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PART1

PROLOGUE
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“Is Princess Calathea going to die, Daddy?”

“Of course not, my love. She’s going to remember her way home and return to her castle.”

“Doesn’t she have a beautiful prince to save her?”

“She’s too little for a prince, dear. The song will guide her out of the enchanted, dark forest. She just needs to keep singing it so no scary creature, upon hearing the melody, dares to come near.”

“Is the song magical?” 

“It is.”

“Will you sing it for me, Daddy?”

“I will, my love. But first, let’s fix your pillow so you can lie comfortably. There. Now, close your beautiful eyes and try to fall asleep. In your dreams, we will find the princess and sing this song to help her.”

“Daddy?”

“Yes, my love.”

“If we don’t sing, will the princess be lost forever?”

“I promise we will sing this song every time the princess loses her way. She’ll hear it and follow it back to her castle.”

“And we will save her?”

“Yes, my love, we will. Now sleep. It’s late.” 

“Good night, Daddy.”

“Good night, my princess.”

***
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​​I remember the exact moment I noticed her: the world around that small figure blurred in an instant, as if my vision had clicked on it like a computer mouse, singling her out for a closer review. ​​​It was a bright, bustling morning, no different from the other bad-breath mornings filled with dull, yawning faces, in​​ a class where we, the creative writers, mingled with other groups—but mostly rubbed elbows with journalists, the overconfident neophytes, ever generous with unfitting compliments and tablet gums.

​And there she was, slouching in her seat. ​I didn’t see her face since I was behind her, but there was something strange about her motions, something repulsively pleasant about that dark aura... darker than her black hair... blacker than the feathers of a crow. ​The thin straps of her grey bra pressed tightly against her smooth skin, the narrow shoulders, the exaggerated, flamboyant movements... 

I didn’t like the way she made me feel.

Have you ever witnessed the unsettling commotion some people create to draw attention to themselves? Well, she was always an attention-seeker, a professional self-promoter, who cunningly captured my attention, stealthily compelling me to immortalise her, not just in my memories but in this very prose. You cannot fathom how disconcerting that is—more unnerving than this entire bloody story I went with her through!

Back in my student days at George Washington University, I was among the most popular girls on campus. I can’t say she wasn’t popular, but her allure wasn't rooted in her appearance. She was unnoticeable—yes, until she noticed you. She possessed an uncanny ability to captivate anyone with the negative charm she carried, masking a profound charisma beneath. She could snatch your attention in an instant, and before you knew it—BOOM! You were hers! 

She had moves, and she was armed: sharp-tongued, provocative, seductive, obscure, intriguing. Uncommon?! Yet her deadliest weapon was her sense of humour, which she wove into everything she did. She could’ve looped a noose around your neck while telling a joke—and believe me, you’d have laughed. 

Uncommon!

She was a 'sympathy at second sight' type. The sort of persona who never seems beautiful at first glance, but the more you come to know them—and the more they speak to you—with every laugh, with every carefully crafted phrase, they enchant your mind and consciousness further. Eventually, you begin to perceive them as the most attractive and lovely creatures in the world, and even their facial features seem to shift, becoming more comely.

We were nothing alike: I was a tall, blonde, with hazel eyes and pale skin, descended from noble origins, as my excessively British father loved to restate. I adored all things classic: my hair, my attire, my manner of speech. My family was classic; my life quintessentially so. 

Speaking of my father, he was one of the most esteemed figures in the arts on the East Coast—a renowned patron and collector of fine art and literature. Edgar Farrington, an aristocrat from Farrington Manor in Yorkshire, northern England, had married my mother, Elena Rizzo, a provincial Italian woman of breathtaking beauty. She was gorgeous, my mom. The most elegant woman I had ever known. Father often likened her to Monica Bellucci—a comparison that was strikingly accurate. ​

Father was quite handsome too; he almost looked as if Gordon Ramsay had had Botox. His face was far too unlined for a man his age. Perhaps because he bore the title of ‘Lord'. No, seriously! He really was a lord, though mindful of the US government’s prohibition on noble titles at the time, he humbly but reluctantly kept his title within his own circle—a circle that encompassed nearly the entire North American aristocracy. Yet anyone acquainted with his lineage knew it well, and hearing him addressed publicly as Lord Farrington was far from unusual. Such acknowledgements pleased him immensely, for he revelled in being exalted. ​However, he never reciprocated such adoration or exaltation—for a simple reason: he was far too well-bred to indulge in such trifling sentiments. 

Oh, yes, I almost forgot! He was also misogynistic. In his deep, profound conviction, a noble man’s sole purpose was to lead and rule, but women were only created to fulfil and entertain. That is why, with two daughters and no son, he groomed the eldest to be an author and the younger one an artist. Neither of us really liked what we did.

And then, her...

She was the opposite of me; she was a mysterious, enigmatic night...

She had tan skin and black, impenetrable eyes that betrayed no emotion, a delicately curved nose, and full, saturated lips. She resembled Esmeralda but would’ve definitely chosen Frollo over Quasimodo, for she never chose the weak. She was significantly shorter than I, yet sturdily built, if one ignored her slightly varus legs and the conspicuously large knees, which were constantly on full display in embarrassingly tiny skirts and shorts. 

You’d never guess her shoe size, since she exclusively wore hideous designs of UGGs and Crocs—the most tasteless footwear ever created. Actually, her taste was abysmal in most things, except, surprisingly, for the interior of her apartment. Situated not far from the university, it was spacious and elegantly furnished, adorned with decors that hinted at an unexpectedly refined aesthetic. She lived there alone. Her mother remained in her hometown of Guthrie, Oklahoma, while she resided in Washington, DC, pursuing her ambitions of becoming a successful journalist.

The last time she saw her father was when she hitched a ride on his DNA express to her mother’s egg. She had never seen a single photograph of him or learned his name. Her mother claimed he had died, but she never cared enough to confirm the truth of that story. The only thing she seemed to truly care about was her career. Her loftiest aspiration was to become a renowned TV host. 

We had known each other since freshman year, and from the very beginning, when an inner circle of nine or ten girls coalesced, she was among us. Notably, she was the sole member of our circle who did not hail from a wealthy family; her tuition was covered by a government-sponsored grant programme, and her rent was paid through a housing assistance scheme.

​She wasn’t someone who could’ve been easily made to feel shy, though. She was a true 'cliquete'—a social climber. She had the nerve to keep pace with the spoiled daughters of privilege, seamlessly fitting in. Always fitting in! Quick to learn, adept at imitation, she navigated her world with calculated precision. As a journalist, her talents were undeniably mediocre, yet her relentless drive and hustling prowess were nothing short of remarkable. She was an overachiever. A brilliant one!

Our inner circle composed creative writers, journalists, and artists, and we mingled freely, strolling the corridors together, gossiping about boys and 'extras'—a term we used for girls deemed too ordinary. My home in Cleveland Park became a convenient haven free from interruption: my father was often absent or indifferent, my mother largely disengaged, and my younger sister blissfully oblivious. The gatherings typically happened when we were doing group projects or on long weekends. I celebrated two of my birthdays surrounded by them in that very house, and she was always among the company—inevitably as ever.

The group of spoiled rich girls endured but two fleeting years. By the third year, with only a handful of common classes remaining, the natural course of time and circumstance gradually led us to drift apart.

***
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The day this story started, she leaned in from behind my ear and spoke with the absurdist sarcasm we had always shared.

“Are you awake?” she whispered, shaking my shoulder with pretence, as if rousing me from sleep. We were in a class workshop, enduring one of our classmates droning on with her tedious essay about civil rights.

I scoffed quietly.

“I can smell her from here,” she kept muttering.

“She stinks, huh?” I replied, keeping my head straight, still looking at the lousy girl.

“Pffff,” she snorted, “this damn Rosa Parks is musty.” 

And we laughed.

That one-liner marked the beginning of our short but dramatic friendship. We became inseparable, bound until the day everything unravelled. Entire days were spent in one another’s company, followed by late-night calls to prolong our endless chatter. We giggled incessantly, confided our secrets, shed tears, and embraced, quarrelled, and reconciled. We were utterly captivated by each other, and that mutual 'soulmate feeling' we both sensed tightly bonded us together, strengthened with each passing day.

But there was a little problem—my family didn’t like her. Not because she was from an 'odd' family (as my father liked to label all the families that didn't meet his criteria of the concept of a 'proper' family, with both parents obligatorily present, regardless of whether they were divorced or one of them had the audacity to be dead). ​They didn't like her because her provocative aura evoked antipathy in many, always casting her as the antagonist. A loathsome persona—that’s who she was. Yet one you would have rooted for nonetheless. Much like Tom Ripley: cunning, envious, morally bankrupt, but somehow still captivating in their own dark, elusive way. My sister, borrowing a term she had picked up from me, often called her a 'bootleg' when she wasn’t within earshot, because of her habit of copying my looks and mannerisms. I frequently lent her my designer bags or clothes, though she could scarcely fit into them with her huge bottom. I even let her keep some of these items, and that made my sister even more annoyed with our friendship. Her sarcastic tone and rude behaviour towards Hyacinth were the reasons for our constant disagreements and fights.

​​Oh! I forgot to mention her name. Hyacinth. Hyacinth Mascaaw. It’s pronounced like Russia’s capital, but with a last syllable dramatically stretched out. Quite an unusual name, huh? Well, she was as unusual as her bloody name...

I'm going to start this story from the exact day Cinthy approached me with her 'musty' joke.

I promise, you’ll hate it.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER I
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The workshop class ended, and Cinthy invited me to meet her at a club that evening, where, as she told me, her boyfriend worked. ​I drove home and showered for a while, humming my favourite jazz melodies, hoping I'd enjoy some of them that night at the club. 

After putting my Chanel dress and flats on, setting up the navigation, and spending about thirty tiresome minutes on the road, I finally arrived at a damn rock club named The Basement, where the most expensive drinks cost $12. The place smelled like an old man's badly washed armpit. It was dark and cramped with cheap-looking tables and no better-looking people, and the music was so loud you couldn't even hear your own voice. A crazy-haired short guy was dancing on the stage with a wired microphone in his hand, during a suspiciously long and underwhelmingly primitive interlude. I was not sure if he was supposed to be the singer or just someone from the hammered crowd who had convinced the administration that his performance was going to be legendary. In addition to all of that, Cinthy wasn't answering my calls. ​

Looking around bewildered, critically avoiding any kind of interaction or eye contact with the stinky, cheerfully gathered throng, I decided to find her on my own—and within minutes I was already regretting my bloody life. Don’t get me wrong, I've never been an introvert, but it truly wasn't the most convenient place to scream “HYYYAAACIIIIIIINTH” like a bloody magpie, waving my blonde hair in a perfectly ironed, classy dress in the middle of the spit-smelling crowd, their heads wrapped in red bandanas. That would've looked too... let’s say, odd. 

Cinthy was still nowhere to be found, and thank God, everyone was drunk enough to mind their own business and not to notice that a princess, straight from the ball, was standing by the stage, confused, trying to decide whether to run for a faster escape or to crawl to make it safer. I was leaning towards running when I finally saw Cinthy approaching me, wearing a short, tight, black latex skirt, which I hated at once. When she came closer, she was nearly taller than I, which was strange.

Then I looked at her shoes.

“GIRL, IS YOUR PERFORMANCE NEXT—ON THE STRIPPER POLE?” I screamed so she could hear me through those sodomy noises.

“YES, AFTER YOUR MOM,” she shrieked back, and forced a shot into my mouth so fast I didn't even have time to curse her ancestors out. I began to choke and cough, desperately gulping oxygen into my flooded respiratory passages, when I heard someone's shouting from behind.

“SOOO, THIS IS THE FAMOUS ARIA FARRINGTON!” sounded a tender, dramatic baritone voice, resonating like the down passage in G major from The Nutcracker.

I turned around, and before me stood a tall, Hispanic-looking, handsome man—the kind you usually see only in hopelessly crude Venezuelan telenovelas. He looked like Antonio, who kidnapped Pedro's wife, Isabella, held her hostage for five years—making her fall in love with him—and then abandoned her for another Isabella, who appeared to be younger, had a husband too, and was also easy to kidnap. At the end of the show, they all, usually, happen to share the same father.

With a sour expression on my face because of that damn unrecognisable drink that bitch had crammed into my mouth, I gasped for air, barely managing to scream back, “I'M NOT FAMOUS—MY FATHER, MAYBE, IS!” while showing something closer to a snarl.

“FOR YOUR FATHER, THEN?” he sang again with a raised shot, modulating to a higher pitch and winking at me like Antonio.

I turned to Cinthy and mouthed 'WTF'; she neighed like a wild horse and pulled me to a dirty table on the corner, full of half-empty glasses and bottles. Pouring into a shot glass some more drink from a bottle that looked like tequila (I guess), she took it with her thumb and index finger, as if it were something very fragile, then suddenly came so close to my face it gave me a split second of suspicion that she was going to kiss me. I flinched back instinctively; my manners wouldn’t have let me become involved in a same-sex osculation. At least not after only one shot.

After gulping the liquid, she howled into my face, “THAT'S RAAFAA,” as the ear-splitting music amusingly coincided to stop exactly before her howl. Her voice was hoarse, and it cracked on 'RAA-FAA'. ​That utterly talentless squawk echoed through the entire club and was so comical that we both burst into tears, holding our stomachs so they wouldn't pop. 

​I’m not going to dwell on the details, as nothing of significance happened that day at the club. The real fireworks came later that night. At age twenty-two, for the first time in my life, I drank so much tequila that, returning home after 3:00 am, I stepped on my sister's Persian cat, vomited on my mother's Persian carpet, woke up the entire household, and my non-Persian father, who had never even raised his voice to me or my sister, straight up yelled academical insults for twenty minutes while my mother and sister were helping me to get back to my senses. He didn't even let my mother call emergency services because he was a man of perfect reputation and would never allow any scandal to touch his spotless surname. So I had no other choice but to not die that night.

***
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The next day, I met with Cinthy at the university again. During the lecture, after laughing at the night adventures of my 'homecoming', she told me about that guy Rafa. Rafael Arana was an Argentinian immigrant. His family escaped from Argentina in 2009, due to the Mexican drug war spilling over into their country. Mexico’s drug war began influencing Argentina as Mexican cartels expanded operations, using the country as a hub for drug production, trafficking, and money laundering. This spillover brought heightened violence and corruption to Argentina’s criminal underworld. Rafa’s father was killed in unknown circumstances, and he and his mother evaded persecution and somehow made it to the USA. Blah blah blah, blah blah, blah blah.

“Do you think he might be messing with me for passport reasons?” she said quietly, looking at the lecturer, who spoke gibberish to us.

“Love at first visa chance?” I responded, looking in the same direction. “I thought he was more into boys.”

“Shut up!” she said, revealing her perfectly aligned white teeth.

Those teeth were, probably, her sole superiority over me. “He needs a passport; I need a man's support,” she said, making it sound like a rhyme. “Everything is perfectly fair.”

I made this 'oh, please' face, and she smiled again.

“Did you see that Rolex on his wrist?” she whispered. “He has two! And he always carries a lot of cash in his pockets, although he doesn't work. He's generous and buys me stuff. His dad was definitely a member of the cartel that killed him. How much do you think he inherited?”

“You said he worked at that club?!” I asked, ignoring her last ridiculous question.

“I lied.”

She laughed. That was weird.

“So you’re with him just for personal benefit? No love involved?”

“Wow! Morals?” Her face twisted. “He's no better. Do you really think he loves me? Did you see him yesterday? He hits on every single moving object with female genitalia. Having a husband like that, and loving him unconditionally, won't make me happy, believe me.”

​I forced a laugh, although it unsettled me more than it should have. “So you're basically just robbing him.”

“Robbing a robber is not robbing. It's robin-hooding.”

“For 'robin-hooding', you must give away the robbed money to people in need, Cinthy. In this case, it's just robbing.”

It sounded more like an accusation, and she changed her facial expression, the sly smile instantly evaporating from her full, dark lips. ​The muscles around her throat appeared incredibly tense, and she swallowed twice—each gulp uncomfortably loud—adding an odd tension to the moment. I believed it struck a nerve, but I didn't regret it. She was wrong, and I wanted her to realise that.

“How long have you known him?”

She took out a pen and pretended to copy down the lecture, writing random words in her notebook. 

“Since September,” she finally said.

“For three months?!” I ripped loose again, ignoring her nervous behaviour. “And you're already thinking of marriage? Did you meet his family?”

“He has no family, Ari. Only a mom.”

Her rigidity deepened as she nervously scratched at something in her notebook. I watched her, trying to read her mind.

“Did you meet his mom?” I asked. 

“No.”

She began to irritate me, and I sensed I was provoking the same reaction in her. Her words were completely nonsensical. “Did you meet his friends?”

“I don't need to.” She cut me short. “Will you st—”

“Oh, God, Cinthy! Are you serious?” My temper burst out uncontrollably. “Either you’re not telling me everything, or you’re the most naive girl I've ever met. I didn't like him the moment I saw that gelled, glossy hair glued on his trapezoid head. He looked sly and unreliable. I wouldn't have even realised he was someone you were in a relationship with if you hadn't told me about it earlier that day. There wasn't even any tiny bit of chemistry between you both. Is that a mutual deal or what?”

She let me finish my unsolicited moral lesson, not even trying to interrupt. I was almost screaming in a falsetto and really had no clue as to why something that was exclusively her own business made me so upset. Typically, I maintained control over my emotions, and we were not even close enough yet for me to be triggered into reacting so intensely over a matter that did not concern me. Suddenly, she flung her pen onto the desk, and, after snapping at a girl with an unnaturally narrow face who was trying to hush us, she turned to me and stared dead into my eyes...

Frequently, I recalled the empty blackness inside those eyes—the nothingness, the void. She could have masterfully portrayed any emotion in them, matching the situation and serving her the best.

In a full voice and with no concern about being overheard, Cinthy turned to me and looked directly into my eyes. “I am not stupid, Ari! He is!”

One night, when I was about nine or ten, I was watching a documentary with my father on National Geographic. The episode was about a lioness and her cub, who were attacked by two massive male lions intent on killing the cub. The mother was fighting with all her strength. She was tearing herself apart, not knowing how to oppose both male lions, each twice her size. Her plight was so heartbreakingly tragic, so utterly undeserved. Eventually, the two beasts killed the cub, and when the cameramen zoomed in on the lioness' face, I saw her eyes... I could've sworn they were crying. I will never forget the look of that face: the wild pride and muted mourning in her gaze. She was suffering, and even as a child, I could clearly see that. 

Her sorrow broke my heart, and I asked my father why the filming crew hadn’t helped them. Father gently calmed me and explained that interfering with the laws of nature was forbidden. He said that these things happen constantly in the wild, and even if you had the right to intervene, you couldn’t save every innocent animal. It would've led to a catastrophe. The strong always killed the weak. That's natural and will always be, despite being unfair or even cruel. 

​As a child, I enjoyed documentaries and had seen many brutal scenes from the animal kingdom, even after that episode that left me so deeply moved. But that one lioness, I will remember for the rest of my life, for she was truly unique. She was different.

The discussion with Cinthy was over that day, because I was too mesmerised, maybe mesmerisingly horrified, by the face I saw at that moment. That was not the face of a twenty-one-year-old student who dreamed of one day sitting behind the news desk on CNN. That was the face of a lioness whose cub had just been killed...
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CHAPTER II
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Our family occasions always felt more like obligations than celebrations. They were attended by many influential figures who would arrive in their luxurious carriages, exuding an air of importance and arrogance. Mother, who came from a traditional Italian family and strongly valued family legacies, would always act like a squirrel-maniac, skipping and jumping through the corridors, giving instructions to the serving staff. “Elena! Elena!” Father would shout. “Leave it, my love. Polly will take care of it. Come, see who's here to greet you!” 

Father always referred to me, my sister, and my mother as 'my love' when someone very important was around. The rest of the time, we were just Aria, Mary, and Elena, nothing more, nothing less. “Mary, my love,” he would call to my younger sister, “come downstairs. Danny is here and asking for you. Take him to your room and show him the new books you've got.” 

Although Mary was already sixteen, he still perceived her as a child who played games with friends' kids when they came to visit. I was certain he didn't even know precisely how old Mary was. Mary hated that Danny boy, the son of Father's closest friend and companion in business, Daniel Clarks-Winfield. After three unsuccessful marriages, Danny was his only child, and was so spoiled you could've killed him with a dull knife and still not have gone to hell for it.

I never liked either our events or the people who frequented them. That crowd was insincere and overly flattering, wearing artificial, meaningless smiles on their expensive faces, and they were all wealthier than we were. In truth, we were far from wealthy. Father's illness knocked him off his feet, and we lost almost everything we owned. Yet, he still retained his title, status, and connections within elite society, which kept us important enough to be counted among their friends.

On January 17th, just a month away, Father was set to turn sixty. My mother, of course, began to plan a remarkable event. She aimed to do it on a grand scale, but Father, feigning opposition, sought to appear humble by refusing anything that might incur unnecessary expense. Eventually, he gave up (of course he did), and we decided to throw a huge party, call a DJ, drink tequila and rage all night till the dawn broke.

That was a joke. We never do that.

So the guests would've come, Tony Bennett and Frank Sinatra would've provided the music (not in person, especially Frank Sinatra), we would've eaten politely, drunk politely, laughed politely, everyone would've honoured Lord Edgar Farrington and wished him a long life (because they needed him alive), then they would've hopped in their golden carriages and vanished into the night, leaving a fulfilled smile on Father's noble face and swollen veins on Mom's arthritic legs.

I received the honour of designing the invitations online, but generously yielded the glory bestowed upon me to my sister, blaming my lack of free time on upcoming university tests, which I successfully passed a week ago.

Over a hundred invitations were ordered that day.

***
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“Are you going to bring that Bootleg here on Father's birthday?” Mary said, storming into my room when I was just about to lie down and mind my own business. “It's a family occasion. You can't ask anyone you want.”

“Stop calling her that and get out of my room,” I said, measuring her from head to toe.

“Father and Mom don't like that Bootleg either.” She intentionally repeated the mockery, shouting the first syllable of the insult.

A drop of spit flew from her mouth onto my face, and my patience ran out. I got up, caught her by the arm, and threw her out of my room. Mary was quite easy to throw out from anywhere, for she was as light as a feather. When I tried to close the door hastily after her, she launched herself inside, and I, accidentally, slammed the door on her fingers, squeezing them very hard. She screamed so piercingly that my mother rushed out of her room in nothing but a nightgown. Father was downstairs in his own room in a remote corner of the house. He had been sleeping there for the past twelve years because of his illness: he suffered from insomnia and headaches and had separated himself from Mom so as not to disturb her sleep, although she had never asked him to or complained about anything.

Mom's messy hair suggested that she had been sleeping.

“What is going on over here?!” she hissed through the clenched teeth (the technique she'd always use when Mary and I tried to kill each other, and it was necessary to hide it from Father's inattentive attention).

“She broke my fingers because of that gypsy,” Mary cried, showing Mom her trembling hands. Two of her fingers were red and bruised. Minor bloody wounds showed up on her right hand.

“I'm sorry. I didn't do it intentionally, Mom,” I said, very much bothered by the blood. “Let me see. Can you move them?”

When I tried to take Mary's hand, the one that was hurt the most, she hysterically jerked back.

“Leave me alone!” she barked before darting into her room and slamming the door in our faces.

Mom observed us in astonishment throughout the entire scene, and when Mary slammed the door shut, she looked at me with her yielding and always patient eyes but said nothing. She then went to Mary's room and closed the door behind her. After lingering there for a few more seconds, weighed down by a sense of worthlessness—actually, feeling like garbage—I decided to retreat to bed.

It had been almost two months since Cinthy and I became inseparable.​​ As soon as our friendship had deepened, and she remained as the only person from our crew close to me, my family’s antipathy towards her grew equally intense. Their ill-treatment became extremely obvious, and Cinthy began to avoid being at my house at all costs. Father would scan her from head to toe; Mom would hardly spare a nod in response to her greeting. But the final straw was when Mary openly taunted her, making a rude, mannerless remark about her bow legs.

Of course, I made her apologise later, when, sparking a huge scandal, I threatened her cat’s life. But that didn't change much. Mary was a brat. I thought maybe she was somehow envious of the attention I paid to Cinthy. She was always envious of anyone's attention. Even her hateful Danny had no right to annoy anyone else except her. The reason for her overindulged behaviour, certainly, was Mom.

She treated her like most mothers treat their youngest ones. Mary regarded Mom differently, too. They always shared a special bond—one I never experienced with either of my parents.

Lost in those confusing, unpleasant thoughts that stirred my feelings, I heard Mother knock on the door:

“Ari, are you sleeping?”

“Yes,” I said rudely, and immediately regretted the tone.

She didn't say anything for almost a minute, and I thought she was gone. My heart pounded wildly in my chest, tears streaming from my weary eyes. Overwhelmed by emotion, I threw the blanket aside, ready to rise, run after her, and hold her tightly. I wanted to tell her how sorry I was—sorry for all her struggles, for every sacrifice she’d made for us, for every tear shed because of that narcissistic, selfish man she called her husband. I longed to apologise for not standing by her when she tried to divorce him after his humiliating unfaithfulness, even though I was only a child and couldn't fully grasp her pain. I wanted to save her from him. I wanted to kill him for what he did to her...

“Can I come in?” she finally said after the pause that lasted a lifetime. I swiftly lay back in bed, wiped dry my tears, and in a deliberately indifferent tone, which I inherited from my father, told her to come in.

“She is all right,” she began, walking to my bed, “no broken bones. We put ice on the wound; it should be fine in a couple of days.”

I nodded but didn't say anything. She came closer, examined me for several seconds, then sat on my bed.

“Ari, I was going to postpone this conversation for now, but since this topic was touched upon, I better talk to you about it tonight. I don't want you to get emotional or upset, please. I’m your mother, and no one in this world loves you more than I. No one in this world wishes you better than I do—”

“Mom, what is it about? Cinthy again?” I said, trying to hide my anger.

“Promise you’ll listen to everything I say before you start to argue or yell, irritated.”

I was already irritated. “Okay,” I said. “I'm listening.”

“Do you remember the weekend you came here with that girl, and we had the first quarrel about your relationship?”

“I do.”

“Lady Polly, she was cleaning the veranda when you both went out of the house later that evening. Do you remember that?”

She called our housekeeper Lady Polly. After we lost everything and Father let the serving household staff go, only Polly stayed with us, for a significantly lower wage. Polly ardently loved my mother, for she was always very kind to her and her daughter, taking care of them in every way. Now, Mom wasn't able to cover their expenses like she used to when we were in a better financial situation, but Polly remained as a grateful, loyal woman, and her devotion to Mom stayed unaffected.

“Mom, I don't!” I cried out. “I can't remember every single meaningless detail about each random day.”

“The thing is that the 'detail' I’m now talking about is not as 'meaningless' as you think it is.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, leaning on my elbow and looking into her big, brown eyes.

She looked back motherly, showing a slight hint of a smile, and continued. “Lady Polly has another job in a place called Tropicana.”

She pronounced 'Tropicana' as though she would've gotten arrested because of the illegal use of that word.

“It's a motel, Ari. She cleans the rooms.”

I predicted everything she was going to say.

“That day, she told me that she recognised your friend from that motel.”

I remained silent.

“Ari, your friend visited that motel at least two or three times, with different men each time. Do you underst—”

My nerves had reached their limit, and I snapped.

“Mom!!! Please!!! What?! Are you serious? You—an educated, respectful woman—sitting here and spreading the dirty gossip of an old blabbermouth about a twenty-one-year-old girl?!”

“Watch your tongue, Aria Farrington! I will NOT let you talk disrespectfully about a woman of that age, who did so much for us!”

“BUT YOU WOULD LET A WOMAN OF THAT AGE TALK SHIT ABOUT YOUR DAMN DAUGHTER’S BEST FRIEND!” I insanely screamed, shivering from the uncontrollable anger.

​She widened her eyes at the word 'shit', formed an O with her mouth at 'damn', then, covering it with her slender, snow-white hand, looked at me for a moment, and said, almost crying, “I would never have thought I could've raised a woman with a dirty mouth like yours. I understand, of course, that this is the negative influence of 'some people' in your life, but that's even more shameful, because...” she started to choke in tears, “...because in that case you are weaker and lower than the one who influenced that vulgarity into you!”

I was silent, not knowing what to do or what to say. Shameful remorse began to eat away inside me.

“I endured a disrespectful husband for twenty-three years.” Her jaw quivered. “What are my deadly sins, that God granted me an insolent daughter in addition?”

​Her eyes were brimming with tears, her smile so heartbreakingly beautiful, veiled with a shadow of woe. She stood abruptly, walked to the door but stopped. For a moment, she hesitated, then turned back.

“Maybe I deserved it,” she whispered.

And then she was gone.

I don't remember how long I had been sobbing in bed when a text came from Cinthy.

“Sleeping?”

I decided to ignore it, for I didn't know yet how to feel about the information my mother had just given me. Then, the second text popped up on the screen of my phone.

“Call me if you're awake. I really need you.” 

I dialled her number on the landline. She picked up after a while. “Hello?” 

“What happened? You texted me.” I spoke coldly.

“Why the hell are you calling on the landline?”

She said it almost laughing, but it sounded like she'd been crying recently.

“To check if you're home.”

It was clearly not a joke, and she sensed that.

“Okay, mommy,” she said and laughed again. “Do you wanna go grab two big cups of cappuccino and drive through the city, like last time? I really need that. I feel like shit.”

The last word curled my lips in disdain. Realising she influenced that crudeness in me, too, my disgust multiplied. Why would she talk like a hood girl, persistently using that vulgar jargon. Being a future journalist, studying in one of the most prestigious universities in the USA, she cursed like a sailor. Mother was right—she did indeed have a negative impact on me. I recalled her face when she had heard me speaking so classlessly.

“It's almost midnight, Cinthy.” I fake-yawned. “My father will kill me if I go out now.”

“He didn't care much last time we went.”

“He’s in a bad mood today because of his worsened headaches. I really can't. I'm sorry.”

I listened to her breathing for a moment before she suddenly switched to a bright, artificial, almost cartoonish tone. 

“Okay. No worries. Good night.”

“Night!” I said and hung up the phone.​

To say I felt like the unhappiest person in the whole world would be an understatement. I didn't even ask her why she was crying, what had happened, or why she needed me so late. Although I trusted Mom when she said Polly recognised her from the motel, my mind stubbornly refused to accept it. “With two or three different men,” her voice echoed in my mind. There was simply no way it was three different men!

Maybe it was Rafa with her, just sporting different hairstyles each time, and Polly mistook him for different men. That slick bastard was like a chameleon. Every time I’d seen him, he resembled a new romantic con. But why would they go to a place like that? She lived alone, and many times, when I was at her place, I'd seen Rafa wandering through the apartment like it was his own. He nearly lived there. So, who were those men? Maybe she needed money? How desperate could one be?! She never hesitated to ask me for money when she needed some, and I never made her feel uneasy about it. Half of it, she didn't even give back.

So what was the reason? What was the reason? What was the reason???

Was she a prosti... no! Don't you even think about it. That was not her. Polly misidentified her. It was completely possible. Cinthy was not that common-looking, but it was entirely conceivable that someone looking very like her frequently attended that facility. Polly was a good woman, but she was old, and her eyesight could've simply betrayed her.

It was not Cinthy. Clearly not!

Yes! That's what happened. Polly misrecognized her. That was not her! Not her!

I grabbed my phone and texted Cinthy. “I'm coming!”

It turned out she had gotten in a fight with Rafa, and they broke up (for the fiftieth time). She indeed looked miserable when I picked her up —something that surprised me, considering she didn't even love him. After about ten minutes of driving, she began to chat, laugh, and sing along to our favourite songs, from the playlist we've named Ciria.

The day was Friday, and we drove through the city, conversing till the sun started peeking over the horizon. 

When I dropped her off at her doorstep, she hugged me for an inconveniently long time, and, when I tilted back my head, I saw her forlorn expression was back.

“Girl, what is wrong with you? That's not about Rafa!” I said, examining her black eyes intently, as if I could read the truth in that opaqueness.

“No,” she said, momentarily returning to consciousness. “It's him. Don't think about it. It'll be fine. Love you, Ari. Thank you for your friendship.”

The last two sentences felt so sincere that they moved me profoundly. I gently patted her velvet hair and told her I loved her too, and if she ever needed me, I would always be there for her.

I went home that day, forgiving her for all the lies...
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CHAPTER III
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During that period, my personal life was in perfect condition: I was single. My last and only boyfriend, whom I'd been with for four years since high school, was a wonderful person. But his alter ego wasn't. ​He had shattered the last nerve my brain and gut could ever hold and let me breathe freely only after his family moved to another state, two years after we broke up. Honestly, though, I was grateful to him. After all, thanks to him, I had become so skilled and experienced clinically that I could easily identify and handle any kind of schizophrenic who crossed my path in society.

Yet, still attracting a great deal of attention from the opposite gender, I wasn’t ready for another relationship. I needed a long break. 

As for my beauty, I was always quite confident in it. I took Mother's face, Father's colours, and Julia Roberts’ sexuality. No, we're not related. Father was unceasingly proud of my 'noble appearance', as he loved to say, especially in public. When there was no one around to impress, I could've walked with a gas mask on my face, and he’d still think I’d just gotten a bit of a tan. He was not harmful; he merely didn't care.

Well, it was quite harmful.

As I pointed out earlier, Father was from an old aristocratic British family. Post-WWII economic opportunities in the USA made his father—a wealthy, profound aristocrat—emigrate from austerity in wartorn, recovering England to be based in Washington, DC, with his young wife. When Father was born, Earl Frederick Farrington was almost sixty years old and already possessed an impressive collection of historical art pieces. Losing his parents at a very young age, Edgar inherited his father's title, wealth, and all the invaluable art pieces, which he turned into a remarkable gallery. Father was married once, before he met my mother, but that childless marriage didn't last long due to unknown circumstances.

Then, in 1991, already being a man of significant attainment, he met a sixteen-year-old Italian student who came to the United States on a National Gallery of Art internship programme. They met in his art gallery when she came to interview his staff members to collect some material for her essay. I've never really understood what important work required such a long trip at that young age. But anything that's very strange for us nowadays was considered perfectly normal back in the nineties. So, I've never questioned them further. 

After Mom's first visit to Father's gallery of fine arts, despite her young age, he managed to get her contact information because she was so unbelievably beautiful and, as he always loved to say, “looked like Monica Bellucci.” He barely waited three months after they started dating, and when she turned seventeen, he asked her to marry him (at that time, the law allowed even sixteen-year-olds to marry, with parental authorisation. Beautiful times!) Mom, deeply in love with a strong and influential man, gave her consent without hesitation. Her father's early death had left an emotional void, and she believed Father was the one who could fill it, making her whole. She abandoned her family, her studies, and her country to stay in the USA, without a single familiar soul around her.
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