Ophélie peered over my shoulder, at the passport photo of Ana-Maria. ‘This was their way of selling us to potential buyers.’

‘No.’ I shook my head. ‘That’s insane—’

‘Think of it, Skye. Did you ask to come to Paris? Or did someone send you here? Were you maybe promised to someone?’

I had an instant flashback: Vincent pressing his torso against mine, trapping me against the wall, the panic I’d tried to tell myself was an overreaction.

This was so much worse than I’d thought.

‘We need to put these back,’ said Ophélie, tossing the tapes and the passports back into the drawer. She slammed it shut. Relief flooded through me.

‘So… no police?’ I asked, unable to keep the hope out of my voice. I wanted to believe Ophélie was giving me permission to walk away, to save myself.

‘Yes, police. We’ll tip them off. But they have to find this themselves. If we bring them the evidence, then they just to have to take our word that we found them here. And our word means shit. The less we mess around with the stuff in this drawer, the better.’

‘So what exactly do we tell the police?’

Ophélie grabbed my hands, squeezing so hard it hurt. ‘Everything. Tomorrow we go to the station together and we tell them everything.’



I didn’t think I’d fall asleep that night, not with all the adrenaline vibrating through my body. And yet somehow, at some point, I must have drifted off because the next time I opened my eyes, Silas was lying next to me on the bed, breathing heavily. I could smell the alcohol wafting off of him like tanning oil.

‘The launch is so fucked,’ he said. His voice was low, raspy. ‘We’re not ready.’

‘You’re drunk,’ I said, even though I knew I was supposed to say something else.

‘Say we are going to be fine.’

‘It’s Arjan’s vodka,’ I said. That’s what my year at CoHab had taught me. If nothing else, I could detect Arjan vodka on Silas’ breath.

Silas rolled on top of me and the full, clumsy weight of him caught me by surprise. I thought of those newborn babies, crushed to death when their drunk parents unconsciously flopped over them.

‘Show me your breasts,’ Silas demanded. I pulled down at the bottom of my shirt, pasting the cotton like a shield over my chest.

‘Tonight’s not great—’ I started to say, but then Silas wrestled the fabric away from my grip and hoisted up the shirt, bunching it up around my neck. He squeezed and pinched my nipple between his fingers. I tried to wiggle away, but Silas mistook this for a sign of pleasure and pinched harder.

‘You have amazing tits,’ he groaned, flicking his sandpaper tongue across my nipple. I had to press my lips together not to laugh, because it really did sound like a joke. Like he was experimenting with all kinds of nicknames for my body parts, none of which really applied. My barely A-cup breasts were not the kind to inspire adoring nicknames. I felt embarrassed for him, like he’d mispronounced a word in a foreign language.

Silas slid his fingers inside me and I winced at the glancing pain. There was no way for either of us to pretend that this was a sign of arousal because Silas had already come to his own conclusion that I was dry.

‘You don’t have to…’ I said, but it was too late, because Silas was already commandoing his way down my body and thrusting his tongue inside me, trying to lubricate the parts of me that weren’t interested in being lubricated. I shifted, trying to angle away from the repeated, uncomfortable jabs of his tongue. But when I rocked my hips, he mashed his face deeper between my legs.

‘I want you inside me,’ I said, turning over onto my stomach. He finished quicker when he took me from behind.

He was only semi-hard, so it took several attempts before he successfully slipped inside me. I felt him wrapping my hair around his fist, the strands catching in his watch. When he yanked back my head, I felt a brief, searing pain. The sting of it made my eyes tear.

‘You like that?’ he panted into my ear. He gave my hair another, harder pull. The sound I made was an involuntary squeal, like a wounded animal. I could feel Silas growing harder inside me.

‘Harder,’ I moaned for his benefit. Anything to make this end quickly.

He pulled my hair so hard, for a moment I couldn’t breathe. And then he flipped me over. Missionary was never really a position he enjoyed, but now he had a stiff erection and was downright giddy with all the possibilities it offered. He drove himself into me in speedy, senseless jabs. His fingers curled around my neck, his thumbs meeting at the hollow of my throat, which was fine at first, because I was ready to do whatever it would take to get him to finish. But then he pressed his thumbs down, hard, and my throat closed.

I tried to scream. The scream made it worse. I could feel it like a clog in the back of my throat. I dug my fingernails into his forearms and tried kicking my legs, but I was trapped under his immutable weight. His head was tilted back, he couldn’t see, he had no idea how badly I needed to breathe.

‘Oh my God, your fucking tits…’ he grunted. And then he pulled out and came on my chest.

Silas collapsed next to me on the bed and for a moment or two I remained perfectly still, my chest hot and sticky, and listened to his heavy breathing. I was worried that even the slightest movement – a shaky breath, the way I might brush back my hair with a trembling hand – might reveal how absolutely terrified I was.

Obviously, this wasn’t the first time I’d been in this position. But this was the first time I realized how badly Silas could hurt me. From the way he had gripped my neck when he came? It was like he was so consumed by his own pleasure he wouldn’t even notice if he’d killed me.




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

The Préfecture de Police was housed in an offensively ugly concrete building in the tenth arrondissement. Online reviews gave it a 2.6 rating which made me wonder, who leaves a bad review for a police station? Who showed up with high expectations and then left feeling let down?

I’d walked past the station no less than four times already. I was fifteen minutes early for my scheduled appointment with Ophélie. Our plan was to meet up at the brasserie around the corner, but I just couldn’t bring myself to walk in. Because every time I started to slow my pace, I’d feel a prickling sensation on the back of my neck, the hairs on my arms snapping upright. Like there was a drop in temperature, an unexpected gust of cool breeze. Except there wasn’t. The only thing that had changed was the growing conviction that I was being followed.

I whirled around, hoping (but also not hoping) to catch someone I recognized directly behind me. Maybe Ophélie, who was also early? But there was no one nearby who appeared at all interested in me.

I didn’t like the idea of walking into the police station with nothing. Nothing but a story. That was even less than I’d had when I walked into the dean’s office back in college. I’d wanted to bring the polaroids, at least the ones with the dagger, but Ophélie had insisted that we stash the lock box with the photos in the Fuck Room drawer. The evidence, she said, would be overwhelming if they found it all together, if they could link it directly to Silas. All we had to do was tell the police what happened to us, what Silas did to us. She wanted me to use the word assault. Maybe even rape. But both those words tasted sour on my tongue. I had no way to prove either.

I continued around the block, the intuition that I was being followed growing stronger. I could hear the click of shoes on the pavement. I could feel the piercing heat of eyes on my back.

Above, a heavy gray cloud split open and released a hammering rain. I pulled my jacket tighter around me and picked up the pace.

The next time I neared the police precinct, I peered over my shoulder and this time, I thought I caught him: the blurry figure of a man, standing by the lamppost. He was wearing a dark hoodie over his head, shielding his eyes from the rain.

I darted past the precinct, past the brasserie. Now heading for the widest and busiest streets, slipping in and out of crowds, allowing myself to be swept along in the flow of pedestrians. I ended up, of all places, at the Gare de l’Est train station, which at first felt like a promising place to hide. But on the other hand, the crowd was too fluid and porous. If anyone wanted to find me – or worse yet, hurt me – this mass of oblivious commuters would provide the perfect cover.

In my pocket, my phone buzzed. I didn’t bother to check it.

‘There you are!’ I heard someone say, and it wasn’t a familiar voice, they weren’t even speaking to me, but it was enough to send me sprinting to the other end of the train station, knocking over any passengers who stepped in my way.

My phone buzzed again, a series of incoming messages. Once I was back outside, safely cloaked by the steady rain, I managed to duck into a dark, urine-soaked alleyway and catch my breath. I pulled out my phone and wiped off the screen. All the messages were from Ophélie.


Where are you?




I can’t believe you are doing this




I knew I couldn’t trust you




Skye?





I have no idea how long I stayed in that alley, breathing in the urine fumes, trying to slow the thumping in my chest. I stayed long enough to convince myself that I was crazy. Of course no one was following me.

I stepped back onto the main boulevard and glanced around. There was no one watching me, no one lurking on the corner. It had been delusional – and, in fact, presumptuous – of me to think I was worth pursuing. Nobody cared who I was or what I was capable of doing. I was totally insignificant.

I walked back home in the light, miserable drizzle. Clumps of wet, sticky leaves pasted themselves to the bottom of my shoes and refused to be dislodged. Was it possible I’d made up this phantom pursuer because I was scared of talking to the police? I knew exactly what happened when you made this kind of claim and couldn’t back it up. It would ruin your life, leave you with nothing. You’d have to disappear, start over from scratch. I don’t know if I had the fortitude to do that again.

And what happened if the police checked me out and saw that I had a history of making reckless accusations? No, Ophélie was better without me there to discredit her. As soon as I found her, I’d come clean, I’d explain why having me around was a liability. I was sure she’d understand.

I stopped to scrape the leaves off the bottom of my shoe against the sidewalk.

When I finally returned to the CoHab building, I discovered a large group of people huddled outside. I thought I recognized a face – then two faces – and I stopped dead in my tracks.

This was Staff Night.

How could I have forgotten about Staff Night?

Staff Night was our rehearsal night, our pre-launch party night, the one shot CoHab had to prove that it was a well-oiled machine. We needed to be able to show that we could give tours and book rooms and serve drinks without a hitch. If there were a monkey wrench somewhere out there, Staff Night would find it.

For Staff Night, we’d invited all seventy-five of Amsterdam’s HQ employees to Paris. This number alone made my head spin – seventy-five employees! When I’d started at CoHab, not even a year earlier, we’d been a motley crew of about twenty-five with big dreams and fluid professional skills. Now there were lots of new people with big titles, bigger salaries, biggest egos, who’d spent hours with me on the phone last week demanding business class upgrades and vegan meals on their RyanAir flights.

‘Aha!’ said Yelena, when I walked through the doors. She thrust a clipboard at me. ‘You take A through M?’

‘Sure,’ I said, glancing first at the clipboard, then around the lobby. I clicked the pen Yelena handed me and started to scratch off names. Operations manager Maud, Hannah from legal, Hannah from development, Nico from sales. All the people who wouldn’t scoot over on the lunch table for me, who rode the elevator with earphones in, who muttered, ‘yeah, well, first world problems, right?’ whenever I ventured a rant.

And then Cosmo walked in. I checked the guest list to make sure, but of course it was him. And anyway, the guest list was no help, because I’d completely forgotten that Cosmo was actually Bryan.

‘Skye?’

I glanced up and there he was. How had he covered so much distance so quickly? I needed more time. To fix my hair, to run my tongue over my teeth, to identify my quickened pulse as either a flood of relief or a bolt of panic.

‘Bryan, hi!’

‘It’s okay.’ He made a move like he was about to touch my arm, but then decided against it. ‘You can call me Cosmo.’

I felt a pang of affection for his maroon hoodie, the patchy scruff on his chin. I felt like so much had changed inside me since I’d last saw him, so many of my cells rearranged, like I’d turned into a patchwork copy-paste version of myself that no longer made any sense.

‘Hi, Cosmo.’

‘You okay? You seem…’ He didn’t finish his sentence. He didn’t have to. I knew what he wanted to say. I seemed tired, I seemed miserable. I could feel it myself, like the spark inside me had died.

‘I’m okay,’ I lied, and I could tell he didn’t believe me. He was staring at me, searchingly, and it made me uncomfortable. I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d made direct eye contact with someone. Certainly not with Silas. Or Arjan, for that matter. And Yelena, too. Ever since I’d stayed at her apartment, she’d acquired the annoying habit of never quite catching my eye.

I tried to hold his gaze, but I couldn’t. I looked away, at the floor. I didn’t know how to tell him how not okay I was. How dirty I felt. How broken.

‘I’m fine, really,’ I mumbled, putting down the guest list. ‘Hey, can I interest you in a tour of the living green room? You might not realize this, but what you are breathing now is purified air. At least sixty per cent of mold spores have been removed by the rubber plants alone.’

‘You know that’s a myth, right?’ he said. ‘Indoor plants have virtually zero air-purifying effects.’

‘Oh, come on, Cosmo.’ I gave him a little nudge. ‘Play along.’



‘So,’ Cosmo asked, handing me an Arjan-and-tonic. ‘Are you having fun now?’

‘Nope,’ I assured him, waving my vodka tonic around the room. ‘I hate all of this.’

This: the CoHab lobby at 7 p.m. Crates of Arjan’s vodka had arrived earlier in the day and I’d helped Yelena arrange all the pretty bottles on the shelf behind the reception desk. But now most of those bottles were opened, emptied, tossed into a large green recycling container or rolling on the floor under the ping-pong table. The music had been slowly creeping up in volume and so, in turn, were the conversations. Questions had to be repeated. We had to lean and shout into each other’s eardrums. Legal Hannah had made several attempts at dancing, and although it hadn’t quite worked out, the momentum was gathering. It wasn’t long before fights and heavy petting were about to break out.

‘Really?’ said Cosmo, nursing a bottle of beer. ‘You always seem to be having a good time at these sorts of things.’

‘Do I?’ I glanced again at the roaming bodies, the trays of ravaged appetizers, the half-empty drink glasses littering the base of the Ficus tree. It wasn’t true, I’d never enjoyed any of these kind of parties, although I must have done a good job pretending otherwise. And I definitely wasn’t having fun at this particular party, because I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong.

Ophélie was nowhere to be found.

Could I really blame her? The real question wasn’t why Ophélie was missing; the question was what was I still doing here. I should be running – far, far away. But I couldn’t run, not yet. Not when I had nowhere to go. Not when I couldn’t be sure someone wouldn’t come running after me.

The more I’d thought of it, the more it occurred to me that it had been a mistake to defer to Ophélie, to let her convince me to leave all the evidence in the Fuck Room. If she wanted my support in this, despite my potential liability, then we needed to hand over the evidence ourselves, give the police something concrete to investigate. Otherwise they’d never take us seriously. As soon as I found her, I’d plead my case, make her understand where I was coming from.

I did another quick scan, hoping I might even find her mingling among the guests, holding an Arjan-and-tonic, posing for party selfies. Of course, I didn’t see her. But at the other end of the lobby, I saw Silas. He was threading his way through the crowd, seeking out the crooks of elbows, the indent of a waist.

‘Last night of freedom,’ said Cosmo. I detected a hint of scorn.

‘How do you mean?’ I assumed he was talking about the launch for the following night, how the official opening of CoHab Paris would mean Silas was forever tethered to the vicious whims of the French consumer.

‘Frederieke arrives tomorrow,’ said Cosmo. ‘She’s, you know, seven months pregnant? Silas asked me to go pick her up at the airport. Put her heavy bags in the taxi, carry them to the elevator.’

Frederieke. I felt my cheeks flush.

‘They probably don’t even remember how to be discreet,’ he added.

‘What? Who?’ It didn’t sound like he was talking about Silas and Frederieke anymore.

‘The two of them.’ Cosmo pointed his beer at Silas. It was only then that I noticed that Silas’ hand was circled around the back of Yelena’s neck. If he’d lifted his thumb, he’d be able to graze her earlobe. If he squeezed his grip, he could strangle her. Or, at the very least, leave a purplish-red bruise at the base of her throat.

I watched the two of them approach Arjan, who was talking to some other guy. Someone tall, broad-shouldered, with slicked-back sandy-blond hair, like he was some kind of Baywatch lifeguard. Yelena reached up to kiss his cheek. This was the same guy who had picked her up at the apartment. The guy who’d saved Iris from drowning.

Was it possible this was also the guy who’d been following me? He bore an awful similarity to the man I’d seen on the street corner, standing by the lamppost.

When Yelena stepped back, our eyes inadvertently met. She broke into a smile and waved me over.

I took a sip of my cocktail.

‘I think she’s trying to get your attention,’ said Cosmo.

Another series of quick, successive gulps. My drink was done. I plunked my empty glass down on the ping-pong table and tugged at Cosmo’s wrist. ‘Let’s get out of here.’



‘You know,’ said Cosmo, slurping a noodle. ‘It’s almost like I forgot what food is supposed to taste like.’

‘Right,’ I said.

‘Seriously, all it takes is one night in Paris to remind me that everything I’ve put in my mouth this past year has been shit.’

‘Haha,’ I offered, the sorriest excuse for a laugh. Normally, I’d be inclined to agree, but tonight I could barely taste my pho.

Silas and Yelena. Yelena and the Baywatch guy. What was going on here?

And where the hell was Ophélie?

How alarmed should I be? I wondered. That was the worst part. That sound of alarm – that ringing in my ears – had gone mute. Because I was with Cosmo. Because for a moment, at least, I felt safe. And I was enjoying it; the quiet, his soothing presence.

‘You know,’ said Cosmo, dabbing at his patchy beard with a napkin. Thankfully. I’d seen a hint of Sriracha on the side of his mouth. ‘I forgot this was how we met.’

‘We met at a hole-in-the-wall noodle bar in Paris?’

‘No, I mean the food app. The candy corn. The bagels. Of course I should have known that you could deliver this—’ He gestured around the restaurant. The plastic tablecloth. The frayed plastic menus. The plastic flowers. And at the plastic bowl of pho that was sometimes transcendent. ‘Thank you for bringing me here.’

He reached across the table and squeezed my hand. For a moment, I thought I might burst into tears. I calmly waited for him to release his grip. Then I pulled my hand into my lap.

‘You okay?’ he asked. Twice, he’d asked me this. In one day. I couldn’t even remember the last time anyone asked if I was okay.

‘Fine,’ I said. But as soon as I said it, a tear leaked out of the corner of my eye. I swiped at it with the back of my hand, but it was too late.

‘Excuse me,’ he said, raising his hand. A waitress paused in mid-step and tilted her head. ‘Can we get the check?’

‘You think I’m sad,’ I said. I made another two preemptive swipes at my eyes to make sure no other tears were in the works. ‘Because I’m crying. But I’m not sad. I think I’m… relieved? These are tears of relief.’

He looked at me like he didn’t quite believe me. And I wasn’t sure I knew how to make him understand. But it really was a relief to be here with him, away from CoHab. Even if it was just a temporary distraction.

On her way past our table, the waitress handed him the check without breaking her stride. I made a move for it, but he kept it out of my reach.

‘Let’s go somewhere else,’ I said, in no hurry to get back to Staff Night. ‘Somewhere fancy. I’ll get the next round.’

‘Well, if you insist,’ he said, flashing the waitress his credit card.

I had a cocktail bar in South Pigalle in mind, somewhere with a proper martini. Cosmo suggested a taxi. I suggested we walk.

‘I can get a little car sick,’ I said, semi-apologetically. But the truth was, I wanted to be in the throes of the city. Being with Cosmo made me want to crawl inside Paris again. I wanted to walk past a cute bouillon, a brasserie, a boutique hotel, a truffle chocolatier, a truffle mushromier, a flower shop that crowded the sidewalks with orchids, hydrangeas and daffodils. I wanted to imagine how easily I could slip into a life of oysters and champagne, suede boots and cashmere cardigans. I wanted to imagine that all this time, I’d been living a completely different life.

We’d planned a route on Cosmo’s phone. The route, by foot, was supposed to take forty-four minutes. But we walked slowly, huddled close, casting secret, lingering glances at our reflections in storefront windows, perhaps surprised to find we made such an appealing twosome. By the time we got to the cocktail bar, it was 2 a.m. The bar was closing.

‘Two o’clock in the morning?’ Cosmo squinted at me. ‘How long have we been walking?’

I gave him a shrug. ‘I have no idea.’

‘If we take a cab back, will you promise not to puke on me?’

I promised. Cosmo hailed us a cab.

‘You want me to open the window a crack?’ he asked when we were in the car.

‘Actually, I prefer it closed.’

The taxi drove off and I kept my nausea at bay by staring out the window, taking in all the people gathered on the stoops, sitting on the curb, in halo-ringed pockets of greasy french fries, pizza and shawarma.

‘Isn’t it funny?’ said Cosmo. ‘No matter what city you’re in, 2 a.m. looks exactly the same. Drunk people sitting on the sidewalk, eating.’

It was like he’d read my mind. I reached for his hand. He stroked my thumb with his, holding my hand in his lap for a bit. And I didn’t even feel the urge to cry.

It was quiet in CoHab when we returned. The lights were dim, but the aftermath of the staff party was evident everywhere, in all the little corners where cups and coats had been discarded. The ping-pong table had gathered a nice collection of cell phones and room keys. I tripped over a bag, left splayed on the floor. Cosmo caught me by the arm.

‘Some people…’ he said, scoffing at the bag.

‘I mean, the sheer conviction that someone else will clean up their mess,’ I agreed, completely ignoring the fact that my own empty glass from earlier was probably still somewhere on the ping-pong table.

‘You know what the problem is?’ said Cosmo. ‘They feel too comfortable.’

‘We can’t have that. People need to feel a little uncomfortable. It’s what keeps them polite.’

We were at the elevators, not pressing any buttons.

‘Hey, Skye,’ he said, his voice soft, and it occurred to me that maybe it was the first time I didn’t hate hearing my name spoken out loud. ‘It’s good to see you again.’

He pressed his forehead against mine, peering at me from under a hood of dark eyelashes. Then it was the tips of our noses, just lightly touching. I closed my eyes and we were kissing, his mouth Singha-sweet and soft. I felt parts of my body tingle that I’d never noticed. The back of my knees, the underside of my toes. My arms felt weightless and I realized then I’d been crushed with the enormous wanting of this.

‘Is it just me…’ I said, sliding my hands under his hoodie so that the flat of my palms fit into the grooves of his lower back. ‘Or is kissing in Paris so much better than kissing anywhere else?’

‘I dunno.’ He shrugged. ‘Kissing you in Amsterdam wasn’t too bad either.’

He kissed me again and pushed me against the wall, his knee slipping between my legs. I put my hands on his chest and gave him a light push.

‘Sorry—’ I began.

‘No, don’t do that,’ he said, taking a step back. ‘Don’t apologize. We don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do.’

But that was the problem. I did want to be with Cosmo. More than anything. And how was I going to explain what was going on anyway? Sorry, Cosmo, can’t sleep with you tonight. I’ve got to figure out how to stop a sexual predator and the only person who can help me do that has gone missing. So I’ve got to come up with an entirely new plan that hopefully doesn’t arouse suspicion, because there’s also the possibility that I am being followed.

‘No,’ I said. ‘I want this.’ I reached up for his face and drew him toward me, crushing my mouth against his, sliding my body into his like I was liquid, like I was filling in all his gaps. There was a little, nagging voice inside my head, telling me that I needed to find Ophélie. That by pushing her out of my mind, I was being complicit, that I was letting her down. But I squeezed my eyes shut and eventually, the voice faded away.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

An Anglepoise desk lamp. The Muuto wall hooks. The fake cactus, the yellow throw pillows. It could have been my room, but it was not my room.

I woke up already feeling guilty. It took me a moment to realize I felt guilty because I was happy.

‘Morning,’ I murmured to Cosmo, nestling my head into the groove of his chest. A perfect fit.

Beneath me, I could feel his muscles tighten.

‘What?’ I peered at his face, terrified I might have uttered something deeply incriminating in my sleep.

‘You should take a look at this,’ he said, handing me his phone. ‘Just… be prepared. It’s graphic.’

There was a video freeze frame already on the screen: some sort of low-lit, grainy image of a bedroom, which I recognized at once. The circular ottoman, the disco ball hanging from the ceiling – this was the CoHab VIP suite, aka the Fuck Room. And although the supine, naked person on the bed wasn’t in full focus, I knew, too, that this was Ophélie. She was moaning, saying something.

Please. Over and over again. Please… just please…

Please what? A male voice, cut-glass English accent. Undeniably Silas.

The camera got closer, bringing Ophélie into full focus. And now I was watching Silas – naked Silas – climb on top of her, pinning her down with his thighs. He took her wrists and wrapped them in a sheath of fabric. Once her wrists were secured, he pulled her arms over her head and held them there in his fist. He used his other hand to raise her hips, to reposition himself—

I closed my eyes and handed the phone back to Cosmo. But the video was still playing. I could hear Ophélie’s sharp inhale, the little cry that didn’t exactly sound like pleasure. I could hear the grunt of satisfaction from Silas, a sound I knew too intimately.

I fought the urge to burst into tears. This was it: the campaign to discredit Ophélie. Silas, of course, would remain untouched, nothing about his behavior in the video would be referred to as compromising. This was a textbook play, meant to humiliate only one person in the video. This time that person was Ophélie – but it could have been me. It could have been any of us.

‘How bad is it?’ I asked.

‘It’s bad.’ His voice was sad. ‘It’s everywhere. TikTok, Instagram. There are memes—’

‘Don’t tell me. I don’t want to know.’

‘I don’t think you can ignore it.’ He squeezed my arm. ‘Check your phone.’

I picked up my phone from the other nightstand. There were fifty-six missed notifications. Most of them, as it turned out, from Yelena.


SKYE.




We need to talk.




NOW.





The emergency PR meeting was held in, of all places, the Fuck Room. Except now the suite had been turned into Silas’ hideout, his panic room, his crisis management HQ. He’d tried to make the best of it, but the room was a disaster, a clutter of all the products we’d been forced to pull from circulation because the launch party sponsors had gotten squeamish. Even the bottles of Arjan vodka had to be taken off the shelf (apparently Arjan, who was quietly trying to deal with his own sex scandal, had been advised by counsel not to associate with Silas until the situation had blown over). We were now using the vodka crates as chairs.

There had been some talk earlier of canceling the launch party, but it was a non-starter. It was too late, it would make Silas look guilty. Instead, Yelena asked me to draft Silas’ note of apology, then I was asked to turn over the note of apology to a professional crisis management team, who voted against issuing a public apology. So here we were – preparing to unapologetically celebrate the debut of Silas’ seemingly successful co-living franchise.

The party was set to start in mere hours.

This was exactly what I’d expected. I just didn’t realize that I’d be in the room, an active participant in sweeping Silas’ mess under the table. But what was my alternative? I was now witnessing first-hand how easily the machine could be kicked into motion, rolling over anyone who so much as pointed a finger in Silas’ direction. If I’d been scared of speaking up before, now I was downright terrified. I sat frozen in my seat, eyes trained on the pad of paper in front of me, not speaking, not even daring to think for fear that my thoughts would be too loud.

‘I know the video might seem obscene to you,’ said Silas. ‘But I assure you, everything you see is consensual. It was a private moment, meant to stay between just the two of us. I don’t know how it fell into the wrong hands, but I promise, once I’ve found out who the leak was, who violated our privacy, I will make sure they are held fully accountable.’

Debbie, the head of the crisis management team, flicked her eyes at Hannah from legal who then, maybe even unintentionally, flicked her eyes at me.

Yelena cleared her throat. ‘Have we considered the fact that Ophélie might have released this video herself?’

‘What?’ I said, my head snapping up. I had been trying to remain inconspicuous, but this had caught me off-guard. ‘Why would she do that?’

‘I don’t know,’ Yelena shrugged. ‘Maybe she was mad at Silas. Maybe she realized he was never going to leave his wife and this was her revenge. She wanted to destroy his reputation.’

‘I suppose it’s possible,’ said Debbie. She looked around the room. ‘Has anyone had contact with Ophélie?’

I wondered if anyone in the room could see the waves of guilt radiating off me. I had abandoned Ophélie when she needed me most and now I had no clue what had become of her.

If Ophélie had known this hit was coming, it was no wonder she’d gone into hiding. The online hate was reaching a fever pitch – she’d been called a whore, a slut, a junkie. Rumors had swirled and solidified into fact: when she said please she’d been begging for cocaine; she was trading sexual favors for drugs. I could only imagine the poisonous DMs she’d received. Hate mail, death threats. I would have run away too.

‘We really should have seen this coming.’ Yelena sighed and lowered her gaze, apparently overcome with remorse. ‘She was always asking me to hook her up. Sleeping pills, pain meds, whatever. I only gave her the pills because I thought I was helping. I was worried what would happen to her if I didn’t. I had no idea what I was enabling.’

‘No.’ I shook my head. ‘I’d never seen her like—’

‘I wouldn’t be surprised if this whole thing has sent her on a major bender,’ Yelena cut me off. There was a new softness in the way she spoke, with just the right twinge of sadness. ‘In a way, I blame myself.’

Something distasteful started rising up in the back of my throat. I knew Ophélie well enough to know this couldn’t possibly be true.

Yelena twisted the gold coil of the snake ring around her finger. ‘Look, I didn’t mean to sound so callous. To be honest, I’m really worried about her. Maybe we should put out a message? Letting her know that we’re here for her. Especially given her, you know, inclinations. Something like – we want our colleague Ophélie to know we love and support her during this dark period. We understand the harm of stress in situations like these, so we ask that everyone please respect her privacy so she can get the help she needs without judgment…’

‘That’s not a bad idea,’ said Debbie, turning to face me. ‘You’ll draft some sample posts for us to look at? Something we can share across the CoHab socials?’

‘We can even include a link to an addiction hotline,’ said Yelena. ‘To show we’re part of the solution.’

‘I like it,’ said Silas, standing. ‘Let’s run with that.’

I folded my hands and put them under the table so no one could see how tightly I was squeezing my fists, how much self-control it was taking not to start throwing wild punches at everyone in the room. At Yelena, especially. This was bullshit, a blatant cover-up that reeked of victim-shaming.

Something wasn’t sitting quite right with me. If this tape was leaked before Ophélie’s assault claims were made public, how did anyone even know this was coming? All this time, I’d told myself I was crazy for thinking I’d been followed to the police station. But maybe I wasn’t crazy after all. Maybe we’d both been followed.

The meeting was officially adjourned. I was halfway out the door when Yelena put a hand on my shoulder.

‘Skye,’ she said. ‘You got a minute?’

I braced myself.

‘There’s something important I need to ask you,’ she said.

‘Okay,’ I said. I swallowed hard, the gulp ringing in my ears. I should have kept my mouth shut during the meeting. I should never have voiced any sympathy for Ophélie. It was only going to cause me more trouble.

‘I’m thinking of staying,’ she said. ‘Here, in Paris, after the launch. I have an appointment to see an apartment. Maybe you want to come with me?’

‘Are you…’ I tried to process the surprise, but also the relief. I wasn’t in any trouble after all. ‘You’re asking me to be your roommate?’

Yelena gave a little laugh and a shrug, like she was embarrassed. But something about the gesture felt phony. ‘Maybe.’

For so long, this was all I’d wanted to hear from her. And now she was dangling the offer like it was some kind of reward. But I didn’t want it anymore. I didn’t want a thirty-five-year-old roomie. I didn’t want to be accessible 24/7 to someone who thought of me as her dirty work assistant.

‘The viewing is at 11 a.m. tomorrow,’ she said. ‘You’ll be there?’

‘Sure,’ I said, trying to sound enthusiastic about it. ‘I’ll be there.’



For the launch party, I wore a pin that said Ask Me Anything. It was planted right there on my chest, on the plunging neckline of my black party dress, the one I’d bought the week before in the Marais specifically for the CoHab launch, before I had any reason to believe disaster was on the horizon. The dress was tight, a bit risqué, maybe even inappropriate given the circumstances, but how was I to foresee that Silas would be at the center of a sex scandal on the very day CoHab Paris officially opened its doors?

Or maybe, I don’t know, the dress was appropriate after all, because everyone seemed to be doing an excellent job of pretending that there wasn’t even a sex scandal. Only one hour into the event and the festivities were already in full swing, packed from wall-to-wall with the start-up kids and their slightly more presentable scale-up cousins, the words ‘circular economy’ and ‘seed money’ and ‘small-batch production runs’ echoing through the lobby. A makeshift cocktail bar had been erected next to the Ficus tree which, in this new context, took on the air of a palm tree and gave the whole space a tiki vibe. The bar was now crammed, the line for a blueberry-and-rosemary-infused gin and tonic at least four deep.

Silas was roaming the party with his arm wrapped securely around Frederieke’s waist. Frederieke, with her big belly and her freakishly skinny limbs, waddled slowly, as if in a daze. She nibbled at a poke bowl, her expression suggesting that the tuna was just as bland as I would have expected.

The bartender handed me a gin and tonic. When I wheeled around, Arjan was behind me.

‘Oh, shit,’ I said and predictably spilled gin all over my Ask Me Anything pin.

‘Nice dress,’ said Arjan. He handed me a cocktail napkin, which I dabbed uselessly across my chest.

‘I didn’t think you’d be here tonight,’ I said.

‘Technically, I’m not.’ He winked at me and I hated the idea that we now shared some kind of secret. ‘I’m showing my support privately, not publicly.’

That was the problem. Too many people had shown up tonight to ‘privately’ show their support. And together, they’d turned the launch party into one giant, public endorsement. Everywhere I looked, across all the zero-waste wool sneakers, the upcycled denim shirts and the summer beanies, people were lining up to congratulate Silas on his unmitigated success.

Arjan leaned over my shoulder to shout his drink order to the bartender. I stepped backward, out of his way, and accidentally knocked into someone behind me.

‘Excuse me,’ I said. And this time when I turned around, I was facing Yelena’s Baywatch boyfriend. The guy with the broad shoulders and the swoop of sandy-blond hair.

‘Enrique,’ said Arjan, handing the Baywatch man a drink. ‘Salud.’ When his arm reached over my head, I caught sight of his tattoo – the black dagger, spanning the full length of his forearm.

‘Salud.’ They clinked glasses and continued to speak over my head.

‘You speak Spanish,’ I said. This should have been an inner thought, but the words had escaped unintentionally.

‘Actually, I speak six languages,’ said Arjan, who thought I’d been speaking to him.

‘But your Spanish is shit,’ said Enrique with a dry laugh. When he saw that I was staring at him, he stopped laughing and fixed me with a look of suspicion. ‘Salud,’ he said, and he tapped his glass against mine, the clink thin and cracked, like someone trying to hit a high note just out of range. On his outstretched arm, I could see the edge of a tattoo, almost identical to the one Arjan had.

‘You like?’ he asked, noting my interest. He rolled up his sleeve, revealing a massive dagger, more elaborate than the one on Arjan’s arm. The letters IBZ were engraved on the hilt. ‘For Ibiza. We all got it when we joined the police force.’

Had Arjan been on the police force in Ibiza? That didn’t sound likely. I made a move to check out Arjan’s tattoo, but then the Baywatch guy had my chin in his hand, redirecting my attention.

‘No,’ he said, forcing my gaze back to his own tattoo. ‘His is a cheap rip-off. This is the real deal.’

He let go of my chin. I understood what he was telling me. That being part of the police force meant being part of a brotherhood. A brotherhood that probably extended across borders.

‘Cool,’ I said. I brought my drink to my lips, nearly choking on a soggy, alcohol-logged blueberry. ‘I like it.’

I’d been slowly, carefully backing up, hopefully undetected. And now that I was safely removed, beyond arm’s reach, I turned on my heel and dove into the crowd.

But if I thought I could disappear, I was mistaken. Across the room, I saw Yelena talking to Vincent, his arm slung casually around her shoulder. All night I’d managed to successfully avoid her. Even without the official posts the crisis team wanted from me, the Ophélie smear campaign was well underway, several of our so-called ‘influencers’ having posted messages of concern and support, calling her out on her substance abuse. The posts were uncannily worded, sounding awfully similar to the message Yelena wanted me to draft.

I hadn’t posted anything. Not yet. Yelena was not about to let that slide.

Yelena angled her head, her eyes meeting mine. I turned and darted in the other direction. But when I was halfway across the room, I felt a tug on my elbow. I froze.

‘There you are,’ said Cosmo. I turned and he gave me an appreciative once-over. ‘I like the dress.’

‘Can we get out of here?’ I asked.

‘Yes, please.’

He threaded his fingers through mine and steered me out through the front doors.



‘Burgers…’ said Cosmo, ‘… was an interesting choice.’

That was putting it generously. On our plates, half-eaten burgers lay in a soggy heap, leaking ketchup and wilted lettuce.

‘Well, look at this way,’ I said. ‘At least the neighborhood is shitty.’

I knew Cosmo expected me to uphold our shared values of food excellence, but tonight was not the night to track down a promising bouillon featured regularly on Instagram. Tonight I just needed to be somewhere warm and safe and far away from CoHab. Somewhere I could sit for a moment in peace and try to gather my chaotic thoughts.

I flicked a glance at the rain-streaked window and flinched when the wind slammed against the glass. ‘I think we’re going to be here for a while. We should probably order another bottle of wine.’

Cosmo agreed and placed the order with a passing waitress.

‘Hey,’ said Cosmo to me, leaning in. ‘Did you hear—’

‘No, don’t—’

‘—apparently Ophélie had some kind of a drug problem?’

I pressed my palms over my ears and shook my head, staring down at my plate, at the greasy fries going limp in the pink hamburger ooze.

‘It’s okay.’ Cosmo removed my hands from my ears. He placed a light kiss on the inside of my wrist. ‘We don’t have to talk about Ophélie.’

But the moment was shattered. I couldn’t keep putting her out of my mind. It was my fault she was being targeted. It hadn’t been fair of me to make her do this on her own. There was power in numbers. This was what she’d been trying to tell me all along. But if I followed suit, if I stood up for her and exposed myself and my own experiences with Silas, wouldn’t I suffer the same consequences?

Cosmo let go of my hand when the waitress brought out our next bottle of wine.

We stood up again only when the rain stopped and the wine bottle was empty. My knees were wobbly, my whole body felt like a sail torn free from its mast. I was drunker than I’d wanted to be. But it was nothing that a brisk walk couldn’t fix.

‘We’re skipping the Uber, aren’t we?’ asked Cosmo as we stepped outside.

For a split moment, I thought about running. I’d grab Cosmo by the hand and we’d sprint all the way to Gare de Lyon, jump on the first train leaving the station. A night train, end up in Milan, maybe Munich. The reckless euphoria of the thought ballooned in my chest. I held my breath until it floated away. I couldn’t run. No one knew better than me how hard it was to leave a life behind, start over. And for what? The same shit would just follow me. There was no escape.

And why was I the one who had to keep running? It wasn’t fair that some man could squeeze my leg and run his hand up my thigh and I was the one who had to flee, while he could continue to live his life, unscathed. At some point, he had to pay.

‘Come on.’ I wrapped my arm around Cosmo’s waist. ‘I know a short cut.’

We made it back to CoHab within the hour, without any unplanned detours along the way. The windstorm had died down, the trees having settled into a loopy sway. The line of people waiting outside the building had vanished. The windows were foggy, blurring the weak green light glowing within. I craned my head, listening for strains of music. But all I could hear was the rustling of the leaves.

‘I think it’s safe to say the party’s over,’ said Cosmo.

‘Thank God,’ I muttered.

I gripped his hand and together we stepped inside, picking our way through the unidentifiable party debris that had collected on the floor. The elevator was waiting for us, opening automatically at one touch of the button.

On the tenth floor, Cosmo stepped out. But I yanked my hand back.

‘Something up?’ he asked.

The elevator doors made a move to shut, but I pushed them back open. This urgency, the knowledge that the doors were going to close again, didn’t help. I still didn’t know how I was going to explain myself to Cosmo. That there was something really important I needed to do and I needed to do it immediately.

‘I…’ The elevator doors lurched, slamming me in the shoulder, then slid back into their pockets. ‘There’s something I need to take care of.’

‘It’s okay,’ Cosmo leaned into the elevator, holding the doors back for me. He planted a gentle kiss on my lips. ‘Coffee tomorrow?’

‘Yes,’ I said, nodding. ‘Coffee. I know a place. But don’t get your hopes up. The coffee here is terrible. If you want the good stuff, you have to go to Italy.’

‘Okay,’ he said. He planted another kiss on the tip of my nose and then stepped away from the elevator. ‘Next time, we go to Italy.’

The elevator doors slid to a slow, wary close.



I thought a shower would, at the very least, sober me up, keep me vigilant. Afterwards, I sat at my desk, my wet hair dripping onto my bathrobe, and pressed my head against the wall, the one between my tiny studio and the Fuck Room. I thought I heard sounds on the other side of the wall and freaked out, until I realized it was my own heartbeat hammering in my ears.

I rooted around in the Hoxton ashtray and pulled out the master key, the one Ophélie had left in my possession so long ago. It didn’t even occur to me to change out of my bathrobe before I walked out of the room. I wasn’t planning on going that far anyway. Just a quick in and out. Retrieve the videos, the passports and the polaroids. Then leave. Take it all to the police first thing in the morning.

For a moment, I worried that the master key card would no longer work. And for another moment, I hoped that it wouldn’t. How deliriously relieved I would have been to just give up, go back to my room, pass out, and wake up to coffee and butter cookies at a little café in Oberkampf with Cosmo.

I ran my card across the keypad and held my breath. A ping, a flash of green. I lowered the handle and nudged open the door. I was in the Fuck Room. It was that easy.

Except, I wasn’t alone. Silas was lying on the bed.

At first, I thought he was dead. He looked dead. And I think, at that moment, I wanted him to be dead. I hadn’t realized I’d felt that way until then. But then I saw his chest rise, just faintly.

What a disappointment.

I felt a powerful urge to turn around, walk away, pull the door closed quietly behind me. But no, I had to force myself to stay. I had to get the evidence. Now or never.

There was a gray, early morning light seeping in just around the edges of the blackout curtains. I walked over to the desk on tiptoe, hitting my shin against a crate. A quick glance at Silas; he hadn’t stirred. I moved on, now tripping over a bottle. Still no reaction from Silas. I picked up the bottle, held it up to a razor edge of light leaking through the split in the curtains. It was a bottle of Arjan vodka, empty.

I pulled open the bottom drawer of the desk. Although I thought I was doing it delicately, the metal rollers rattled and Silas shifted under the sheets.

‘Yelena?’ he murmured, eyes still closed.

Shit. I slid my hand inside the drawer, grabbed the flash drives and the passports. I dropped them into the pocket of my bathrobe.

Silas flung an arm out from under the silk sheets. I held my breath. He still hadn’t seen me. I could still leave, quietly slip out the door. But something in my chest pulled tight, locking me down.

‘You’re not going to join me?’ he said, running his hand over the empty space of the bed.

I had no idea what possessed me. Without even realizing what I was doing, I got up and walked over. I perched on the edge of his bed and ran a finger along his spine, lingering at the waistband of his underwear.

‘Sure,’ I said, keeping my voice soft. ‘I’ll join you.’

He rolled over languidly, his eyes at half-mast. But when he saw me, he bolted upright.

‘Jesus Christ,’ he said, running a hand over his head. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘We need to talk.’

He looked at me like he’d never seen me before. ‘You need to leave,’ he said.

‘It’s over,’ I said.

‘It’s over,’ he repeated. Not necessarily like he was agreeing with me. More like he was trying to familiarize himself with the concept. ‘You should go. This is… inappropriate.’

‘Excuse me?’ I laughed. It was a laugh I didn’t even recognize, coming from some deep, dark hidden place inside of me. ‘That’s hilarious.’

‘You’re drunk.’

‘Not anymore.’ I did a quick internal scan to make sure that was true. Maybe I was still a little drunk. I was always a little drunk.

He swung his legs over the edge of the bed. He was wearing boxer shorts and nothing else. The sight of his toned calves, lightly dusted with golden hairs, did a number on me despite myself.

‘You’ve never taken me seriously, have you?’ It came out quieter than I had intended. Like my knocks at the door. Like my everything.

‘Look,’ he said. ‘Obviously there are things you want to discuss. You should put it in an email—’

I burst out laughing again. This guy! I laughed so hard, I started crying. That had never happened to me before. At least, not in a long time. I wiped a tear away from the corner of my eye.

‘You sure you want that?’ I said. ‘A paper trail? Don’t you have any idea how to cover your own tracks? Jesus, you’re so fucking sloppy.’

For a moment, Silas was silent. Maybe I’d managed to shock him after all.

‘You’re not going to get away with it,’ I said. Because he still wasn’t taking me seriously. He still didn’t know how much I knew.

Silas stared at me, not comprehending.

‘I’m going to take the tapes to the police. All of them. It’s over, Silas.’

I could see that it was hitting him. His face was getting red, his eyes small and beady. He ran a hand through his hair, the deep-sea-diving Tissot watch sliding back and forth over his head, like he was trying to scalp himself.

‘No, you won’t,’ he said.

I laughed again, but this was more of a performative laugh, a little guffaw designed to diminish him. I’d been the recipient of such a laugh so many times it was no trouble to recreate it.

‘Try me.’

He got up, started pacing.

‘What do you want from me? Anything you want—’

‘I already told you. I want you to take me seriously.’

The pacing got faster, more frenetic. ‘This is going to destroy me.’

‘Good.’

He lunged at me. I was unprepared. How was I so unprepared? If I had known anything about Silas I should have known about his sudden, unpredictable outbursts. I should have known about his upper body strength. I should have known how suddenly he could catapult his body on top of mine. But still, I was caught off-guard. The next thing I knew, I was on my back, his fingers closing around my neck, an unleashed scream trapped inside my lungs.

I kicked my legs, hard, trying to wrestle free, but when I rolled off the bed, Silas was still on top of me and now his knees were pressed on top of my shoulders. Each breath was a labored, terrible struggle that kept getting shorter and more panicked. I tried to swing my arms, to pry Silas’ hands free from my neck, but I couldn’t reach. My hands flailed over my head, desperately, uselessly. I could see the black spots in my peripheral vision start to swarm and gather.

And then I felt something, with just the tip of my fingers. I felt for it again. The neck of the bottle. The black spots were gathering closer, my lungs ripping at the seams. I gripped the bottle, felt the full weight of it on the inside of my fingers. I picked it up and smashed it against Silas’ head.

A thwack, a slump. Silas collapsed on top of me. The weight of his body on top of mine felt familiar, almost comfortable. I drew a deep, hungry breath, smelling his sea-salt hair, the metabolized vodka in his sweat.

But then I wanted him off me. I wanted to be free of him, for good. I wriggled out from underneath him, flinging him onto his back, and now I was straddling him, my knees on his shoulders, my fingers wrapped around his throat.

‘Wake up,’ I said, shaking him by the neck. His head lifted, just slightly, then cracked back down against the floor. ‘Wake up!’ I said again, louder. I continued to shake him, but his eyes remained closed. I wanted him to see me like this. I needed him to know that he no longer had any control over me.

My fingers curled tighter around his windpipe. I was still banging his head against the floor, but it had long since stopped making any sort of audible impact. Or maybe, I don’t know, I just stopped hearing it, because all I could hear was my own rage roaring inside my head.

I let go of Silas’ throat and stared for a moment at his beautiful, lifeless head. This felt right. This felt fitting. This was exactly the price he was supposed to pay.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

At 11:00 a.m., I met Yelena in the thirteenth arrondissement, just outside a nondescript brick building. The realtor was running late.

‘You okay?’ she asked, eyeing me over the rim of her oversized dark sunglasses.

I was aware that my face was a little puffier than usual, the skin under my eyes a little darker. But that didn’t necessarily have anything to do with the unexpected turn of events the night before. It could just as easily have been the result of heavy drinking. The only real sign of violence was the streak of mauve across my neck, like a smear of lipstick, nothing that couldn’t be obscured with a turtleneck sweater. I hiked up my collar, just to be safe.

‘I’ve seen better days,’ I said.

She sighed, readjusting her sunglasses. ‘Tell me about it.’

The realtor, a woman with short, spiky blonde hair, showed up and pumped my hand. She led us up the staircase at a pace neither Yelena nor I could keep without panting.

At the second floor landing, she opened the door to the apartment, threw out her arms, and said, ‘I mean, take a look at these high ceilings!’ Her accent was Reluctant American, parading as British. She practically humped the Boretti induction oven. She flushed the toilet several times, closing her eyes, like she was listening to opera. And when she turned on the shower, she shuddered with delight. ‘I’m telling you, this kind of water pressure in Paris? Unheard of.’

Back in the kitchen, she tapped the kitchen island counter. ‘Ceramic,’ she said. ‘Looks just like concrete, but way more durable. Trust me, you do not want concrete in your kitchen.’

None of this information was new to me. The water pressure in CoHab was abysmal. The counters in the communal kitchen were all concrete and already water-stained and scratched.

‘I think you two could be very happy here,’ she said, sliding her business card across the island.

Yelena and I went to a café across the street. We ordered cafés au lait, poached eggs, croissants, some sort of bacon tartine thing with a side salad drenched in olive oil and a bowl of homemade granola. I didn’t realize how famished I was until I started eating, and then I couldn’t stop.

‘Maybe you want to slow down?’ said Yelena.

I took a moment to wipe some of the croissant flakes off my chest and the butter off my chin. ‘Are you afraid I’m going to ruin my girlish figure?’

‘I’m afraid you’re going to puke all over the table.’

When the waitress walked by, I flagged her down and ordered a refill for my coffee, an orange juice and then I threw in an extra scone for good measure. Yelena just tapped her mug and asked for encore un café au lait.

Outside, a police siren wailed. I shook so hard, I spilled coffee all over my lap.

‘Aren’t you hot in that?’ asked Yelena, gesturing to my turtleneck.

‘No,’ I said, although the truth was, I was suffocating.

‘Why do you keep doing that?’ she asked.

‘Doing what?’ I had specifically stopped myself from reaching under my shirt and fanning off my hot skin.

‘You keep rubbing your jaw.’

‘Oh.’ I hadn’t even noticed. I dropped my hand, but my molar was pulsing painfully. I ran my tongue across the jagged edges, probing for rot.

‘It’s nothing,’ I said. The waitress dropped off fresh coffees and I took a sip, wincing when the hot coffee made contact with a nerve ending.

There was a TV above the bar, set to the local news, which I glanced at every now and then, even though I was trying very hard not to. I kept expecting a specific image to pop up: the CoHab Paris building, yellow caution tape wrapped around the front doors.

My phone buzzed at the same time Yelena’s phone buzzed.

‘Uh-oh,’ said Yelena, glancing at her screen.

I had no time to check the message. I scooted back in my chair and bolted for the bathroom, barely making it in time before spewing up the contents of my breakfast into the toilet bowl.



Remnants of the launch party debauchery were evident everywhere in the CoHab Paris lobby. Puddles of beer had dried unevenly in brown-ringed stains. Splatters of red, which I first mistook for blood, turned out to be the carcasses of maraschino cherries sprung from cocktail glasses. The desks and chairs were piled on top of each other in the corner, still not returned to their rightful places. So that meant that all of us – the seventy-five HQ employees from Amsterdam and the handful of us based in Paris – were forced to stand in a semi-circle that, more or less organically, had formed around the Ficus tree.

Debbie, the head of our crisis management team, was standing next to the tree. Beside her was our brand-new HR manager, what’s-her-face, who’d taken over from Iris, who had taken over from the original what’s-her-face. What’s-her-face looked terrified.

Emergency meeting, 3 p.m. Attendance mandatory! That was all the information we’d received. I searched for clues in the faces around me. What did they know? Was anyone staring at me? Could they see damp, dark patches of sweat pooling on the back of my sweater? Did they not think it was odd that I was also shivering, my arms wrapped around my whole body like I was just barely holding myself together?

‘Hey,’ said Cosmo, sidling up beside me. ‘You okay?’

I stuck my hands in my pockets so he couldn’t see how hard I was shaking.

‘Yeah, fine. Why?’

He pointed to my jaw.

‘It looks like you’re clenching your teeth.’

‘Oh, yeah, no. It’s nothing.’ I rubbed self-consciously at my jawline.

Frederieke parted the crowd, belly-first, click-clacking on her high heels. She joined Debbie at the tree, whispered confidentially into her ear. I searched her face, looking for cracks in her composure. Her expression gave away nothing. Outside of Silas’ shadow, she was a woman in control. This wasn’t something I had expected.

Frederieke checked her phone, raising her other hand, like she was requesting a moment of silence. When the phone buzzed, she turned toward the front doors and, as if by force, as if a gust of wind had just ripped through the lobby, all heads swung in the same direction.

The automatic glass doors slid open. My heart dropped.

Two police officers walked in. They were dressed in navy blue suits, taut across their shoulders. Their backs were straight, their strides were long and purposeful.

Synapses were firing off alerts my body didn’t know how to decipher. What was this caged frenzy inside my chest, this high-pitched shriek between my ears? Was I supposed to run? But where? And how? My legs were statues, bolted to the floor.

The police officers joined Frederieke by the tree and the taller one gave her a curt nod. The shorter, round-faced officer surveyed the crowd, eyes scanning over the confused expressions.

Were they looking for me? I tried to will the drop of sweat on the back of my neck not to leave a guilty trail down my back, not to hit the floor with an incriminating plop. But my burning, flushed cheeks? How on earth was I ever going to cool off my blazing face?

The gaze of the round-faced police officer flickered across me, emotionless, without any sign of recognition. I let out a sigh of relief. But it was short-lived.

‘Well,’ said Frederieke, squaring her shoulders. ‘There’s no easy way to say this. I’m afraid I have terrible news to share. Early this morning, the French police discovered a body floating in the Seine. I am very sad to inform you that this victim has been positively identified as our colleague, Ophélie Melon.’

A brick wall of stunned silence. The shooting pain in my tooth nearly doubled me over.

‘I know this is a big blow,’ she continued. ‘There is no right way or wrong way to process this information. Our HR team is here to support you.’ She gestured to what’s-her-face. ‘And we will have grief counselors on hand later this afternoon. I should also inform you that the police may want to question some of you. You will be asked to come forward if you have any information about the whereabouts of Silas—’ Here, there was an undeniable crack in her voice. She swallowed it back down. When she spoke again, her voice was lower. ‘He is considered a person of interest at this time.’

I couldn’t stand still, not for a second longer. I elbowed my way through the crowd, ignoring the yelps of pain and indignation, and made my way to the bathroom downstairs. I ran the faucet until the water was ice-cold and splashed big fistfuls over my hot face.

Because the bathroom was empty, I could also lift my sweater, splash more cold water all over my burning skin. It was like tossing alcohol onto a grease fire.

In the mirror, I saw a tear roll down my face.

Good, I thought. This was the right reaction. Ophélie was dead. I should be sad.

But I was also terrified. Terrified because the police still had no idea that Silas was upstairs, his dead body already in the early stages of bloated, stiffening decomposition. That he was lying face-down behind the door to the Fuck Room, a torn Hermès scarf tied around his neck, the other part of the scarf looped around the automatic door closure, a crate of Arjan Vodka kicked out behind him.

The tear was sliding down my cheek, because I still had to wait. Because eventually, they would find me. Maybe they’d discover that the bump on his forehead didn’t quite match the spot where his face was smashed against the floor. Maybe they’d realize the mark around his neck was consistent with manual strangulation, not ligature strangulation. Maybe they’d know the scarf that supposedly killed him had come from Ophélie – and they’d figure out that I’d found this scarf left behind in the communal kitchen, the night we discovered the polaroids and the passports.

It was only a matter of time before everyone would realize that Silas was dead. And that I was the one who killed him. That I did it in cold blood.

But I was terrified for another reason, too. There was no doubt in my mind that Ophélie hadn’t thrown herself into the river. Ophélie was a fighter, maybe the toughest fighter I knew. She didn’t jump. She’d been pushed.

But Silas couldn’t possibly have pushed her last night. He was, unfortunately, too dead.

The bathroom door swung open. I could feel every drop of water I’d splashed onto my body turn to ice, the little rivulets prickling my skin. Someone had followed me downstairs. Someone had come to shut me up for good.

Yelena stepped into the bathroom, her arms outstretched, heading toward me like she was going to hug me. Or smother me. Her eyes were wet and shiny.

‘You okay? I was so worried—’

Behind her, the door swung open again. Cosmo stuck out his head.

‘Oh, sorry… I didn’t know… I thought…’

I ran over and threw my arms around his neck.

‘Stay with me,’ I whispered into his ear. ‘Don’t let me go.’




CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Three days. That’s how long it took to find Silas’ body. The same amount of time it had taken to find Ana-Maria Ciobanu’s body a year earlier.

What does death smell like after seventy-two hours?

This was the question I’d been afraid to plug into Google twelve months ago. I hadn’t wanted to taint my search history. And now, unfortunately, I had my answer. After seventy-two hours, death smells like rotting eggs and, weirdly, garlic?

The police were crawling all over the building, mainly interviewing key witnesses in the lobby, checking tips and clues, looking for Silas. Asking about altercations, erratic behavior. But no detective had questioned me yet and I wasn’t about to volunteer any information willingly on my own. I didn’t want to look too desperate.

For the past three days, I’d sat in front of my laptop, wanting very badly to search a few key questions. Namely: if a dead body is subjected to further decay, would that erase suspicious signs of foul play?

Obviously, I couldn’t research this shit. I was not an idiot.

In the end, I couldn’t take it anymore. I packed a bag and I took the elevator down to the lobby. On my way out, I stopped at the reception desk, a friendly smile firmly in place. Frederieke had refused to let business be derailed by Ophélie’s silly little homicide investigation and Silas’ ongoing manhunt. When the new receptionist showed up the day after the launch party, Frederieke put her straight to work. She was fresh-faced and nubile. Exactly Silas’ type.

‘Silvia, right?’ I extended a hand. I introduced myself, explained that I was staying in a room on the thirteenth floor, that we’d probably be seeing a lot of each other in the future.

‘Nice to meet you,’ she said.

‘Hey, Silvia, sorry to do this…’ I rested my elbows on the counter. ‘But I couldn’t help but notice a weird smell in my room. Is there something up with the gas lines?’

She raised her eyebrows, looking alarmed. ‘Gas?’

‘Yeah, definitely a gassy smell. Really intense. And maybe sulfur?’

‘Okay.’ She sighed, obviously put out. ‘I’ll go check it out.’

‘Great, thanks!’ I waved over my shoulder as I walked out the door.

This wasn’t entirely fair of me. Silvia had been working for CoHab for all of, what, two days? Maybe I should have felt bad about the trauma I was about to inflict on her. But you know what? Trauma happens to us all. It’s pretty un-fucking-avoidable.



I imagined it would take Silvia twenty minutes to trace the scent to the Fuck Room. I imagined the way she’d scream when she realized she couldn’t open the door all the way because it was blocked by Silas’ lifeless body. Another twenty minutes before the forensics team would arrive to analyze the scene.

Forty minutes total. This was the same exact amount of time it took me to get across town to Yelena’s apartment.

I rang the doorbell. She buzzed me up without answering.

I stepped out of the elevator on the sixth floor, shifting the heavy bag on my shoulder, then stopped in my tracks when I saw Frederieke leaning against the doorway to the apartment. She was barefoot, wearing shorts and a camisole that barely concealed her bulging belly. Her hair cascaded loosely over her shoulders. I’d only ever seen her wear it pulled taut against her skull, secured in a tight bun.

‘Hello, Skye…’ she said. I was shocked that she even knew my name. ‘This is a nice surprise.’

‘What are you doing here?’ I asked.

‘Excuse me?’ Frederieke burst out laughing. I’d never seen her smile before, let alone laugh. ‘What are you doing here? This is my apartment.’

‘No, it’s not. It’s Yelena’s.’

‘Nope, sorry, incorrect. My name is on the lease. Yelena was just staying here temporarily. I’ve had this apartment for years, ever since I was twenty-two years old.’

I tried to remember what I knew about twenty-two-year-old Frederieke. That she was a Victoria’s Secret model. That she’d tasted just a pinch of international fame.

‘Is Yelena here?’ I asked. I had a very specific plan in mind and I needed to stick to it. To be derailed now could cost me everything.

‘Afraid not.’ Frederieke made an exaggerated grimace, beckoning me closer. ‘Look, I am not supposed to talk about this. But I think the police are questioning her.’

‘For what?’ I asked, my voice tasting like chalk in the back of my throat.

‘What do you think? Probably something to do with Ophélie.’

Obviously this was what I’d thought. I’d thought this all along. That Yelena was Silas’ cleaner, his problem solver, his body disposer. But now I wasn’t so sure.

‘Can I please come in?’ I asked, trying to remain composed.

Frederieke gave me a look of incredulity. ‘Why do you want to come in?’

‘Yelena has my scarf. I want it back.’

‘Can’t it wait?’

‘No.’ I dropped my bag, the thud loud enough to convey how heavy it was. ‘I’m leaving town. Now.’

Frederieke eyed the bag, then studied me with pursed lips. ‘Where you going?’

I shrugged. ‘Dunno.’

‘When you coming back?’

‘Never.’

A wide smile broke out across her face. ‘You know, Skye, I’ve always liked you. You have the kind of face a person can really trust, you know? You remind me a bit of myself at your age.’ She swung the door open wider. ‘Come on in. I think you’ve earned the right to your scarf.’

I stepped into the hallway. A set of suitcases were lined up against the wall.

‘You’re leaving too?’ I asked.

‘Why would I leave now? I’ve got a business to run.’ She slipped ahead of me, into the living room. I followed her.

Enrique was on the couch, wearing nothing but boxers. He saluted when he saw me. My spine went rigid. I watched Frederieke climb on to his lap. He pushed her head gruffly to the side, brushed away her hair and ran his lips along her neck, like he was gnawing on her. Frederieke moaned, eyes closed.

I stood and watched because I knew that’s what they wanted from me. They wanted proof that they could openly flaunt their dirty secret in front of me without eliciting a reaction of any kind.

‘Those are Enrique’s suitcases in the hall,’ said Frederieke. ‘He’s also getting out of town.’

‘With Yelena?’ I asked innocently.

Frederieke’s eyes popped open, flashing rage. Good. I liked knowing I could knock her down if I needed to. Although, I made a mental note not to goad her any further. It didn’t seem like a good idea to get on her bad side.

‘Yelena has served her purpose. We don’t need her anymore.’ Frederieke turned her head and stuck her tongue down Enrique’s throat. Greedy, sloppy, making her claim to him official. Enrique kept his eyes fixed on me the whole time. I didn’t look away.

‘Don’t worry, this isn’t Silas’ baby,’ said Frederieke, rubbing her pregnant stomach. ‘It’s very convenient that I don’t have to hide my desires anymore. Thank you for that.’

‘Thank me?’ I raised an eyebrow. ‘Why me?’

‘I know you were the one who pushed Ophélie to go to the police, to get this all out in the open.’

‘Is that so?’ I cast an eye at the bedroom. Go, I reminded myself. Get the scarf and get out. But I couldn’t walk away from this, whatever it was. Frederieke was testing me. And maybe, I was also testing her. We were playing the game of brutal honesty. The first one to flinch loses. ‘If that were the case, wouldn’t you be mad at me? Doesn’t exposing Silas kinda ruin your life?’

‘You know what? I always thought it would. I thought once his girls came out and told their stories, I’d be ruined. I’d lose everything I ever worked for—’

‘Everything Silas ever worked for,’ I corrected her.

‘Same difference.’ She rolled her eyes. ‘I made a lot of sacrifices. I suffered trauma. I earned everything I’ve received.’

‘Haven’t we all experienced trauma?’

She shrugged. ‘Karma is what it is.’

Did she already know Silas was dead? Or was she talking about something else?

‘Karma killed Ophélie?’

Her eyes widened innocently. ‘I think, according to the police, Yelena killed Ophélie. Or at least, she hired Enrique to do the dirty work.’ She leaned over and ran a tongue along his neck. He smiled, forgiving the criminal implication. He didn’t seem too worried about it.

‘Same as she did for Iris,’ continued Frederieke.

‘But it wasn’t Yelena…’ The realization hit me like a crack in the mirror. Everything I thought I knew: shattered. ‘It was you.’

She shrugged. ‘I don’t know what you are talking about.’

‘You were the one who wanted them out of the way. So you could keep them from taking away the life you think you earned.’

Frederieke stiffened. ‘Careful, Skye. You can still walk away without getting hurt. This is a lucky opportunity for you. I would take it.’

‘Fine.’ I backed away to the bedroom. ‘I’ll just get my scarf and leave.’

I flung open the door to the bedroom, balking when I caught sight of the print above the bed. All this time, I’d thought the woman in the Anton Corbijn-like photograph was an anonymous model, but now I was struck with a jolt of recognition. This was Frederieke, around age twenty-two. Not only that, but it was a publicity still, a logo for Infinity Models on the bottom of the picture. Vincent’s company.

I didn’t feel sorry for Frederieke. At all. But I got it. It must be frustrating to go from someone who commanded adoration and attention to someone banished from the spotlight, forever condemned to be no more than an arm-piece, a powerful man’s forgettable wife. To see younger, prettier women kick her off her own pedestal. I could see how this might spark a murderous rage. But there was no way I could stand by and let her get away with it. I opened the drawer and rifled through the scarves, working quickly. I needed to get the hell out of this cursed apartment. I slammed the drawer shut.

I was on my way out when Frederieke reached out to touch my shoulder. I whipped around.

‘You know, for what it’s worth?’ She squeezed my arm. ‘I think Yelena really loved you. I think she was trying, in her own way, to protect you.’

‘Oh yeah?’ I pulled my arm away, shrugging off the lingering pressure of her touch, her filthy fingertips. ‘Then she should have done a better job.’




CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

I had that dream again, the one where my tooth crumbles and falls out of my mouth in little bits. It was the far back molar on the right.

The following morning, I was seated in the waiting room of the Prefécture de Police, on a bench of hard, unforgiving wood. When I ran my tongue along the side of my molar, I could feel a small but definite hollow in the enamel. I poked around back there with my tongue, feeling the jagged ridges, the place where my tooth was beginning to rot.

Earlier that morning, when I practiced my story, I forgot about the scarf. I plumped it now, puffing out the folds around my neck. I wanted to tell them this was his gift to me. But that he also used it to choke me when he came, aroused by the way I’d claw at his hands with panic.

A police officer approached, footsteps clacking across the worn gray tiles. His shoes were leather and very pointy at the toe. Clown shoes, Yelena would have called them. Under different circumstances.

‘Skye Sullivan?’ he asked.

I nodded and stood. He was tall, reasonably handsome, and friendly-enough looking for a French authority figure.

‘Detective Canet.’ He smiled, extended a hand. ‘Thank you for coming in today.’ And though everything about his demeanor was supposed to be reassuring, I could feel my heart racing, a familiar flight mode engaged.

Still, I forced myself to follow him down the hall, to his office, matching my own footsteps to the click of his leather clown shoes. He led me to a room with a warm wooden desk and a leather-upholstered guest chair that was more comfortable than I would have imagined. A soft, hazy light poured in from the slatted window blinds.

‘Can I get you a cup of tea?’ he asked.

I nodded.

Even once I was seated, letting the mug of hot tea warm my hands, I had to force myself to stay put, to breathe in through my nose, out my mouth.

I can do this.

I took a sip of tea and closed my eyes, letting the heat blaze down my throat and expand through my chest. I opened my eyes. Detective Canet was waiting, the smile on his face curious but not impatient.

‘Whenever you are ready,’ he said, with just the slightest trace of a lilting French accent.

‘Have you already heard about the dead girl from room 328?’ I asked. I removed the scarf from around my neck and draped it over the back of my chair. ‘Last year, in CoHab Amsterdam?’

The smile remained on the detective’s face, but now it acquired a frozen, plastic quality. There was just the slightest arch of an eyebrow, and this was all the encouragement I needed to fill the silence.

‘Her name was Ana-Maria. Ana-Maria Ciobanu. She was from Bucharest. She wanted to be a photojournalist. And…’ I looked him dead in the eye. ‘Frederieke killed her.’



The detective had taken diligent notes while I spoke, conscious not to interrupt me. I told him he could find the metal box of polaroids in the drawer in Frederieke’s apartment. Of course, I didn’t tell him I was the one who’d planted it there, just yesterday, when I picked out the scarf I was wearing today. I’d planted the passports and the videos there, too. Maybe Ophélie had been right after all. Maybe it was better for the police to find this evidence themselves, draw their own conclusions.

When the detective showed me the photo of the teal blue scarf wrapped around Silas’ neck, I confirmed I’d seen that same scarf in Ophélie’s possession once. I neglected to mention that she’d left the scarf behind in the communal kitchen, the night we discovered the polaroids.

The detective wasn’t convinced that Silas had hung himself. Turns out, I had been right to worry that I had left behind a messy crime scene, that everything about Silas’ suicide screamed murder.

But it also screamed Frederieke.

It definitely didn’t scream Skye. What would Skye Sullivan have to gain by killing Silas? There was no video evidence that he’d ever touched her. No reason to believe she had ever been one of his victims.

Besides: it’s always the wife.

Still, as a final gesture – what I liked to consider my parting gift – I pulled a flash drive out of my pocket and held it tentatively in the palm of my hand.

‘I… I wasn’t sure what to do with this. I found it a couple of months ago. In the suite, where Silas was—’ My voice, surprisingly, cracked. All on its own, no extra performance effort required. The stress, perhaps, of staying up all night the night before, revisiting each sickening video with squinted eye concentration, looking for a specific image that had vaguely haunted me for months for reasons I hadn’t been able to pinpoint. Until now.

‘Third video,’ I handed the detective the drive. ‘Four minutes and twenty-three seconds. You might find it interesting.’

I was referring to a particular moment, a specific frame – it’s the moment Silas ejaculates on Ana-Maria’s back and moans, God, I love you, as he comes. But if you pause right there, if you look closer at the reflection in the mirrored closet behind him, you’ll see someone else is in the room, too. It’s Frederieke, behind a camera and a tripod. I hadn’t recognized her before, with her loose wavy hair and her blazing eyes. Zoom in on her face and there was no mistaking the flash of fury in her expression. It looked like she wanted to kill him. It looked like she wanted to kill them both.

I had just walked out of the police station and crossed the street when my phone vibrated in my pocket. I pulled it out.

A message from Cosmo. 16:43 to Amsterdam?

I was of such little interest to the French police right now, they didn’t even care when I told them I had tentative plans to return to Amsterdam. Bien sûr, vas-y, bon voyage!

Sure, I texted Cosmo back. I’ll meet you there.


Don’t you need to come back to CoHab first? Get your stuff?



I thought about my room at CoHab. The sheets and throw pillows on the bed that belonged to CoHab. The two mugs on my desk, with the quotes ‘Only Dead Fish Go With The Flow’ and ‘Everything You Can Imagine Is Real,’ also owned by CoHab. Even my laptop was work-issued.

And in my closet, the first image I could conjure up was of a black leather motorcycle jacket. The one that originally belonged to Yelena. I thought of the wine glasses on the shelf, the ones Yelena had stolen from the Pulitzer Hotel.

Nah I’m good, I wrote back to Cosmo. Meet you at Gare du Nord. 16:15 at Paul Pâtisserie.

I slipped the phone back into my pocket.

Cosmo and I wouldn’t be living together, not officially. I’d just stay in his apartment in Amsterdam Oost for the time being, just until I could get a new job and get back on my feet. And then, I was going to do the one thing my mother warned against: I was going to put down roots. I was going to buy the kind of clothes that felt like me, all chunky sweaters and light, breezy summer dresses. Then I’d move on to tableware – fancy crystal wine glasses and earthy turquoise glazed plates, a sort of modern take on the kind of plates you’d find gathering dust on the open shelves of a French farmhouse. And I’d buy coffee mugs with quotes that sounded like me – ‘I’m a chocoholic only with booze’ or ‘Every time a friend succeeds a little part of me dies.’ It would be fun, all this shopping, all this curating. I could start to figure out who I was, the person I wanted to be.

I felt lighter as I moved down the street, slithering through pedestrian traffic. It was like I was uncoiling from myself, shedding my skin, finally emerging slick and renewed.
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