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​CHAPTER 1 - CORA

HELP ME.

TWO little words spoken in a breathless whisper before the line went dead.

Two little words from beyond the grave.

Two little words that would lead me to hell.

If only I’d known how things would turn out, perhaps I’d have acted differently. Walked a little slower from the kitchen to the living room so I missed the call. Chalked it up to a wrong number. Convinced myself that I’d misheard.

But I didn’t. I knew who’d called, not so much from the words themselves but from the tiny squeak that came afterwards, right before she hung up.

Isabella.

I’d heard her make that sound a hundred times before, every time she got caught doing something she shouldn’t. Taking mecatos from the kitchen as a seven-year-old. Borrowing my make-up when she hit her teens. And later, in her difficult phase, stealing from her mama’s purse.

The problem now?

I’d attended Isabella’s funeral three weeks ago.

And now her mama walked into the living room.

“Cora, are you okay? You look as if you’ve seen a ghost.”

Not seen one; heard one. But I couldn’t tell Dores Morales that. No way. She’d always been nervy, highly strung, much like Izzy herself, and it only got worse after Izzy’s father died. After losing Izzy as well, Dores had barely kept herself together, and the last thing I wanted to do was give her false hope that her daughter was still alive. Or worse, send her further into the pit of despair by suggesting Izzy was in trouble.

“I’m fine. Is it five o’clock already? I’ll be late for work.” 

“What time will you be back?” 

She never used to ask, not when Izzy was alive. But now she called, worried, if I was more than five minutes late.

“My lesson ends at eight, so maybe half past? I’ll message you when I leave; I promise.”

“You’re coming straight home? Your grandma’s making bandeja paisa.”

Grandma always made bandeja paisa. A huge platter of food with beans, rice, pork, chorizo, fried egg, avocado, arepa… The list went on. Usually, I ran every day, or went to the gym at least, but since Izzy died, I’d spent all my spare time at home and now half of my clothes didn’t fit anymore.

I gave Dores a quick hug. “Yes, I’m coming straight home.”

In my bedroom, I pulled on a pair of jeans and a pale pink top. Pumps or ballet flats? Flats were more comfortable, but after dating a guy who spent six months complaining I was too tall, I’d bought three new pairs of high heels when we split up. I’d bumped into him on the odd occasion since, and each time, I’d looked down on him from four inches above. Screw you. I picked the pumps.

As usual, traffic in Medellín was at a standstill, and I choked on the thick cloud of exhaust fumes that hung in the air as I hurried along the street towards the Metro. And as I walked, I began to second-guess myself. What if I had been mistaken? Or could one of the neighbourhood kids have been playing a sick joke?

I quickly discounted that idea. The call had come on the house phone, and it was only by luck that I’d picked up rather than my grandma. The local children loved Marisol da Silva. She’d babysat most of them over the years, and none of them would want to hurt her.

Could it really be possible? Was Izzy still alive? All they’d found of her was a single hand, too decomposed for fingerprints, but Izzy’s favourite ring had been on the middle finger. I’d identified it myself. A created white sapphire I’d given her on her eighteenth birthday—diamonds were a little out of my price range—flanked by amethysts and inscribed on the inside with two joined hands and our initials to show we’d always be friends, no matter how much she tested me. And back then, she had tested me. Isabella Morales had gone wild between the ages of sixteen and nineteen, but over the last year, she’d settled down and followed in her mother’s footsteps by going to nursing school.

I’d never given up on her then, and with a sinking feeling, I realised I couldn’t give up on her now. Not if there was the slightest chance she was still alive, no matter how crazy that may seem.

But first, I needed to earn some money. Izzy had worked part-time as a waitress, so we were already one income down in our little household, and although my brother would send cash if we needed it, I hated to ask. Rafael had his own life, one he didn’t share with us anymore, and he was as reliable as a politician’s promise when it came to visiting.

Did I sound bitter? Perhaps that’s because I was. When my brother split aged sixteen, I lost a quarter of my tiny family, and although I knew that deep down he still cared, pesos made a poor substitute for his presence.

You’re probably wondering about my strange living arrangements, aren’t you? What slammed the da Silva and Morales families together eleven years ago? Tragedy. It was tragedy. None of us had anybody else left, so together, we’d moved from the wilds of the Amazonian region to Medellín for a fresh start in the tiny three-room home we were able to afford at the time.

Which was another reason I had to get to the bottom of what happened to Izzy. My grandma may have always been the strong, level-headed one, but when we came to the city, she was already in her sixties and confined to a wheelchair. Dores had worked like an ox to feed us all. If Izzy was out there, I owed it to Dores to find her daughter.

With that daunting thought, I boarded the Metro. I’d worked as an English tutor for five years now, with some translation work on the side. More and more US ex-pats were moving to Medellín, attracted by the good weather and low cost of living, and not all of them spoke Spanish. My boss, Juan, had started his language school to take advantage of the influx of US dollars, and I’d been one of his first recruits.

Occasionally, I ended up with a client who mistakenly thought he could buy my affections as well as my linguistic expertise, but Juan was always quick to reassign me when that happened. He passed those assholes to Rodrigo, who weighed two hundred pounds and spent his spare time wrestling. Other than those rare cases, I enjoyed my job.

Take this evening’s clients, for example. Stefan and Esther. I’d been teaching them for over a year, starting off with an intensive six-week course when they first arrived in the city, and although they still insisted on paying me, our sessions had turned into more of a social event than work. Esther made snacks or occasionally dinner, something else that didn’t help my expanding waistline one little bit. Now that Izzy was gone, Stefan and Esther were the closest thing to friends I had.

“Hey! Come on in.” 

Esther gave me a hug before I could walk through the door. Stefan followed up with a kiss on each cheek, and I trailed them into the dining room, where Esther had already set out banana bread and sweet-potato cake. She loved to cook dishes from Haiti, where she was born, and she’d even started teaching me basic French Creole. Stefan, on the other hand, preferred Key lime pie and sweet tea from his home state of Florida, although Esther had once confided that his favourite recipe for pie took ages to make, so he had to earn it.

“How have you been?” Esther asked in Spanish. 

Terrible. Awful. And things had only gotten worse with that phone call. But I didn’t want to cast a shadow over tonight’s lesson. As Juan always said, happy clients were repeat clients.

“Things have been okay. How was your vacation?”

They’d just got back from a month-long tour of Europe, a trip they’d been looking forward to for as long as I’d known them. A late honeymoon, Esther said. Two years late.

“Amazing! We saw Buckingham Palace and climbed the Eiffel Tower and visited the Colosseum and drank far too much schnapps in Germany.” She held out a shiny paper bag. “Here, we got you a gift.”

I unwrapped the layers of pink tissue paper and found a hair clip, silver studded with colourful gems. I’d always worn my hair long, so it was a perfect choice, and one that necessitated another hug.

“Thank you so much. Is there anything in particular you want to work on today?”

“When we were in Spain, I picked up a pile of brochures, but I’m not sure of some of the words. Can we look through them?”

“Tell her about the movie,” Stefan said.

“We watched El Secreto de sus Ojos while we were in Seville. Have you seen it?”

“I loved that movie!”

And so did Izzy. We’d watched it together a few years ago, complete with a giant platter of empanadas and Grandma’s sweet corn arepas.

“There were some parts I didn’t understand. Could we watch them together so you can help translate?”

“Of course.”

But as with so many things in life, our plans got derailed, and it was entirely my fault. 

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Esther asked as I sniffled for the tenth time. “Do you want a tissue?”

“I’m f-f-fine.” 

What was wrong with me? I didn’t cry at movies. I barely cried at all. Even at Izzy’s funeral, I’d stayed dry-eyed while Dores wept. 

Stefan looked away while Esther squashed next to me on the couch and handed me a wad of tissues. 

“I’m so sorry,” I mumbled. “It’s a sad movie.”

“But we’ve barely started watching it.” She leaned back to study me for a moment. “Cora, did something happen while we were away? Man trouble? Is your grandma okay?”

“Isabella. Izzy…died.” 

Now the tears came thick and fast, and I’d never been so embarrassed in my life. Get a grip, Corazon.

“The Isabella? The girl who’s practically your sister?”

I managed to nod. They’d met Izzy when she threw me a twenty-second birthday party six months ago, and since it was a surprise, she’d just scrolled through my phone and invited everyone in my contacts list. All forty-seven people. About half turned up, although the plumber I’d hired to replace the kitchen tap last year looked kind of confused to be there.

“Ohmigosh. We only bumped into her a week before we left, didn’t we, Stefan?”

He nodded.

“What happened? I mean, sorry, you don’t have to talk about it, but sometimes it’s good to get things off your chest. When my brother died, I bottled my feelings up for ages, and looking back, it poisoned me inside.”

“If you want to talk, we’re here to listen,” Stefan said. “I think we need a bottle of wine.”

“But your lesson…”

Esther threw her arms around me. “Forget the lesson. You’re more important.”

Who else could I talk to? Not Dores, that was for sure, and I didn’t want to upset Grandma either. My brother? No way. I might have known him my whole life, but I still didn’t understand the man. Rafael was a black hole.

“She drowned,” I said. “Izzy drowned. Or so the police said.”

Today’s phone call had turned everything I thought I knew on its head.

“Where? In the Medellín River? Or a swimming pool?”

“No, in the sea. She went swimming in the sea in Puerto Velero, near Barranquilla. I don’t even know why she did that—Izzy always hated swimming because it messed with her hair and make-up.”

“People sometimes do crazy things on vacation. I hate heights, but I still climbed the Eiffel Tower.”

“But what was she even doing there? She told me she was visiting a friend in Cali, and the next thing I knew, the police were on the phone saying she was missing. A man called 123 to say he’d seen a woman in trouble in the water, and they found her clothes and purse on the beach…”

“She left her purse on the beach? What girl does that?”

“Exactly what I asked, but that’s where they found it. One of the investigators said she might have been suicidal, that it wasn’t the first time a girl had done that, but I don’t believe it. She’d been so happy during those last few weeks.”

Depression had plagued Izzy for years, a shadow that crept over her in the dark times, usually triggered by the anniversary of her father’s death or a reminder of his life. I’d encouraged—no, begged—her to get help, but as a medical professional, she always insisted she knew better and refused. I’d breathed a quiet sigh of relief this year when the anniversary passed without her sinking into her usual murky depths, only for the true horror to hit weeks later.

“She looked happy when we saw her too,” Esther said. “I figured it was down to her new boyfriend.”

“Boyfriend? What boyfriend?”

Esther and Stefan looked at each other. “The guy we saw her with. She didn’t tell you?”

No, she didn’t tell me. Not a word, and hurt pinched at my insides because Izzy had always said she could tell me anything. Last year, she’d been dating a law student from Universidad EAFIT who, let’s be honest, was a bit of a dick. She’d talked about him endlessly, and although we’d had the occasional disagreement over my assessment of his character, she’d come around to my way of thinking in the end. After she finally got sick of his shit, we’d spent an evening and a bottle of wine cutting every gift he’d ever given her into little pieces, then installed the whole lot in the tailpipe of his car late one evening. The blown exhaust valve served him right. He needed to learn that kissing girls who weren’t your girlfriend had consequences.

And after that episode, Izzy had sworn off men for life, which was why news of a mystery boyfriend surprised me even more.

“She never mentioned him. Are you sure he was her boyfriend?”

“That’s what she introduced him as. What was his name, Stefan? Can you remember?”

“Robert? Roger? Something like that. He was American.”

My tears receded, replaced by curiosity and confusion. 

“Are you sure?” Usually, I heard about every date Izzy went on in excruciating detail.

They both nodded. 

“He was definitely foreign,” Esther said. “How many Colombians have blond hair?”

“Maybe they went to Barranquilla together?” Stefan suggested. “If she didn’t want to tell you about the man for whatever reason, perhaps that’s why she said she was visiting an old friend instead?”

“I guess, but where was he when she walked into the sea?” The phone call replayed in my head again. “If she walked into the sea.”

“You don’t think she did?”

“Truthfully? I don’t know what to believe anymore.” I took a deep breath. “I swear she called me earlier.”

“Izzy?”

“Sounds crazy, doesn’t it?”

The more time passed since the phone call, the more I began to doubt myself. Right afterwards, I’d been so sure it was Izzy, but now…

“Did they find her body?”

“Part of it. Just a hand. They said…” Dammit, the tears were back. “They said it had been bitten off by something.”

“Did they take fingerprints? Do a DNA test?”

I shook my head. 

“Then maybe it wasn’t her hand.”

“Her ring was definitely on one of the fingers.”

“What did she say on the phone?”

“She said ‘help me.’”

Esther’s eyes sparkled as she shifted to look at me properly. “Then isn’t it obvious?” 

“Uh, no?”

“The mystery man kidnapped Isabella and killed another girl in her place.”

Stefan held up both hands. “Wait, wait, wait. Baby, I love you, you know I do, but you’ve got a bad habit of putting two and two together and making seventeen.”

“No, I—”

“Remember what happened with old Mr. Bellingham when we lived in the Keys?”

Esther deflated a bit and chewed her bottom lip. “That was an innocent mistake.”

“What happened with Mr. Bellingham?” I asked.

“Esther here hadn’t seen Mrs. Bellingham for a week or two, so when Mr. Bellingham walked into the house carrying a spade, a saw, and a roll of garbage bags, she thought he’d murdered his wife.”

“What happened? Did you call the police?”

“If only. My darling Esther waited until Mr. B went out, then convinced her friend Jessica to go check out his basement with her.”

“Hey, there were some really strange noises coming out of it.”

“You and your friend broke into his house? Alone?”

“Of course not. He left a window open, so we didn’t break a thing.”

Oh, because that made it so much better. “And did you find a body?”

Stefan shook his head. “No, they found a bookcase. Mr. B thought he’d surprise his wife with a reading nook and a new peach tree when she got back from visiting her sister in Wisconsin, except he nearly died from a heart attack first when he bumped into Sherlock and Watson coming up the stairs.”

“The EMTs said it was just angina.”

“You’re lucky you didn’t get arrested.”

“Okay, okay, so I made a slight misjudgement in that instance. But that doesn’t mean I’m wrong about Isabella.”

If Stefan had looked any more incredulous, his eyes would have rolled through a portal to another realm. 

“The police must have looked into the case, though.” He focused on me. “Right?”

“So they said.”

His gaze softened. “Cora, I’m so sorry to hear what happened to your friend. But there could be any number of reasons why she didn’t tell you about the man we saw her with. Maybe they decided to joke with us for some reason when we saw them, and they weren’t really dating? Or if they were, perhaps she was afraid to jinx it?”

I hated to admit it, but Stefan was probably right. And if Izzy had been having a relationship with Roger/Robert, and it turned sour in Barranquilla, a broken heart might have pushed her over the edge.

“But what about the phone call?” Esther prodded.

“As I said, I don’t know what to think anymore.”

“If it truly was her and she managed to call once, the chances are she’ll call again,” Stefan said. “And if she does, then you can take action.”

“I guess, but what if she’s in trouble?”

Esther folded her arms and stared at Stefan. “Exactly. What if she’s still alive and in trouble?”

“Honey, you need to cut back on the thriller novels.”

“Well? What if? Cora, we should look for this guy.”

Stefan cut in before I could answer. “No, you shouldn’t. Say you’re right and something sinister happened—that Isabella’s boyfriend was involved in her death. That would make him a killer. And if you start digging around, he could come after you too. Both of you.”

“We can’t just ignore this.”

“Cora knows far more about what happened than we do, and if she thinks it’s necessary, she can go to the police. They’re professionals, Esther. You’re a yoga instructor.” He turned to me. “Don’t you agree?”

“Don’t knock yoga,” Esther said.

I needed to process all this. My head had been spinning since I left the house, and now it had turned into a centrifuge with my thoughts stuck uselessly to the sides. Something wasn’t right in Izzy’s disappearance, and for the last few weeks, I’d been too blinded by grief to think properly. Sometimes, I envied my brother and his ability to act like a cyborg. He’d come to the funeral and said the right things, but his eyes were the same two chips of granite they’d always been. People say the eyes are the window to the soul, and Rafael’s soul was dark.

“It sounds a little farfetched,” I said.

“But what—”

“Esther…” Stefan warned. “Cora, we’ll always be here for you. If you need to talk, or cry, or you just want company, come over any time. But you need to take Esther’s conspiracy theories with a pinch of salt.”

“They’re not—”

I didn’t want to cause an argument. “Stefan, you have no idea how grateful I am, and I promise we won’t do anything risky. Perhaps we should just finish the lesson?”

Esther huffed, but when I leaned forward and pressed play on El Secreto de sus Ojos, she grudgingly concentrated on the Spanish, and this time, I managed not to turn into a crybaby. And when she ate half a loaf of banana bread and started planning which movie to watch next, I thought she’d forgotten her hare-brained idea as quickly as she’d thought of it. 

I should have known better.

Esther leaned in close as she showed me out the door at the end of the evening.

“I’ll call you tomorrow, okay?”

“But we already have a lesson scheduled for next week.”

“I mean about Roger or Roberto or whatever his name is.”

“Huh?”

“We’re gonna find him.” She gripped my hands. “You didn’t get brainwashed by Stefan, did you? I mean, he doesn’t even believe in extraterrestrials.”

“We don’t actually have any evidence that they exist.”

“Pffft. Seven hundred million trillion planets, and you think we’re alone? That’s even crazier than the idea of faking a suicide. Are you working tomorrow night?”

“Until seven.”

“Perfect. We can go out after.”

“Go out where?”

“To the bar where we saw Isabella, of course. A tall blond gringo in Medellín? Someone must have seen him. And I didn’t want to say it in front of Stefan, but the guy was hot.”

Hot, and potentially a murderer if Esther was to be trusted. Stefan was right—Esther needed to cut back on the thrillers.

And now he walked up behind her. Dammit.

“I’ll speak to you tomorrow,” I said, leaning down to kiss Esther on the cheek.

She winked. “Don’t forget your dancing shoes.”


























​CHAPTER 2 - CORA

I’D HOPED GETTING out of the apartment would give me clarity, but talking to Esther and Stefan left me more confused than ever. Particularly Esther. Could there be any merit in her crazy idea, the conspiracy theory as Stefan called it?

Because how else could Izzy be alive?

If it had been her who called me, she must be hurt, or lost, or being held against her will. And why hadn’t she told me she was seeing someone? The answer was all too obvious—she thought I’d disapprove if I knew, which meant her so-called boyfriend was bad news. 

Izzy hadn’t always had the best taste in men. As well as the mistake with the law student, she’d lost six kilos when she dated a guy who only ate fruit, put all the weight back on again when she got involved with Steroid Santino from the gym, then accidentally gone out with a drug addict. He’d hidden it well for a month or so, then a baggie of coke fell out of his pocket as he climbed into his car, and my brother put him in the hospital.

So was it possible she’d hooked up with a man who wanted to wear her damn skin? Unfortunately, yes.

I thought I’d sleep on the problem, but that plan didn’t work out so well. I tossed and turned for most of the night until eventually, I shoved the sweaty sheets away and stared out the window at the street outside. When we first came to Medellín, we’d lived in little more than a shack on the outskirts of the city, nestled into the mountainside in Comuna 13. District 13. Some people didn’t believe the number thirteen was unlucky, but for me, the name was no coincidence. 

In Colombia, neighbourhoods—barrios—were divided according to the estrato system and given a number between one and six. Estrato—estate—six was the best, and you paid accordingly with higher rates for gas, electric, water, and phone services, which helped to subsidise the lower rates in the lower estratos. Comuna 13 scored a solid zero. We didn’t even have a phone.

Although our current apartment in Belén was small, it was clean and comfortable and a vast improvement on what we’d once had. Izzy’s abstract paintings adorned the walls, and Grandma played the old upright piano in the living room every evening. To me, it wasn’t just a cheap apartment in an okay part of town with a view over the street outside. It was home.

A car drove past in the early hours, an old sedan, and I wondered where the driver had been. Where he was going. Work? Pleasure? Did his life have more direction than mine? 

When I was a little girl, I’d read countless books, and I couldn’t decide whether I wanted to be a warrior princess or a world-famous explorer. Then my world fell apart, and my sole goal became survival. And now? I came to the realisation that I’d spent the last few years coasting along, relief at being alive and relatively comfortable quashing any ambitions I might once have had. And if Izzy hadn’t died—or disappeared—I’d probably have kept on doing the same thing until I died of old age or boredom, whichever came first.

But with yesterday’s phone call, everything had changed. I wasn’t the same girl anymore, and I couldn’t live with myself if I didn’t at least try to find the man Esther and Stefan had seen, if for no other reason than to understand Izzy’s state of mind when she travelled to Barranquilla.

Which was why, when Esther messaged me after breakfast with the name of a bar and the news that Stefan would be at a seminar on global energy production all evening, I immediately began planning what to wear.

Me: Meet you at 8?

Esther: Te esperaré afuera.

She’d wait for me outside. Good. A little of the tension that had built up inside me since yesterday receded, not because I thought finding Robert/Roger would be easy, but because at least I’d be doing something.

“Do you have a full day today?” Grandma asked as I walked into the kitchen.

“Private lessons from ten until two, then a group from three until seven.”

“So you’ll be back for dinner?”

“Actually, no. I’m going out with the students afterwards. It’s the end of their course, and I promised I’d celebrate with them.”

Why didn’t I just tell Grandma the truth? Well, because Grandma’s friend Rufina’s son worked with Stefan, and Grandma loved to talk—it was how I’d gotten Stefan and Esther as clients in the first place. And I certainly didn’t want news of tonight’s little excursion to get back to Esther’s husband after I’d promised we wouldn’t do anything risky.

“Be careful if you’re walking home alone,” Grandma said.

“I always am. Have you got a busy day?”

“Rufina and Dulce are coming over for lunch, and I promised Dores I’d do some mending.”

Rufina? Yes, I’d made the right decision with my fib. The only thing that worried me was Grandma being home all day, because what if Izzy called back? Part of me wanted to spill the whole story, to get Grandma’s advice because she’d always been my sounding board, but I also knew Stefan was right. The kidnapping theory was just that—a theory—and I didn’t want to burden Grandma if we’d got it totally wrong.

So instead, I stuffed a sparkly necklace into my purse, then smiled and waved as I left the house in my uniform of jeans and a camisole. And pumps. I’d need every ounce of confidence I could muster tonight.

[image: Image]

“You’re sure this is the right place?” I asked Esther as we headed into Café Bourbon.

Izzy usually went somewhere cheaper, but if her new beau was paying…

“Definitely. Stefan wanted to eat American-style food that night, and they do the best ribs here. As long as you’ve got a good appetite, that is—the portions are enormous.”

I saw what she meant when a waiter glided past, carrying two burgers with cheese dripping down the sides that had to be six inches high. My mouth watered, although I felt slightly sick at the same time. 

Downstairs, the room was split in half, with tables on one side and a dance floor on the other. Stairs led to a balcony with bar-height tables and a few stools, but that space seemed to be filled with couples doing things I’d never done in private, let alone in public.

Esther didn’t seem bothered as she led me towards the bar, leaving me to wonder whether my life until this point had been a tiny bit sheltered. She’d dressed flashier than me as well, in a sparkly black dress and pumps, although I still stood six inches taller.

“What do you want to drink?” she asked me.

“Limonada de coco.”

“But that’s non-alcoholic.”

“I think we need to stay sober tonight, don’t you?”

“We also need to blend in, and nobody at Café Bourbon drinks coconut limeade.”

“Fine. One drink and no more.”

Esther waved at the bartender, and he came over almost immediately. “Dos besos al atardecer, por favor.”

I dreaded to think what was in a “sunset kiss,” but I wasn’t surprised when I saw him reach for a bottle of aguardiente, otherwise known as the local firewater. Perhaps I should have worn flats tonight, although that would have put my chest level with the bartender’s eyes, not that he seemed to need an excuse to stare at my boobs.

Drink in hand, I backed away, searching the room for a blond-haired man who fitted Esther’s vague description, but it was almost dark and I tripped over a guy’s foot.

“Lo siento,” I muttered in apology, but of course he didn’t hear me. The music was loud enough to pop my eardrums.

“Do you see him?” Esther shouted.

“You’re the one who knows what he looks like.”

“Yeah, but you’re taller.”

I accidentally made eye contact with a greasy-looking guy six feet away and quickly averted my gaze in case he thought I was interested. Even if I had gotten sick of the single life, I certainly wouldn’t come to a place like this to find a date.

A flash of light-coloured hair on the far side of the dance floor caught my attention, and I poured half of my drink down my throat so I wouldn’t spill it all over myself or someone else as we tried to squeeze through the crush. Damn, that burned.

By the time we reached our target, I’d had my ass pinched three times, my toes trodden on twice, and been elbowed in the side once, only for Esther to shake her head. 

“His face is too round.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. Hey, look, there’s another blond guy.”

And another… And another… We even ventured upstairs, where we didn’t find Robert/Roger, but we did get invited to a threesome by a man who gave us a mouthful of abuse when we turned him down. What a charmer.

“This is hopeless,” I said to Esther when we regrouped in the ladies’ bathroom. “He’s not here, and we can’t do this every night.”

“It’s busier than it was last time. Maybe we could ask people if they’ve seen him? The bartender… We should ask the bartender.”

“I can’t even hear myself think out there.”

“He has to go home sometime.”

“So you’re basically suggesting we stalk him?”

Esther shrugged. “Yes?”

“No!”

“Do you have a better idea?”

“Not exactly.”

A girl in a strapless red dress tapped me on the shoulder. “Excuse me, are you waiting in line?”

“You go ahead.”

I wasn’t cut out to be a detective. Sometimes, I was barely cut out for putting my pants on the right way around in the mornings. The last decade with all its battles and setbacks had left me tired. So tired.

“Okay, how about this…” Esther started, and I knew I wouldn’t like her suggestion. “You order another drink and flirt with the bartender a bit, get his number, and you can call him tomorrow.”

“Are you crazy?”

“He likes you.”

“He likes my cleavage.”

“Then we’re back to the stalking thing.”

“You’re impossible.” But the alternative was to give up, and I’d never been a quitter. A quitter would have died in the rainforest near Leticia eleven years ago. “Fine. I’ll try for his number.”

Esther straightened my necklace and handed me her lipstick. “That’s the spirit.”

Except when we got back out to the bar, I saw the barman we spoke to earlier disappearing out the fire exit.

I grabbed Esther’s hand. “Quick, follow me.”

“I can’t run in these shoes.”

We caught up to the guy as he lit a cigarette in the dingy alley behind the club, and after regarding us through lazy eyes for a second, he held out a packet of Marlboros.

“Smoke?”

“No, uh, thank you. We just came outside for some air.”

Esther nudged me, and I stumbled sideways.

“Air,” she said, “and we’re looking for a friend of ours. His name’s Robert. Or maybe Roger. Blond guy. American.”

The bartender raised one bushy eyebrow. “You don’t know your friend’s name?”

Busted. “He’s not a close friend, more of a…”

“A hook-up,” Esther blurted. “A one-night stand.”

“With you?”

“Hell, no.” She flashed her wedding ring. “I’m married.”

Now he looked more closely at me. Great. I tried for a giggle and choked on my own tongue instead. Dammit, I could hardly back out now.

“Uh, yes, a one-night thing. And he wrote his number down after, but I lost it, and then I realised he left a…uh…a sock behind in my apartment.”

What was I even saying?

“A sock? You’re trying to return a sock?”

When the world seems like it’s falling apart, smile—that’s what my mama always used to say. It didn’t usually work, but I’d been blessed with good teeth, so I figured I had nothing to lose.

“That’s right.”

A girl to the barman’s left had been watching the whole exchange with interest. Or possibly incredulity. She tapped the ash off the glowing end of her cigarette before speaking.

“Roscoe. You’re looking for Roscoe.”

“Roscoe?”

“Yeah, but I haven’t seen him for weeks. Usually, he hangs out at El Bajo Tierra.”

El bajo tierra? The underground?

“The club in Laureles?” Esther asked.

Thank goodness one of us was up to speed on Medellín’s nightlife.

“That’s it. Let me give you a piece of advice, chica.” She gave her head a shake, and I knew inside she was laughing at me. “Roscoe’s an asshole. Just burn the damn sock.”

She followed the bartender back inside. The door slammed behind them, leaving me with Esther and a barely controllable urge to murder my friend.

“A hook-up? A one-night freaking stand?”

“A sock?”

“I panicked, okay?”

“At least we got Roscoe’s name, and it’s still only nine o’clock. Ready to go underground?”

Esther wiggled her hips, and I groaned out loud. The further I got down this rabbit hole, the more uncomfortable I felt.

“No. No, I’m not. We really haven’t thought this through. I mean, what happens if we find this man? Do we just ask him about Izzy?”

“Girl, have you lost your mind? If he is holding her hostage, he might…”

She made a slashing motion across her neck, and I feared she was enjoying this escapade a little too much.

“This isn’t fun, you know.”

“Oh, I totally get that. Sorry.” She looked at her feet, contrite. “But it’s more exciting than yoga.”

The whole thing was a bad, bad idea.

“So we don’t tip our hand to Roscoe… Then what? We go to the police?”

In Esther’s eyes, the student-teacher role had clearly been reversed, and I realised I was about to get a lecture.

“Corazon da Silva, use that brain of yours for just one minute. The police confirmed Isabella’s death, didn’t they? If they made a mistake, they won’t want to admit it, and what if it’s worse? What if they’re involved?”

“Now you think the police are involved?”

“There could have been a cover-up. Colombia’s almost as bad as Haiti when it comes to government corruption.”

“Colombia’s come a long way in the last decade.”

Her tone softened. “I know that, but…”

Yeah, corruption was still rife. We both understood that.

“So what can we do?”

Her eyes sparkled in the flickering light from the exit sign. “Take a look for ourselves.”

Break into Roscoe’s home? 

“No way. Last time you tried that, you got caught.”

“Only because Mr. Bellingham forgot his grocery coupons and came back home early. A fluke, that was all.”

“If Roscoe is holding Izzy prisoner, he might lock us up too.”

Esther pondered that for a moment.

“You’re right. What we need is a lookout.”

Drag a poor, innocent third party into this scheme?

“A lookout. Brilliant. Do you have anyone in mind?”

She totally ignored my sarcasm. “Let’s cross that bridge when we come to it. First, we need to find Roscoe.”

“You’re serious? Tonight?”

“There’s no time like the present.”


























​CHAPTER 3 - CORA

AS ITS NAME suggested, El Bajo Tierra was located in a basement, not that the earth did much to muffle the heavy base throbbing from the sound system. The thump-thump-thump clashed with my rapidly beating heart and gave me palpitations.

A gaggle of girls hanging around outside all wore skirts shorter than their heels and left me feeling decidedly underdressed. For a moment, I worried we wouldn’t be allowed in, but the bouncer waved us to the front of the line and gave me a slow, sleazy appraisal, held out his hand for the sixty-thousand-peso cover charge, and lifted the velvet rope.

“Rumour has it a drug lord owns this place,” Esther told me as we picked our way down the stairs in near darkness.

“Dare I ask which one?”

“El Gato.”

The Cat, also known as Eduardo Garcia. And rumour also said Garcia once dissolved a man in acid while the poor sod was still alive.

“Perhaps we should go home.”

“Oh, don’t be such a chicken. He’s not gonna kill us for visiting his nightclub.”

Logic said that was true, but for me, logic went out the window when it came to the drugs trade, replaced by fear, hatred, and terrible memories. Still, now wasn’t the time to rake over my past.

“You might even enjoy yourself,” Esther added as we walked into the club proper.

Unlikely. 

Café Bourbon had been colourful in its own way—neon signs, bright cocktails, a rainbow of outfits—but El Bajo Tierra was just dark, dark, dark. From the strangely haunting music to the ebony bar to the black clothes worn by almost every patron, the atmosphere sent a tingle of fear up my spine. The only respite from the gloom came from the waitresses gliding past, whose catsuits glowed under the ultraviolet lights. And when I said catsuits, I really meant skintight kitty costumes. Tails, whiskers, and silver freaking claws. 

Guess the rumours were true.

I was edging towards the bar, parched from the heat, when Esther elbowed me in the side.

“I see him!”

“Who? Roscoe?”

“No, freaking Yoda.”

With Esther’s penchant for conspiracy theories, that was entirely possible.

“Where is he?”

“There, by that platform thing.”

Ah yes, the one with the half-naked girls dancing on it. Their tiny skirts and halter-neck tops left almost nothing to the imagination, and I felt weirdly self-conscious in my jeans. But then I spotted Roscoe. Tousled blond hair, a straight, slender nose that turned up slightly at the end, and a shirt that stretched tight over his chest. He’d opened enough buttons to let a smattering of hair show. Preppy meets pimp.

“Now what?” Esther asked. “Should we go over?”

No need. I’d spent too long staring, which meant he caught me looking, and now he was headed in our direction. Oh, shit. I frantically searched for the bathroom, but I’d have had to walk past him to reach it.

Normally, I liked confidence in a man, mainly because it made up for my lack of it. But tonight, as Roscoe stopped a foot away and looked me in the eye, I kind of wished he’d kept watching from afar.

“Pareces periódico,” he said.

“I look…newspaper?”

Confusion crossed his face for a second before his cocky grin came back. “Perdido. I meant perdido. You look lost. And it seems your English is better than my Spanish.”

“Then shall we speak English?”

He nodded. “That’d stop me from making any more stupid mistakes. First time at El Bajo Tierra?”

“How did you guess? Me and my friend wanted a change of scene, and someone suggested this place.”

“Your friend?”

“Yes, my…” I looked to my left, but Esther had vanished. “She was right here.”

“Don’t worry, I’m sure she’s having a good time. Let me buy you a drink.”

“But I don’t know you.”

My phone buzzed with a thumbs-up emoticon from Esther. Dammit, she was supposed to be my wingwoman, and now I’d have to kill her later. I conjured up a smile for Roscoe. He couldn’t do anything criminal in a public place, could he? El Gato probably had heavily armed foot soldiers hidden away in closets, just waiting for an excuse to prove the size of their cojones. Unless Roscoe was somehow connected with Eduardo Garcia… No, that didn’t bear thinking about.

Roscoe leaned in closer, and for a moment, I thought he was going to kiss my cheek. But he only smiled, thank goodness.

“I’m Roscoe.”

“Is that your first name or your last name?”

A shrug. “Just Roscoe.” 

He raised an eyebrow expectantly.

“I’m C—” Mierda. What if Izzy had mentioned my name to him? “Catalina. I’m Catalina.”

“That’s a pretty name.”

“Most people just call me Lina. And thank you, I’d love a drink.”

I needed a drink. My mouth was drier than the Atacama Desert.

“What do you want?”

“Diet cola.”

He stared at me.

“With, uh, aguardiente.”

He ordered himself a beer, then put his hand on the small of my back as he led me over to an empty table. Don’t shudder, Cora. At least El Bajo Tierra was emptier than Café Bourbon. If I’d been this close to Roscoe there, I wouldn’t have been able to breathe. As it was, I had to stop myself from hyperventilating.

“So, Lina-Catalina… Why did you want a change of scene?”

I really hadn’t thought this through, had I?

“My ex-boyfriend used to take me out to expensive restaurants all the time, and now when I see a fancy menu, it brings back horrible memories.”

“Bad break-up?”

“I found out he was only dating me to get back at his wife for cheating on him.”

Hopefully, Roscoe hadn’t watched that particular telenovela episode the night before last.

“Ouch. Well, you’ve come to the right place. El Bajo Tierra doesn’t even serve food.”

“Why do you come here?”

“The music. The people. The atmosphere.”

The cocaine? I hadn’t seen anyone openly taking drugs, but it would make sense for El Gato to use the club as a sales outlet.

“It’s not as busy as I thought it would be.”

“They’re picky about who they let in.”

“Really? I didn’t even have to wait in line.”

“Like I said… Have you lived in Medellín your whole life, Lina?”

“Why do you ask?”

“Because you speak English with a British accent. That’s not something you hear often around here.”

But he’d have heard it from Izzy. My great-grandparents, Marisol’s parents, had been British missionaries, and their way of speaking had been passed down through our family. Izzy’s too, because my grandma and her mother before her had taught English to anyone in our village who wanted to learn. How much of that had Izzy told Roscoe?

“I studied in England. Have you been there?”

Please say no, because I’ve never once set foot out of Colombia.

“Not yet. It’s on my bucket list. I’ve always wanted to travel around Europe.”

Phew. I started breathing again.

“What brought you to Medellín? You’re American, right?”

He nodded. “Walnut Creek, California. I moved here a few years ago for work.”

“What do you do?”

“Exports. My fellow countrymen pay top dollar for Colombian handicrafts.”

“Handicrafts?”

That wasn’t what I’d expected.

“Jewellery, purses, clothing, furniture. You know what this month’s bestseller is?”

“What?”

“Hammocks. My online store got featured in a lifestyle magazine, and I can’t get enough of them. Women in three villages are working around the clock.” He reached out to touch my necklace. “Where did you get this?”

“From El Pulguero.”

I named the big market in Llanogrande, when in actual fact, the piece of jewellery was Izzy’s handiwork. Making jewellery was something she’d always done, even through the difficult years. She had an artist’s soul. Perhaps that was why she’d got involved with Roscoe? Because she thought he could sell some of her pieces?

“That’s only on four times a year?”

I nodded.

“Too bad. I’ll have to make sure I visit next time. I could clean them out of trinkets like those.”

The whole conversation left me off balance. Roscoe was friendly, charming even, and if I hadn’t suspected him of doing something really, really awful to Izzy, I’d probably have liked him. Was this how she felt when they first met? Flattered? Intrigued? As if she were the centre of Roscoe’s world?

Another guy stopped beside us, a Colombian by the look of him.

“Quiubo, parce?” What’s up, bro? “You have a new friend?”

“This is Catalina.” Roscoe tapped his head near the corner of his eye. “And her face is up here.”

The newcomer slowly raised his gaze. A smile tugged at the corner of his lips, and I got a hint of dimples. He was too cute to be scary but too confident for me to relax.

“Your first time in El Bajo Tierra?”

“Yes.”

“What do you think of the club so far?”

I held up my glass. “First drink. But okay, I guess.”

“What did he buy you? Aguardiente? Parcero, this is a five-star girl. You buy her a five-star drink.” He clicked his fingers, and one of the cat-women appeared instantly. “Maria, bring a glass of champagne for the lady.”

“There’s no need—”

He acted as if I hadn’t spoken. “We have a large selection of European drinks. Six different kinds of gin. I’d recommend the Bombay Sapphire.”

“But no food?”

“You’re hungry? I’ll make a reservation for you at the restaurant next door.”

“No! I mean, no thank you. I’m not hungry—it was just an observation.”

Another faint smile. “In that case, enjoy the dancing.”

He melted back into the crowd, leaving me alone with Roscoe and a glass of chilled champagne. I wasn’t sure what to make of the encounter.

“Do you know that guy?” I asked Roscoe. “Is he a friend?”

“Marco. His father owns this place, and the restaurant next door too. He likes to keep track of who’s in here, especially if they’re as pretty as you.”

Great. Now I’d caught the attention of a drug lord’s son, and Roscoe had carefully dodged my question about whether they were friends. The air conditioner in the club was working overtime, but still a bead of sweat rolled down my spine. This undercover thing was hard.

“Do you live near here?” I asked.

“Not so far away. La Florida.”

No, not Florida in the USA. La Florida was a barrio in the El Poblado neighbourhood, and if Roscoe could afford to live there, then his export business must have been doing very well indeed. The place was full of ex-pats and luxury high-rise apartments, and ranked firmly as an estrato six.

I took a sip of my champagne, stalling for time because I didn’t know what to say to men at the best of times, let alone men I suspected of kidnapping my best friend.

“And your office? Is that nearby?”

“In Campo Amor, near the airport. But enough about me—I’d rather hear about you, Lina-Catalina. Where do you live?”

“Conquistadores.” Esther had got me into this mess, so the least she could do was lend me her address. “Near the Unicentro mall.”

“You live with your family?”

“No, it’s just me. I’m an only child, and my parents died in a car crash.”

He reached across the table and squeezed my hand—a gesture of sympathy rather than anything creepy.

“I’m sorry.”

“It happened a long time ago. As long as I keep busy, I’m okay.”

“Do you work?”

“Of course. I’m an English…administrative assistant. I mean, I’m an administrative assistant for an English company. They sell, uh…” Think, Cora. Think. “Speakers. They sell speakers.”

How did people do this undercover thing for a living?

“Speakers?”

“For music.”

Luckily, the music came to my rescue. The song changed to something more upbeat, and Roscoe held out a hand. 

“Dance?”

“What about our drinks?”

“In here? They’ll be fine.”

“Really?” I’d heard enough horror stories about date-rape drugs.

“Trust me.”

Trust him? I choked back a laugh. How could I possibly trust him knowing what I knew? But I took his hand and let him lead me to the dance floor, following—quite literally—in Izzy’s footsteps. Where would they take me?


























​CHAPTER 4 - CORA

MIERDA, MY HEAD hurt. Not just from last night’s alcohol consumption and the music and the lack of sleep, but because I was confused as hell. I’d danced with Roscoe for almost an hour, and when I twisted my ankle, he’d half carried me outside and helped me into a cab. Sweet. He’d even offered to see me home, but that would have been super awkward since Esther was still hiding in the ladies’ bathroom. As it was, I had to get the driver to wait around the corner until she could escape and join us.

“This is going so well,” she squealed as she climbed into the back seat beside me. “Don’t you think?”

“No! You abandoned me.”

“Only because I thought Roscoe might recognise me from last time in Café Bourbon. I panicked, and I’m so sorry.”

I suppose she did have a point. “My ankle’s swelling up already.”

“Here, take a painkiller.” She fumbled in her purse and handed me a packet. “But that wasn’t what I meant. Roscoe likes you. I saw you dancing.”

“I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or a bad thing. He wanted my phone number.”

“Did you give it to him?”

“No, but I took his.”

“What about his address? Did you get that?”

“I only know he lives in El Poblado.”

“Then you’d better call him and set up a second date.”

Now, alone in my bedroom, I had space to think, but my trip to El Bajo Tierra had left me with more questions than answers. And it wasn’t a first date, for goodness’ sake, no matter what Esther might say. 

What to do…

If I’d met Roscoe in any other situation, I’d absolutely have called him. He’d acted like a complete gentleman, and I struggled to imagine him kidnapping Izzy. Why would he even have needed to? If he treated her the way he’d treated me yesterday evening, surely she’d have spent time with him willingly? Any red-blooded woman would. What if Esther’s theory was totally wrong?

If only Izzy had talked to me. Not just during the mysterious phone call, if indeed that had been her, but before she went to Barranquilla. Why had she shut me out? Was it because Roscoe was older? He hadn’t told me his age, but he was definitely in his late twenties. Did she think I’d disapprove? I’d never felt so alone in my life, and the pressure to make the right decision weighed heavily on my shoulders. 

And that load didn’t lighten when I walked into the kitchen and found my brother sitting at the table, tucking into Grandma’s huevos pericos—scrambled eggs with tomatoes and scallions.

“What are you doing here?”

“Eating breakfast.”

“Exactly. You never eat breakfast here anymore.”

And rarely lunch or dinner either. Grandma said Rafael stopped by in the afternoons to visit sometimes, but I didn’t see him. In the eight years that had passed since he moved out, my brother had become a virtual stranger.

“I came to see you.”

Grandma wheeled past me in her chair. “You were back late last night, Cora.”

“I lost track of time, that’s all.”

“How was dinner?”

Non-existent. “Really good.”

“How many arepas do you want with your eggs? And do you want coffee or hot chocolate?”

“Hot chocolate.” My answer was automatic even though the butterflies in my stomach weren’t hungry in the slightest. “And just one arepa.”

Rafe, as I’d nicknamed him when I was a toddler because I couldn’t pronounce his name properly, was drinking coffee, the same as he always did. Black, and so strong you could stand the spoon up in it.

And now he locked his gaze on me, the same dark eyes that my father once had. I’d inherited them too, but while I tried to lessen their intensity with smiles and eye make-up, Rafe had been cultivating his death glare since childhood.

He just didn’t usually turn it on me.

“What have I done?”

“Why were you talking to Marco Garcia yesterday?”

“You followed me to a freaking nightclub?”

“I was already there.”

Where? I’d been at El Bajo Tierra for two hours, and I hadn’t seen him. My brother was a damn ghost. 

“I spoke to Marco Garcia for about two minutes, and I’d never met him before. Happy? He just wanted to know if I liked the club.”

“You need to steer clear of him, Cora. And El Bajo Tierra.”

“How dare you give me a lecture?” Especially with Grandma listening. “Until today, you’ve never taken the slightest interest in my life. You don’t have a clue who my friends are, and you’ve got no idea what I do in my spare time. Do you even know where I work?”

“You work at La Escuela de Idiomas Gomez. Juan Gomez is forty-five years old, married, and has no criminal record. You currently have sixteen regular students.” My brother ticked off the points on his fingers. “Herman Krantz was convicted of manslaughter in his early twenties, but he doesn’t appear to have reoffended, and since you teach him at the language school rather than in his own home, it’s probably safe. You don’t have many friends, but you’ve been spending time with Esther and Stefan Corbin. Esther moved to the United States as a refugee at thirteen years old and met Stefan in Orlando, Florida. Stefan got a DUI five years ago, so I’d avoid getting in a car with him. Your hobbies? You watch too many telenovelas, you go to the gym, and you occasionally made jewellery out of beads with Izzy.” He reached out to touch today’s necklace the same way Roscoe had done last night. “This is one of hers, isn’t it?”

I ignored the question as my jaw dropped. “You’ve been background-checking my clients? My friends? You… You…”

“You’re my little sister. I care.”

“I’m twenty-two years old.”

“You’ll always be my little sister. And that other guy you were with last night? Roscoe? He’s only going to hurt you.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because he never keeps the same girl around for long.”

“You know him?”

“Never saw him before yesterday, but I asked around.”

I was torn between being mad at Rafael for invading my privacy and curious because he seemed to be a lot better at finding out information than I was. In the end, the need to help Izzy won out.

“What else did people say about Roscoe?”

“Not much. That he showed up three years ago and spends more time partying than working. That he’s never short of pretty girls. You’re too good for him, Corazon.”

“You don’t run my life.”

“Why were you in El Bajo Tierra, anyway? It’s not your kind of place.”

I was about to retort that he wouldn’t have a clue what my kind of place was when I realised he’d probably reel off a list of everywhere I’d visited for the last six months. My brother was a freak. I’d always figured he was into some messed-up stuff from the bruises he came home with as a teenager and the way he cut me off whenever I asked what he’d been doing. And now? He’d become smoother, more polished, with an expensive watch that didn’t match his cheap clothes, but he hadn’t changed. Rafael would always be my brother, and I loved him, but I didn’t know him anymore.

“Life should be an adventure,” I told him.

“No, Cora. Your life should be safe and easy.”

Then why did it feel so damn difficult?

“Okay, so how about we do a deal? You check into Roscoe’s background more thoroughly, and if you find anything concerning, I’ll stop seeing him.”

Not only would my brother be happy because I’d listened to his concerns, he’d also do my dirty work for me. And if it turned out Esther’s suspicions about Roscoe were unfounded, I might even enjoy seeing him again. I smiled to myself, pleased with my idea. What do you know? I did have a devious side lurking under the surface.

Rafe didn’t look quite so thrilled, but he nodded once.

“Fine. But stay away from El Bajo Tierra, okay?”

“Why?”

“Because there are plenty of other clubs in Medellín that aren’t owned by criminals. Pick one of those instead.”

“Okay.” I managed to relax a little. “And Rafe? I’m glad you visited. I’ve missed you.”

Finally, I got a smile. 

“Missed you too, Cora.”


























​CHAPTER 5 - CORA

WHILE RAFAEL DUG into Roscoe’s history, I took a bus ride to El Centro and bought a cheap prepaid cell phone. I’d watched enough TV to know that bad guys could track you through your phone signal, and I didn’t want Roscoe finding out that I lived in Belén and not Conquistadores as I’d claimed.

Then I sent him a message.

Me: Nice meeting you last night. Lina.

Wouldn’t it be a joke if he’d given me a fake number?

But he hadn’t. Right after my first lesson, ironically with Herman Krantz, where I spent the whole hour and a half wondering exactly who he’d killed, and how, and why—thanks, Rafe—Roscoe replied to my message.

Roscoe: Me too. I was worried you wouldn’t contact me. You made quite an impression, Lina-Catalina.

What kind of impression had Izzy made? 

Me: You’re not an easy man to forget.

Roscoe: How about I give you something else to remember? Dinner?

No way was I agreeing to meet him again until I heard back from my brother. How much time would a background check take? I could avoid replying until this evening, then put off dinner for a few days after that, but any longer and I risked Roscoe losing interest. And I didn’t want to chase Rafe too hard in case he grew suspicious.

Esther called in the afternoon for an update, and I could tell she was disappointed about the delay.

“What if he’s got Isabella chained up in his bedroom?”

“That’s not helping.”

“Just saying.”

“We need to do this slowly, okay? No big risks.”

And when I got home in the evening, Grandma only had more awkward questions.

“Cora, did you give out our home number to anyone new?”

“No, why?”

“I had a strange call today. Two, actually.”

My heart stuttered. Had Roscoe somehow found out where I lived? Was he checking up on me like I was checking up on him?

“What kind of calls? Was it a man or a woman?”

Grandma fussed around making herself a drink before she answered, and I forced my hands to relax. They’d curled up into fists at my sides all of their own accord.
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