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      For my bold and fearless Luca. Thank you, gorgeous boy, for being the light of my life, and for inspiring me to write the stories I love.
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        The Hague, Netherlands

      

      

      Walking across the Hague stage reminded Freya Blue of running into a stinging nettle bush in her beloved Congo; uncomfortable at first, but once she resigned herself to the pain, entirely manageable. Applause echoed throughout the proscenium, but it seemed like background noise compared to the clacking of her heels across the stage. Her sister, Jules, had dressed her in a god-awful blue wool shift by a well-known Italian designer who championed her cause. What was the name? Giada? Giancarlo?

      She longed for the comfort of her trusty stained cargo pants as beads of sweat dripped from her bra line down to her stomach. Spotlights hit her eyes and it felt like she was staring into the sun. Speeches were easy for Freya. She rarely felt stressed when the work had to get done and important developments in her field had to be shared. But this audience was different; comprised not only of colleagues, but world leaders and noted environmentalists. What she said today would be shared on international news outlets, for the whole world to see. It could make her career. But she was using the podium for a different cause.

      The many faces of the Hague audience came into focus. Government delegates, notable environmentalists, and the world’s press had gathered for the three-day Environmental World Forum. Freya pulled at the clinging wool shift as an image appeared behind her: gorillas of the DRC she’d been researching and living with her entire life. As the thousand eyes stared back and the room quieted, Freya felt as though she was channeling her inner, rebellious teen, as though she was giving a big middle finger to the establishment that built her career. She grabbed the sides of the podium to steady herself. Maybe the pre-speech martini was a bad idea after all.

      “Hello. My name is Freya Blue and I’m here to talk about my work in the DRC, my home.”

      The audience clapped again. While many attendees were at the event to further a cause they were passionate about, others attended out of some silent obligation or promises to constituents. It wasn’t lost on her that her extensive study and documentation of primates and ancient cultures was only well known in her field’s inner circles. As an Oxford student, her nuanced discoveries linking maternal behaviors between chimpanzee mothers and human mothers and subsequent publications put her name on the primatology map.

      An isolated life in the jungle wasn’t headline news. Still, she was accomplished enough to get funding and do the work she loved. The renown at such a young age had the odd effect of constant guilt. Her father, Howard Blue, had conducted similar research throughout his life and remained in the background. It didn’t help that her sister, Jules, frequently reminded her that the fame was because she had privilege: pretty, dumb, blond privilege.

      Freya gripped her notecards and turned to gaze at the image behind her. Her mind went blank, and she pushed the notecards aside. This event was her only chance to speak about something more important; something that would likely fracture her career, while creating the kind of dramatic change every environmentalist needed.

      She’d waffled all morning about whether or not to take the chance. The expected speech was there in her notecards, in case she lost her nerve and couldn’t do it. Being here was riskier than dangling from any cliff in the Congo because human beings hid how they killed each other off, whether by slow public humiliation or plain exile. At least in the Congo she knew death wasn’t personal.

      Her eyes searched the proscenium as the prolonged silence turned awkward. Audience members shifted in their seats. The lights from mobile phones documented her extended pause and apparent deer-in-headlights stare. But Freya’s mind was back in the jungle. All she could think of was Nova. The proud lioness had caught a sixteen-year-old Freya unaware. In an instant, Freya knew what it felt like to know you were going to die, and then to be given another chance at life; to not be ripped apart by a pride protecting their young; to be chosen, instead, to protect them. This is about them. The move she was about to pull was career suicide. But in this foreign space with all these strangers, she couldn’t help herself.

      She looked to the sidelines where Jules stood and waved, a slight smile of encouragement crossing her lips. Fucking say something, you stupid cunt, she knew Jules was thinking. Impatience ran in the family. Freya’s eyes tracked to Jules’ trusty assistant, the young and eager Gemma. Freya nodded to Gemma and the new grad furiously typed into her computer. The light shifted behind Freya as the image of the DRC apes was switched out for another.

      Jules had worked her public relations connections to get Freya booked as one of the event headliners. She was always up for an impossible challenge. Jules thrived in pulling the delicate threads of high-profile people together. The terror of what might go wrong was why she got into the PR business in the first place. We are so different and yet the same, Freya thought. We both love a good disaster. The difference was that Jules excelled at fixing them, while Freya just blew everything up and then disappeared into the jungle.

      Freya heard the gasps and felt the energy of the room shift as the audience took in the new image. Her heart beat at a clip similar to the fight-or-flight response she often felt in the jungle. The image behind her was that of the United States’ Ambassador to the United Nations and former senator, John Haley. In the image, Haley had a deviant smile and clutched a hunting rifle. His other hand lay claim to the severed tusk of a rhinoceros. It was a side of Haley few knew about, and those who did were silenced. The beloved ambassador was known throughout the world for his empathy and progressiveness, as well as his devout Christian faith. He was the constant moderate liberals would deign to march with and conservatives would welcome to Sunday dinner.

      Until now.

      A sudden shift occurred in the center of the auditorium. Freya nodded to Gemma once more, and before Jules could snatch the laptop from her, a second spotlight clicked on. It was Haley. His team was urging him to stand. The ashen-faced ambassador stared at the image. Hushed murmurs turned to gasps as the celebrated humanitarian and honorary guest speaker for the event rushed through the aisle toward the exit. The spotlight followed him.

      “I think you all know this face,” Freya said. “We’re celebrating your humanitarian efforts this evening, aren’t we, ambassador?”

      Haley turned and smiled mid-aisle. The color returned to his face as he acknowledged Freya with his familiar, toothy grin. “Dr. Blue, I took part in no such activity. I think we can all agree that this image has been doctored.” Haley, the popular frontrunner for the upcoming presidential election, was urged on by his team.

      “I can assure you, Ambassador Haley. This photo wasn’t doctored. In fact, it was taken by your colleague and the current United States Vice President, Dean Craft.”

      A second image flashed behind Freya. It was a similar scene, but depicted Haley and Craft holding a casual conversation in front of the dead rhino. Gasps could be heard from the audience as Haley’s measured personality transformed to one of anger, and he exited the auditorium. Members of the audience documented the man’s shocking change in character with their smart phones. Once he’d left the scene, the audience’s focus shifted back to Freya.

      “I’m not here to point fingers. I’m here to protect the animals of my home. Ambassador Haley isn’t alone. As you can see, the sitting Vice President of the United States took part in this hunt. Haley is one of a growing number of politicians who publicly swear to defend places like the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Yet, in private, they hunt nearly extinct animals. These representatives sit on the boards of environmental non-profits, one of which hosted this event. Haley is not an anomaly. So, all I ask of you is this: Question your elected officials. Dig deeper. We all have skeletons in our closet. But which skeletons are we willing to live with if we want our homes and environments to survive? The rhino in this image is nearly extinct. Its tusks sell for hundreds of thousands on the black market. Haley and Craft paid for trackers to lead them into the jungle and kill it. Is that who you want representing you? For those of you who are here to listen to my discussion on the endangered animals of the Congo, you can find the entire lecture on the website of Virunga National Park, my home.” The website address flashed over the image of Ambassador Haley and Vice President Craft.

      “Thank you, and please continue your fights for our land and animals. It makes a difference.” Freya released her iron grip from the lectern and felt the blood return to her white knuckles. The audience sat in stunned silence as she left the stage.

      She wondered how many enemies she’d made. It’s okay. I’ll deal with it later.
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      Jules Blue never wanted kids. It seemed to her, after their mother passed, she was the only Blue family member with their amygdala fully intact. She took on the role of caretaker to her daydreamer of a father, Howard and her sister, Freya, whom she considered the wildest and most untended child in the world.

      As an adult, Jules quickly realized that the life she’d carved out for herself was still that of a caretaker, albeit a well-paid one. She opened up shop as a PR expert to the hapless, filthy rich one percent who often blew up their lives in the public eye. Instead of making dinner for her exhausted father or hunting down her wild sister, she reinvented A-list celebrities with sordid addictions and helped conservative politicians gain followers through tearful television confessions of dysfunction and a desperate desire to ‘do the work.’

      Correcting the rise and fall of notable people was an addiction; a fact she reluctantly admitted to her counselor and then denied in subsequent sessions. She had the power to make or break people with questionable values and practices. Lately the desire to muck up their personas was palpable. At the end of the day ninety percent of her clientele were terrible human beings.

      It just so happened that her own sister had now become one of the troubled ones. Freya took the parts of her life that were settled and easy and bashed them against a tree until they shattered. As a powerless teenager, Jules felt superior when Freya blew it. Now, well into adulthood, she found herself praying that her sister would stop driving her life about like a bumper car. The Hague event was Freya’s chance to reinvent herself, attract a younger audience, and speak from a more meaningful platform.

      Jules had squeezed every one of her political connections to get Freya in the spotlight she so deserved. There was something remarkable to Jules about how Freya remained in the Congo, carrying on the arduous work of their father. She deserved recognition. Jules and their other sister, Chidi, desperately wanted to see Freya move on to bigger things before she crossed the precipice of middle age and stopped trying, or worse—sank into depression and the bottle, like their father. The possibility was high, given Freya’s recent downward spiral after splitting from Logan, her husband of fifteen years.

      Signs of the split were apparent when Logan took a work assignment two continents away. It was the first crack in a deep friendship and love that had kept Freya on the straight and narrow for most of her young adult life. The two were inseparable since Freya met him on summer break from Oxford. Without Logan, she acted like an unmoored boat with a penchant for bashing up against a rocky shore.

      Jules recalled Howard on his deathbed, slurring missives into Logan’s ear while Freya hacked at bamboo in the backyard with a machete. Hold tight to Freya. Your bond goes back lifetimes. One’s heart beats a bit slower without the other, you see. Logan had held his hand and lifted the flask of gin to his lips when Chidi wasn’t looking. Logan turned out to be the son Howard never knew he wanted.

      When Jules was nervous, which was rare, her fingers tapped against her body at a ridiculous pace. She’d learned, from years of kickboxing classes, not only that she liked to hit things to relieve stress, but how to calm the fight-or-flight response. The tick-tick-tick of her heart sped up and matched the movement of her fingers. Had there been a punching bag nearby, she would’ve gone to town.

      Jules and her assistant, Gemma, stood on the sidelines as Freya walked to the podium. She’d forced the longtime field researcher to practice walking around her flat in the Manolos she’d lent her for the event. Jules recalled the audible exhale she’d emitted as she watched her sister clumsily make her way around the flat. She’d instantly ordered Thai, another self-preservation tactic.

      Despite the pre-lecture jitters, Freya was doing well. She could turn it on in the moment and act like a woman, even if it was all fake. Jules had taken the bottle of wine away from her early the previous night. Fucking Howard, Jules thought to herself. It was easier to blame their father for everything that went wrong in life, especially when he was dead and couldn’t defend himself.

      Jules noted Gemma’s breath rising as Freya stepped to the podium. The earnest assistant had come to her from her alma mater, Cambridge. Jules was loyal to three things in her life: her family, her clients, and her beloved Cambridge. She’d plucked the young woman right from graduation, having recognized her strong bent toward problem solving and technology. She had an engineer’s mind, while Jules moved in broad strokes. Jules could picture the solution to the problem; Gemma assembled the step-by-step instructions so she could get there.

      The young assistant looked up at Jules and smiled awkwardly, then returned her gaze to Freya. They’d run through the event five times back at the office and once onstage before the audience filed in. But for some reason, beads of perspiration lined the usually unflappable young woman’s forehead. She must not like the pressure of public situations, Jules thought. Hmm… she’ll get used to it.

      Jules’ focus returned to Freya, who stood at the podium, frozen. Jules counted the seconds in her head. Since she and Logan had separated, Freya delved deep into her research, becoming somewhat of a recluse. The invitation to speak at The Hague was a once-in-a-lifetime and career-defining opportunity that would hopefully also serve to revive her sister. Come on. Come on, say something. Say something now.

      It was then that Freya turned and glanced at Gemma. Without acknowledging Jules, Gemma typed something into her laptop, and the next moment, all Jules could hear were gasps from the audience.

      Jules’ jaw dropped and the fight or flight kicked in. Her gaze flitted from the podium to a guilty-looking Gemma, who stared straight on, her face ashen.

      “What is this… what’s happening?”

      Gemma looked like she might be sick. “Freya asked me—”

      “She asked you what?” Jules whispered, frantic. “What? I told you not to listen to my sister. She’s been hanging about monkeys too long.”

      “We have to save them.” Gemma’s face looked pained as she glanced at the image behind Freya, the one that was causing the audience to pull out their phones.

      Jules had been solely focused on Freya until she saw the image they’d posted. “Aww… no… no, you bloody idiot.”

      There she was, blowing it all up. Just like she had when they were kids. Always getting them into scrapes or trouble with their father. Jules had always been the fixer until she’d learned, at far too young an age, that Howard was flat-out unreliable. It’s hard when you realize that your parents aren’t superheroes; that they’re not right about everything; that the people you put on pedestals are just people—fallible people who make huge mistakes.

      Jules was laser focused on Freya’s next move. Otto, the Hague’s event director, was storming toward her. She found herself manhandling Gemma, pushing her toward the backstage. “Get Davies. Now.”

      Gemma had set down her laptop moments before and was seemingly prepared for Jules to strangle her. “Dominic Davies?”

      “What other Davies do you think I’m talking about? Get him on standby. He’ll go on in two minutes.”

      “But… he has security… and, and handlers.”

      It was true that getting the Deputy Prime Minister to speak at a moment’s notice was a great challenge.

      “Say the words ‘Cambridge study sessions with Jules.’” Jules heard Freya’s voice in the background, but she was forced to face Otto’s wrath. “And if you say those words to anyone else—”

      “You will end me,” Gemma said, before darting around Otto and running off.

      “Make her stop,” Otto whispered, frantic. He looked like a child whose doll had been taken away. “Make it stop now. You told me she was talking about extinction!”

      Freya was leaving the stage. Jules finally drew a breath when she saw a ruffled Dominic Davies preparing to take her place. He flashed her a pained smile and waved. Gemma stood behind him as his assistant straightened his tie and a makeup artist dusted the sheen off of his perspiring brow. Gemma gave a thumbs up and an announcer interrupted the audience’s stunned silence to announce that Davies would be speaking. Sparse clapping could be heard as he walked to the podium and flashed his megawatt smile.

      Freya joined her sister in the wings and Jules recalled that feeling when they were kids just before she would smack her across the skull. But this time, Freya hadn’t taken away one of her toys. She hadn’t insulted a boyfriend. She’d accused a U.S. Presidential hopeful, the moderate Republican and supposed activist, John Haley, of being a prize hunter.

      The aftermath would be devastating. Despite the altruistic nature of her intent, this would end badly on a public scale for Freya. She would be lucky to ever work again. Haley had ties to every international political outlet and most environmental associations. People forget, Jules was known to say to her clients. And in those moments where they themselves are horrible people, they tend to forgive. In other words, Haley would survive this episode and live to see another day. After all, he was a man—a white man. White men still ruled the world. But there would be a reckoning for Freya. Decades of study and published works would be overshadowed by the public’s view: that of a washed-up, middle-aged researcher—and a woman at that.

      As Davies delivered one of his usual stale lectures, Jules was able to calm the frantic Otto, who had done her a great favor by booking Freya as a headliner. Spin. Spin it. This was when Jules was at her best. She could convince the world that the blue pill was really green and that they should take the blue pill; that bad people were actually great people.

      Otto’s expression shifted to one of gratitude. She pointed to the white-collared Davies, who was onstage and speaking, desperate to keep their sweaty Cambridge nights a dark secret; the ones where he was courting Jules and his future wife at the same time. Jules had discovered his double dealing and chucked him immediately. He’d cheated the wrong woman. Payback would be a life sentence.

      Jules was taken out of her reverie by Freya squeezing her hand. This was code for ‘get me out of here.’ Freya hated the spotlight. She only lectured for the benefit of the animals she loved so dearly. Jules wrapped up with Otto and dragged Freya through hallways of gawkers, some clamoring for a picture or an autograph from the now-infamous woman who had singlehandedly, if only temporarily, hampered Haley’s dreams of building a Camelot of the South and potentially, his presidential bid.
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      Freya felt her body finally exhale as the side stage shielded her from the audience’s gaze. A stark realization hit her. It’s over. Or was a new phase of life just beginning; one where she fully inhabited the feeling of being an outsider, rejected from a pack she’d never belonged to in the first place? She’d felt her pulse rise as she’d nodded to Gemma. The decision to move forward with her plan was made in a split-second. She’d written a list of pros and cons, and, despite the cons quickly overtaking the pros, decided to move forward with outing Haley. Now that it was over, she felt the disappointing fall, the inevitable dealing with repercussions.

      In convincing herself to out Haley, she assumed that most people had the same empathy for sentient beings that ruled her own value system. She imagined she would simply escape into the jungle and allow Jules to band-aid her image, for whatever it was worth. What Jules hadn’t been able to instill in her yet was that most people were awful, and it was the stark minority that was preventing civilization from falling into complete depravity. Look to history, Jules had said. Outright cruelty is just no longer a part of the social contract. But rest assured, women are placed on tiny stakes every day to die a slower death. At least Joan got it over with in one go.

      Jules gave her the look. That of a disappointed mother; the same look she’d given her back in the DRC when Jules had gotten them out of trouble with their teachers, Kinshasa authorities, but especially with their father, who was easy to convince because he was usually drunk. She would spin stories until Howard remembered the past incorrectly, just so they wouldn’t get grounded. Freya called it the Blue Sickness; the determination to win an insurmountable situation. It was a condition their oddball father had instilled in them from the time they were young. As little girls, he dragged them into the jungle, desperate to bond with a specific pack of gorillas, likely drunk the whole time.

      Otto turned to Freya, irate. “Haley was the keynote speaker!” He turned to Jules. “Does she even realize? What were you thinking in bringing her to me? I have an hour of live programming to fill.”

      Jules was in her element; the sickness firmly taking over. “Freya is a rule-breaker, Otto. You knew that when you booked her.”

      “You pushed her on me,” Otto said. “You pushed and pushed… and now my career is over!”

      “No, darling, it’s not.” Jules placed her arm around Otto and led him away from the stage. Freya was urged into motion by Jules’ free hand yanking her along. “Otto, this is just the beginning. It’s you who put the dull World Environmental Forum on the map. Do you realize the hits you’re getting right now? Darling, you’ll be getting a promotion before I’m through singing your praises.”

      Otto glanced at her, confused. “What is this?”

      Gemma shoved her phone in his face to show him the social media focusing on the event.

      “Otto, you booked the ‘it’ girl of the environmental revolution,” Jules said, wrapping her arm over his shoulder and guiding him to the hallway. “She’s here to make a difference. Take a stand against infamy. And you were instrumental in that.”

      “She was supposed to speak for an hour!” Otto said. “Now I have an audience sitting there, and there’s her hour and Haley’s hour to fill… I don’t understand how you think this is a good thing.”

      “Darling!” Jules said, laughing, pointing at Davies. “See? It’s taken care of!”

      Otto glanced at the stage where Dominic Davies had stepped in.

      “All part of the grand plan, darling Otto. Your name will go down in history, and it’s the right side of history. Now get to work. You can thank me later.”

      After considering Jules’ opinion, a flustered Otto embraced her and gave her a fervent kiss on each cheek. “I’ll see you at cocktails later.”

      “Of course, darling,” Jules said, waving goodbye as he stalked off.

      “It’s an absolute marvel to watch you work,” Freya said.

      Jules’ face darkened as she turned to Freya and Gemma. She grabbed Freya by the shoulder. “You, come with me. And you… clean this up,” she said to Gemma, who nodded and clutched her laptop to her chest.

      Jules ushered Freya along, gripping her wrist and pulling her through the gathering fans. “Thank you! Freya’s on her way to another event. Thank you.”

      Once the fanbase thinned, Jules unleashed on her in a pained whisper, through a clenched smile. “What in the bloody hell were you thinking?”

      “I just… it seemed right. It felt right.”

      Jules stopped and pulled Freya into a nearby utility closet. “Felt right? Don’t you usually jump before you think? Since when do you stop to assess feelings? Don’t forget what Papa always said.”

      “Feelings get you killed,” Freya said.

      “Because if you stopped and used logic, you would’ve determined that outing a bloody presidential hopeful was career suicide! All you had to do was give a bloody lecture. Not tip the whole Hague on its arse!”

      “Then he shouldn’t have tracked and shot a nearly extinct animal!”

      Jules rubbed her brow. “I’ve got the CIA, the Republican National Convention spokespeople, the New Yorker and all of this… blowing up my phone!”

      Freya dared to place a palm on Jules’ back. “Come on, sis. You love a good challenge.”

      Jules’ expression remained dark, and Freya quickly glanced around them to make sure there weren’t any weapons available for Jules to pummel her.

      Instead, Jules screamed into a bag of laundered linens. “Total Freya! Act and think about it later. Jules will clean it up. Well, this time you may have not only screwed your own career, but mine as well.”

      “You’ll just have to come and live with me in the jungle.”

      “Never will you ever—”

      “See me in that cesspool of a jungle again,” Freya said, cutting Jules off. “Yes, yes, we know. And we still love you. Miracle.”

      “I have central air conditioning and heating. I don’t own a fly swatter, because any bugs that dare enter my penthouse are sucked into my ventilation system. I have a ventilation system. You most definitely do not.”

      “But you don’t have any gorillas to cuddle with,” Freya said. “What is life without—”

      “I have a portrait of dear Binta hanging in my office. I say goodnight to him every night. I don’t need monkeys.”

      “Poor you.” Freya smirked.

      “You just… you don’t get the gravitas of what you’ve done. Not only to Haley. But to yourself.” Jules took a deep breath, exhaled, and opened the door to the utility closet to find a group of reporters clamoring for a word. They called out Freya’s name and Jules ushered her past them.
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