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To my mother, Kanisha—who encouraged me to be fearless, adventurous, and fun. Turns out that I’m none of these things, but I am eternally grateful that you were a part of my life, even if it wasn’t for as long as we both wanted.










 


Amaya


Morning of the Wedding


I woke up with bruised knuckles and blood under my fingernails, more rested than I have been in years. I guess this is who I am now. The kind of person who would finally get a good night’s sleep after attacking someone else. The kind of woman who would fly halfway around the world to stop my ex–best friend from marrying my ex‑boyfriend. If that’s one too many exes for you, well, it certainly is for me. But I’m also the kind of woman who does whatever it takes, so here I am.


Balancing my teacup in one hand, I opened the sliding door that led out onto the small balcony attached to my room at the Mount Lavinia Hotel. It overlooked the expansive private beach, which was deserted.


Of course it was. It was too early in the day for anyone to be out there. Maybe later on, but then again, who knows how things will pan out? The wedding would definitely be canceled now. The guests would all shuffle home, dispirited and upset. Or maybe they wouldn’t. Maybe they would just be grateful for the all-expenses-paid weekend, and take advantage of the beautiful beach and open bar. They would definitely mull around, gossiping and curious about what transpired. Aunties would have their own theories, no doubt, and phones will light up with messages about what happened to the unfortunate bride, Kaavindi Fonseka. This is Colombo after all.


It flickered in my stomach then—the first flutter of nervousness. I knew I couldn’t keep it away for long. It had been a simple plan, of course. But like all simple plans, it could be quite complicated unless you teased everything out. Laid everything bare. And like all simple plans, it had the potential to go very, very wrong.


I watched the waves swell and bounce and crash and forgive. The fishing boats were already well on their way out to sea, and a few birds circled the ocean in the distance. Keeping my eyes on the horizon, I took a deep breath and counted to five.


Then exhaled.


My hands were steady on my cup of tea, but a fleck of dried blood had made its way onto the clean white ceramic. I’d better take a shower. Today was a big day for me. Perhaps even more so than yesterday. So much depended on what I did next.


I stepped into the bathroom and made the water as hot as it would go. It felt like a betrayal, washing the last bits of yesterday off me. Knowing she was gone, as I watched the water swirl down the drain. But I went through all the motions, still nervous but also feeling, for the first time in a very long time, that I belonged to myself. That things just might be okay. That I was finally vindicated of everything that happened five years ago.


I shampooed my hair, conditioned it, slathered on soap that smelled like jasmine all over my body.


Deep breath in, Amaya. Now count to five. Let it out slowly. Just like Dr. Dunn said.


It was over. After so many years, I could finally let it go.


Steam clouded around me as I dried and then dressed myself. My small overnight bag was already packed, ready for me to make my exit. My passport was at home, with the rest of my luggage. The flight back to LA wasn’t until tomorrow morning, but I could last till then.


I checked the time—6:36 a.m. A pattern. A lucky number. Thank goodness. I felt some of the tension leave my shoulders.


I’ll wait until 7:00 a.m. to check out. 7:07 a.m., if I could manage it. I couldn’t afford to look suspicious. After all, who checks out of a five-star hotel at the crack of dawn unless it’s some sort of emergency? I didn’t want to draw attention to myself now. I couldn’t leave anything up to chance.


I busied myself by giving the room a once-over—making sure I hadn’t left my charger plugged in and forgotten, or left anything hanging behind the bathroom door. There was a T‑shirt in a plastic shopping bag that I kept near my purse, waiting to be thrown out on the taxi ride home. It was always better to be safe. I sat down, phone in hand, watching the numbers on the clock tick their way toward when I could leave.


The rap on my door came at 6:51 a.m., ricocheting through my quiet room, lodging itself deep in my heart.


Who would knock on my door now?


It didn’t make any sense.


I hesitated a moment.


The second rap sounded more urgent.


“Miss Bloom, this is Alistair Ferdinand, the hotel manager. Sorry to disturb you. Could we have a moment, please?”


The manager?


Well, at least it wasn’t the police. They’d come later. I hoped to be gone by then.


I took another deep breath and cracked open the door.


“Yes?” I tried to keep the tremble out of my voice. I knew it even before he said anything. I could feel it in my bones—the writhing. The inherent sense that things were about to go very, very wrong.


“Miss Bloom, my apologies for this, but we have to search your room.”


“Search my room?”


But he was pushed aside by someone as she barreled her way inside.


“Where is she?” Her voice was shrill.


“Tehani? What are you doing here? What’s going on?” My voice was a whimper. An embarrassing contrast against hers.


“Oh fuck off, like you don’t know.”


“I—I don’t understand.” I swallowed. This wasn’t what was supposed to happen.


“I’m sorry, ma’am.” The manager stepped in. “We have been instructed to search all rooms immediately. It appears that one of our guests has gone missing.”


“What? Who?” I asked, even though I knew the answer.


“I’m not at liberty to say right now, madam. We just need to check your room.”


It felt like all the breath had been knocked out of me. This was really happening.


The manager was accompanied by two security guards. Let them look. She certainly wasn’t in here. It took just less than a minute of them going through my room to confirm.


I glanced at the time, just to make sure. 6:53 a.m. Nothing lucky about that. My chest tightened.


“As you can see, I’m alone in here. But please, let me know if I can help.” I sounded far away—like my voice was disconnected from the rest of my body.


“You can help by telling us the truth, you bitch.” Tehani’s voice slapped me back to reality. She was holding up the T‑shirt I’d been meaning to throw away—a basic white tee with the words Pink Sapphires emblazoned across the chest in sparkly letters.


My heart started pounding.


“This is my sister’s. Why do you have it?”


I could barely get my words out.


“Kaavi, she—gave it to me. I’d—you know, I’d spilled something on myself, and she wanted me to have it.”


“You’re such a liar! I knew it! I told them you’d have something to do with this! Just wait—”


And with that, Tehani stormed out, T‑shirt and all.


What the hell had I gotten myself into?


“Thank you, Miss Bloom. We are going to have to ask you to please stay in your room until further notice.”


“Stay in my room?” My heart was a wild animal now. Jumping and pounding and trying to escape out of my chest. “But I was going to check out soon.”


“I’m sorry, ma’am, but it is imperative that you do so. I’m told that the investigators will be arriving soon to handle this situation.”


Oh my goodness, I couldn’t believe this was happening.


This was not the plan. This was not the plan at all.


“How do you know she’s missing?” I asked. “Maybe she went for a walk? Or, well, have you checked the groom’s room?” I made sure to lower my voice for that last bit, so the security guards couldn’t hear me.


“Trust me, Miss Bloom. She hasn’t gone for a walk. There were—and I don’t mean to alarm you—signs of a struggle in her room. Right now, I’m afraid we have to believe the worst . . .” His voice trailed off and he eyed my hand. I glanced down to see what he was staring at.


I’d washed away the blood, of course, but the bruise on my knuckles was a little harder to get rid of.


“Anyway, thank you for your time. Once again, please stay in your room until you’re called for questioning.”


“Okay.” It was all I could manage.


I could barely breathe.


“And Miss Bloom—?” The manager hesitated near my door.


“Yes?”


“We have security stationed on every corridor. So please do be kind enough to adhere to our safety measures.” He kept his eyes firmly on my face until just before he turned around, when I saw him try to sneak another glance at my knuckles. I held my hand behind my back—out of sight. I wasn’t an idiot.


They shut the door on their way out, and I went back into the bathroom. There was a gentleman’s grooming kit on the sink counter. I took out the razor and pried out one of the thin metal blades from its plastic casing.


Dropping the lid shut on the toilet, I sat down, bringing my right foot up to rest on the porcelain so I could reach. I took another deep breath and plunged the blade into the side of my big toe. It stung and throbbed, and a livid drop of blood swelled and burst onto the tile below. That was better. I couldn’t risk any more damage to my hands, after all.


I finally allowed myself to feel angry.


I thought I was being so clever—coming here, destroying things, trying to stop this wedding from happening. It was all my fault. I’ve been too smug. As smug as a cat who’s about to get the cream. But I’m no cat. I’ve been so wrong. I’ve been the mouse this whole time. I should have known.


I went out to the bed and collapsed, phone in hand, watching the numbers. How long did I have to wait?


Many hours, it turned out.


The room service cart visited me twice, and each time I politely thanked the waiter and asked for an update. Both times, I was met with a formal reply that they were still waiting on more information. Both times I couldn’t touch my food that stayed, cooling, and then stinking up my room while I contemplated my next move.


It was 3:28 p.m. when the knock that I had been expecting finally pulled me back to where I was. Still no luck with the numbers. A definite sign.


I took a deep breath. Counted to five. Then I stood up.


“Good afternoon,” I said, answering the door.


“Miss Bloom.” The manager of the hotel accompanied three security officers. They weren’t the police, which made me feel marginally better. I think they were from a private security company, judging from their uniforms. And private security couldn’t make any arrests, right?


“You need to come with us, madam. And please alert me to any valuables you might have stored here, as we will be searching your room again. More thoroughly this time, I’m afraid.”


“That’s fine,” I replied quietly. “I don’t really have any valuables, but there’s about three hundred US dollars in my wallet.”


He gave me a curt nod, and the officers escorted me down the corridor. There were security guards swarming everywhere I looked, as well as in‑house guards. The security were in beige and brown, sticking out against the old portraits and colonial interior of the hotel, but the in‑house guards were decked out in their postcolonial glory—white knee-length shorts, white knee-high socks, and wide-brimmed white safari hats. It was like stepping into a time capsule whenever I saw them.


I was led away to a conference room on the highest floor of the old wing. The wooden staircase echoed as I climbed it slowly, surely, making my way to where my life was undoubtedly about to be torn to shreds.


The room itself was really quite cheerful, with two large windows overlooking the sparkling Indian Ocean and soft pipe music chirping away in the background. It felt like sacrilege. Things shouldn’t be this bright and happy. Not now. Not when everything was just about to erupt.


I was left alone. I sat down. I looked at the time—3:33 p.m. Finally. Finally, a good sign. I took another deep breath. Everything was going to be okay.


I’ll just tell them the truth. That had to work, right? I’ll tell them the truth and then maybe I could make them understand that it’s all been a mistake.


The door opened and a woman dressed in a smart white blouse and black trousers entered the room. I couldn’t help but wonder what that blouse would look like with a splatter of blood sprayed across it.


“Miss Bloom?” she asked. Her voice was clipped—no‑nonsense professionalism, but not exactly cold either. A woman who meant business. Who was she and what was she doing here?


“Yes,” I replied, standing up and offering my hand. She gave it two curt shakes.


“I’m Eshanya Padmaraj with Silverhawk Securities. I’m sure you’ve heard of us. We are a private security company and are investigating the disappearance and possible murder of Kaavindi Fonseka.”


Possible murder. The words ricocheted through me, tearing a hole in my chest. I just nodded.


“Her father, Nihal, wanted this matter attended to at once, and with the utmost discretion, as I’m sure you’ll understand,” she continued.


So Mr. Fonseka didn’t call the police, then? That’s interesting. I would have thought that with his connections he’d have rung up the inspector general himself. I’m guessing Mrs. Fonseka had something to do with that. They probably wanted everything kept under wraps until they had some answers. Things weren’t so bad just yet.


I took a deep breath, but it got caught somewhere in my chest and I started to cough.


“Would you like some water, Miss Bloom?”


“Yes, please,” I managed, and used this moment to eye her.


Miss Padmaraj looked to be in about her midforties. She was well-spoken and well-mannered, and she must certainly hold quite a senior position if she was allowed to head an investigation herself. It was practically unheard of for a woman, but I’m glad it wasn’t a man. Perhaps she’d be more sympathetic to what I was about to say. Perhaps she’d understand.


“I’ll be recording our conversation, and it’ll be transcribed for documentation purposes. I hope that’s okay,” she said, but she wasn’t asking for my permission. “The police will take your official statement afterward, if or when they are called in. Our conversation won’t be as formal. I’m mostly trying to get a clear understanding of everything that happened leading up to the wedding day in order to assist in the search for Miss Fonseka. Time is quite valuable right now, as you are probably aware.”


I took a deep breath and nodded.


“Let’s start. Could you state your name and address for the record, please?”










Chapter 1


Amaya


Three Months before the Wedding


I waited till the clock on my oven timer turned 8:08 p.m. to leave. I wasn’t superstitious, but it never hurt to wait for a good sign.


I took a deep breath and grabbed my small purse and keys off the counter as I made my way out.


The sleek black limousine was exactly where I knew it would be. Where it always was. A blond whose faded suit flapped around his shoulders was waiting near the rear passenger door. I slowed down, my wrestled confidence fading a little.


“Where’s Joe?”


“He’s off this week. Family vacation, I think.”


This was definitely not a good sign. Damn it.


I took a deep, calming breath like Dr. Dunn said, and tried to center myself.


Was it really so terrible that my usual driver wasn’t here today?


No, no it wasn’t. I was just reading too much into everything like I always did.


It’s not like I would turn around and go back inside because Joe wasn’t there. Because there was a slight change to the same routine I’d kept up for months now.


I’d be lying to myself if I said I’d just go home. I was already at the car. I’d never turn back. There’s no way I could last another month without, well, whatever this was.


“You ready, ma’am?”


“Y‑yes.” I hated the way my voice trembled, but if the new driver noticed, he didn’t show it.


I climbed into the back seat carefully, making sure I didn’t wrinkle my black satin dress. It was slippery on the leather upholstered seats. I balanced stiffly, legs wedged into the synthetic carpet that somehow still had that new car smell, until I buckled my seat belt.


The new driver got in and we pulled out. He turned the air-conditioning up all the way, and I shivered, though of course he didn’t notice.


I miss Joe. I know it’s silly to miss the limousine driver who picked me up once a month, but it was nice to start off the night with a kind face. And he never adjusted the air-conditioning without asking me. I thought about asking the new driver to turn it down, but I rubbed my arms instead. It felt awkward to ask. I’ll tell him if I really start to freeze.


It took about forty minutes to reach the Winchester if LA traffic behaved itself, which it did tonight. Thank goodness.


I stared out the window for a while. The buildings looked like sleek, slippery giants as we cruised by, their windows a million eyes that saw everything. I shuddered, pulling out my phone instead.


I usually don’t check my phone when I do this. The whole point is to switch out of my normal life and into, well, into something, or someone, else. But I had seen the time on the little digital clock that glinted at the back of this limousine—8:41 p.m., and it annoyed me a little. This wasn’t a good number at all. No patterns. No repeats. No signs from the universe to let me know that things were going my way.


I sighed to myself. Of course all of this was bullshit. Of course this weird obsession I have with the time doesn’t mean anything. But I knew that distracting myself was the best option right now.


Opening Instagram and scrolling through was a muscle memory. My fingers had found their way there before my brain even registered what it was doing. And I always ended up on her posts.


Her most recent one was from just a few minutes ago. It was still early morning in Colombo, where she lived. Where I used to call home. The post was of her leaning in close to the camera, her finger held to her perfect, full, pink-painted lips like she was asking me to shush.


Exciting news coming soon! the caption read, and of course the crowd had gone wild.


I scrolled through the Omg, you have to tell me and the Are you pregnant? comments, but of course she gave nothing away.


Maybe she was pregnant? Wouldn’t that be something? Maybe she decided to break one of the many unwritten social rules of being a Sri Lankan woman and was going to have a child without being married.


Or maybe her charity, Pink Sapphires, was announcing something big? That seemed more likely. She was always working with underprivileged girls—giving them opportunities they wouldn’t have otherwise been able to dream about. Enriching their lives. Being their savior.


I commented from my account ForestFern23—The suspense is killing me, Kaavi!


Then I scrolled through her feed, looking for any other signs or hints about what the big news was. But of course there was nothing. Just perfect pictures of her looking perfect, being perfect. Pictures with the girls she helps, pictures from her dad’s gem business, which she is geared to take over, pictures brunching and on the beach and living her best Colombo 07 life.


I forced myself to turn my phone off and take a deep breath. I needed to focus on the night ahead of me, not fixate on what Kaavi was up to, a million miles away in my hometown.


I took another deep breath.


And another.


But her post still stayed with me, a pebble in my shoe.


Perfectly lined pink lips. A secret just behind them.


Shhh! Exciting news coming soon.


It was 8:55 p.m. when the limousine pulled up to the front of the hotel—double digits again, thank goodness. See, I had nothing to worry about after all.


I waited for the doorman to open my door before I glided out. A soft breeze fluttered around me and I shivered again. I was still cold from the car ride.


I didn’t make eye contact with anyone in the quiet, dimly lit hotel lobby on my way to the front desk, not that anyone would be interested anyway. This was Los Angeles, not Colombo. Anonymity and discretion were part of the lifestyle here, if you wanted it, even though I was nowhere near as rich or famous as those who craved it the most.


“Clara White—I believe you have a key for me?”


I didn’t make eye contact with the young woman at the reception either. I could feel her studying my dress, noting that I came directly from the front doors and not the restaurant, that I was clearly being left a key by someone who wasn’t walking into this building accompanying me.


I looked at the time on my phone. 9:00 p.m., on the dot. See, there was nothing to worry about. Things would go my way this evening after all.


“You’re in room 587,” she chirped. I balked at the number. So unlucky. It made me think of the Instagram post again.


Shhh! Exciting news coming soon.


What in the world was she about to announce?


The receptionist passed over a heavy antique key tag. It was part of the Winchester’s charm—the open disdain for the modern. It was what he liked about the place.


Him. That’s who I should be focusing on right now. Not her.


The old brass elevator doors swung open, and thankfully, no one got in with me. I checked my makeup in the mirrored wall. My lipstick had bled out slightly on my lower lip, and I fought the automatic response to fix it. He liked me slightly messy. I had never been perfect. That was why he wanted me.


I was early, but that didn’t stop me rushing, my black heels clicking down the hallway, the sound reverberating off the gilded mirrors that lined the walls. I don’t know why I even bothered with the spiky stilettos that caused me so much discomfort. They’d be off by the time he got there.


Speaking of which, I checked the time again. I was fifteen minutes early, as always. I was early for everything. It wasn’t something I could help. Give me a deadline or a time to meet someone, and I get this lurch in my stomach. Like the clock ticks with the beat of my heart. Like something would explode if I wasn’t on time to stop it.


At least in this case, it was good to be early. I can’t even imagine what his reaction would be if I kept him waiting, but I’m always early, and he’s always noticed, and he’s always been amused.


I let myself into the plush art deco room that looked straight out of an episode of Mad Men and adjusted the air-conditioning so it wasn’t too cold.


My fingers itched to check my phone one last time, so I quickly turned it on and glanced at her feed, but nothing had changed except about forty more comments begging to know the news.


I had a notification on one of my profiles, KimKx, but it was nothing important. Just a heart from someone random probably looking to get more follows.


I took a deep breath to calm myself and brought my hands up to my neck. It was warm, and my icy hands from the freezing limo ride felt good against my skin. I don’t know why her big news made me feel so uneasy.


I checked the clock on the vintage side table. Time for me to put my mind in a box. To let go, finally, after waiting for what felt like an eternity even though it was just a month.


I went to the closet and slipped off my shoes, dress, and matching black lace underwear. I only ever dressed up on the off chance that I would run late anyway. I hung up my dress and left everything else neatly on a shelf. Then I went into the bathroom and washed my hands, making sure I didn’t mess up the perfectly rolled hand towels or the little bottles of L’Occitane body lotion on the counter. I opened my purse and gave myself a spritz from the travel-sized perfume I kept with me just for nights like this.


Fixing a loose strand of hair, I finally pulled out the short black leather strap. It was soft, about an inch and a half wide, and felt snug against my skin as I buckled it behind my neck. The D‑shaped ring glinted in the dim bathroom light, and I brushed my fingers against it for a moment. I took another deep breath. This. This is why I’m here. The soft leather reminded me. It grounded me.


I went back into the bedroom and moved a coffee table to the side, making space between the wall and the large four-poster bed. I took one last deep breath, let myself unwind, and knelt down facing the wall. Lacing my fingers behind my head, I relaxed further.


Most people don’t get it. At least, I guessed that most people wouldn’t get it. It’s not like I’d ever have the guts to tell anyone, after all. But I know most people don’t understand the need to give up control, especially when so much of our lives are spent trying to be in control.


But no one really accepts that we aren’t in control of anything anyway. At least this way, I can control who I give control over to. It was comforting.


Comforting, and my god it was sexy.


The ache I got, that started at my navel and slithered down between my legs whenever I thought about him.


Him. Alexander. Never Alex, not even as a joke. Alexander, even if I could never be sure that was even his real name. Whose face I have never seen. Who summons me once a month in his limousine to this fancy hotel where one night probably costs two months of my little studio apartment’s rent.


Alexander, who has laid down his terms, as I’ve laid down mine—this is all it will be. Nothing more. Nothing less. Nothing less than the absolute freedom of giving up total control to someone else. For someone like me, who spends every moment of every day obsessing over every detail, who plays back every single conversation in her head, who second-guesses every decision she’s ever made, he was a godsend. My only chance to let go. My only chance to just be.


At least, that’s what I’d thought all this time. Until two months ago, when he asked if I’d like to meet for drinks beforehand.


“In person?” I’d replied stupidly, my fingers grazing the blindfold for a fleeting second, making sure it hadn’t budged.


“Yes, my dear. In person.”


I’d swallowed. This was not the deal. These were certainly not the terms.


“Can I think about it?” I said finally. I was hoping he’d take the hint, and it felt like he had because he never mentioned it again. Things easily slipped back to where they were before, and I’ve been grateful.


So when I heard the key in the lock, when his woody, musky cologne filled the room, when I heard him mutter the words “Hello, my pet” before he slipped the satin blindfold over my eyes, I exhaled one last time.


I heard the crack of a whip and my body melted, even though he hadn’t touched me yet. And he wouldn’t. Not with his hands, anyway. Not for hours, while he teased me and tortured me and made me give every part of myself over to him.


I relaxed. My monsters will be kept at bay.


I could finally be me.


It was hours later, aching, breathless, and more myself than I had felt in weeks, that I finally woke up again. Our night was ending. He was getting ready to leave. I was in bed, blindfold still on, but I could hear him. I listened, trying to guess what he was doing. I could hear a zipper being done, and a clink of something, maybe cuff links. As always, I yearned to sneak a peek at him. To catch a glimpse of this man who changed everything for me. But I kept my blindfold on. Those were the rules. And I always, always played by the rules. He knew that. He knew me.


“Thank you for a lovely evening, my dear. You can remove your blindfold when you hear the door close,” he said, his voice dripping over me like a luxurious oil.


“Mm‑hmm,” I replied, feeling the soft folds of the sheets. The room was mine until tomorrow, where I could have breakfast in bed if I wanted before the limousine would drop me back home. I’d have a bath after he left, I thought, touching the welts that were starting to develop on my butt and thighs. Thank goodness for the fancy lotion in the bathroom. That always helped.


But first I needed to check my phone. The urgency of it slapped me out of my warm daze.


It was like he could feel the shift of energy in the room.


“Clara?” he asked, an edge of hesitation in his voice.


“Yes?” I sat up. He never calls me by my name—fake one included. He certainly never makes small talk afterward. I hoped he wasn’t asking about drinks again. I didn’t think I had it in me to dodge it a second time.


“Is everything all right?”


“All right?”


“Yes. You, well, seemed a little distracted today.”


It was her post. I knew it. Every time I thought I’d pushed it out of my mind, it would sneak back in. A thorn in my side. Impossible to ignore.


I thought I’d done a good job pretending that it hadn’t taken over my thoughts. I guess I was wrong. But what could I tell him? Sorry I wasn’t all here. My old best friend, who I haven’t spoken to in years, whose social media accounts I stalk relentlessly, just said she had a huge announcement, and I’m filled with so much unexplained dread that I can’t relax until I figure out what it is.


No, I could never tell him that. That, especially that, was certainly not part of our arrangement.


“I have a few things on my mind.” I kept my voice light. “You know how it is.”


“Did you enjoy our time together tonight?” Always the gentleman.


“You know I did.” I kept my voice low. Sexy. I was only ever like this with him. I cringed when I even I thought about being provocative otherwise.


“I’ll see you in a few weeks, then.” I felt him reach over and drop a kiss on my forehead. It was tender and sudden and not something he usually does while saying goodbye.


But then he was gone, and I yanked off the blindfold with one hand while reaching for my phone with the other.


I was just unlocking it when I stopped myself.


Is this really who I was? Five years later and a single Instagram post about announcing a surprise has me worked up all evening?


I took a deep breath. I checked the time. 12:13 a.m.


Not perfect doubles, but consecutive numbers are good, too, right? I’m sure it’s just something about her charity. I’m sure she’s just making a big deal about it for the attention, or the Instagram hearts. I sat on the edge of the bed and pulled up the app on my phone.


There was a new post.


Kaavi had uploaded two pictures.


The first was a close‑up of the most breathtaking diamond and rose gold ring I had ever seen.


My heart started pounding in my chest.


Breathe, I reminded myself.


The next was a picture of her holding her hand over half her face, so only a part of her wide smile could be seen. The ring shone out like a beacon from her finger.


She’s getting married.


She’s getting married and moving on with her life. Of course she was. I’m just not a part of it anymore.


It was to be expected, I know. We weren’t friends now. We haven’t been in years.


I should be happy for her. She’s moved on. My own failure to launch has nothing to do with her, even though it had everything to do with her.


It felt like a wave crashed over me and I drowned, feeling myself getting pulled down to the bottom. But after what felt like far too long, my head broke the surface again. I came out, gasping for air. And I realized that even though we haven’t spoken in five years, something didn’t quite make sense.


She wasn’t dating anyone, was she? At least there was no one serious enough for her to post about on Instagram. And Kaavi posted everything on Instagram, from her breakfast to her workouts to her holidays.


Or maybe she just posted what she wanted others to see. Maybe she was private about some things after all. Or maybe it was an arranged proposal? Her parents would certainly have gotten antsy about her being single for so long. But I just couldn’t shake off how odd it felt.


I was still logged in through KimKx, so I left a comment—Congratulations!


Then I logged in as IllegallyBlonde99 and left another—So happy for you xxx


Then as ForestFern23—How wonderful <3 Congrats!


There were more accounts I could have commented from, but I suddenly felt exhausted.


I got off the bed.


Time for that bath.


I made it as lush as I could today. All the soap bubbles and oils and fancy salts. I needed all the pampering I could get. My oldest friend was getting married, and here I was, in a ridiculous old hotel, getting my behind spanked once a month by a man whose face I have never even seen.


I looked through the replies from my various accounts as I waited for the tub to fill. They didn’t sound too much like they came from the same person, but I doubt she analyzed all her fan responses anyway.


She’d added another picture to the post, because I didn’t notice a third one as I swiped between her face and the ring the first time around. It was a typical couples’ selfie. He had his arms wrapped around her while she had her phone pointed at a mirror.


It took a moment for me to recognize who it was. I stopped breathing.


My phone slipped through my fingers and clattered down on the marble countertop.


It couldn’t be.


There was no way.


But I’d recognize Spencer anywhere. I’d pick him out in a crowd of a thousand people. I’d find him with my eyes closed. I knew his silhouette, his shadow, I knew every part of him there was to know.


And this was definitely, certainly him.


I picked up my phone and looked at the screen again. I was never wrong. After so many years, there he was. No mistaking that it was him. The floor felt like it was tilting up. Like I couldn’t maintain my grip on the slippery tile.


So how was the man who shattered every inch of my soul suddenly wrapped around the best friend I didn’t speak to anymore?


I was sitting on the floor of the bathroom. I don’t know how I ended up there. It hurt to breathe. I couldn’t even move. How could they do this? To me? How could they do this to me?


I tried to take a deep breath and calm down. I needed to center myself. I tried counting to five. It was impossible. It felt like a knife was twisting in my side. Or in my back.


I can’t believe this is happening. Kaavi can’t marry Spencer.


Spencer


Interview Transcript: Matthew Spencer (abbrev. MS)


Date: January 25, 2020


Location: The Mount Lavinia Hotel


EP: I hope you don’t object to me recording our conversation? 


[Pause] 


This is Eshanya Padmaraj, carrying out this investigation at the behest of the Fonseka family. Please state your name and address for the record.


MS: My name is Matthew Spencer. I am temporarily residing at the Emperor Residencies, in Colombo 08.


[Pause]


Do you know anything yet? One of the lobby managers mentioned to a guest that this was being treated as a homicide. Is that true? Is Kaavi—is she—have you found anything?


EP: Mr. Spencer, I understand that you’re upset, but time is of the essence right now and we need to get to the bottom of things. Could you please outline for us the events leading up to Miss Fonseka’s disappearance?


MS: Of course.


[Pause]


Sorry, my apologies. It’s just that this is rather difficult for me. I—if something has happened to her—you know I told her to please not be stubborn. To please just room in the new wing of the hotel with the rest of the bridal party. But she insisted she would be fine. The rooms were so much bigger in the old wing, and apparently the lighting was perfect for photos and makeup? I guess that’s a thing. Her photos were a really big deal to her—for her social media posts, you see. She’s so determined. So independent.


[Pause]


You know, it’s what I love most about her. Her fearlessness.


EP: Mr. Spencer, like I said, we need to move through this investigation quickly—


MS: Yes. Yes, of course. Sorry, I—yes. How early would you like me to start?


EP: The days leading up to the wedding will be fine for now. Did you notice anything strange? Anyone unknown hanging around?


MS: Anyone unknown? I don’t think so. Not really. Well . . . 


[Pause]


I am quite new to this whole, you know, setup. There were tons of relatives and service staff and suppliers coming and going. I suppose, if you’re looking at it that way, it could be anyone.


EP: And what about Miss Fonseka? Did she seem upset in any way? Distant, perhaps?


MS: Oh gosh, I don’t think so. She was, well, she was preoccupied with the wedding, of course. There was quite a bit of pressure on her, I think. More than there was on me, you know. Being an outsider, it’s easier for everyone to forgive any slipups I’d make. But she, well, she was always held to this ridiculously high standard. It almost felt like there was no winning, sometimes. There were a lot of customs and traditions that she, that we both, had to be sensitive to.


EP: Tell me about the day just before she went missing. Did you notice anything strange about her? Did she mention anything out of the ordinary?


MS: What? You mean yesterday? Well, you already know that it was the day of the Poruwa ceremony, of course. We couldn’t speak much in the lead‑up. She spent the whole morning getting ready, and then there was a photo shoot, and the ceremony itself.


EP: And you didn’t speak to each other much during this time?


MS: No, of course we spoke. Just not about anything meaningful, I suppose. Mostly about who we were supposed to greet and what we were supposed to do. We were both so exhausted at the end of it, and of course the full-blown church ceremony and the reception was meant to be, well—


[Pause]


It was meant to be this afternoon. So we had both decided to turn in early and get some rest.


EP: And afterward?


MS: Well, I was hoping to sleep in a little this morning, you know? [Laughs quietly] Figured I’d get some rest before the big day. But then I was woken up by Kaavi’s mother. She was upset—asking if Kaavi was in my room. She wasn’t, of course. Kaavi would never risk something like that with the hotel being so full of wedding guests.


EP: Mr. Spencer, there were reports of strange sounds coming from Miss Fonseka’s room last night. Sounds of a struggle. Would you happen to know anything about this?


MS: Sounds of a struggle? [Pause] No.


EP: And we also have a report from one of our room service waiters, who said he saw you go into Miss Fonseka’s room last night.


MS: Um, yes. About that—


[Pause]


EP: Mr. Spencer?


MS: Yes. Sorry, sorry. [Sighs] My head’s just in such a muddle. Look, I didn’t mention it because Kaavi would be really upset if it got out. She’s very particular about her reputation, you see, and we aren’t technically married yet, and her mother would have had a fit if she knew I was in her room alone last night. Kaavi texted me and asked me to come see her. I thought—well, I thought it might be last-minute nerves or something. But it wasn’t. She just wanted—


[Pause]


Well, Kaavi was always quite, um, demonstrative, I guess you could say. We’ve always been—oh gosh, she would hate me if she found out I said this—quite amorous. And last night, she asked me to come to her room, and, well, I’m sure I don’t need to spell it out for you. We just spent some time alone. For the first time in days. It was reassuring. Which is why—


[Pause]


I just know something has happened to her. This isn’t just cold feet or something like that.


EP: So last night, you went into her room, and then you left?


MS: Yes.


[Pause]


I don’t think I’m missing anything.


EP: Are you sure?


MS: [Pause] Yes—yes, I believe so.


EP: And how did you get that scratch on your face?


MS: [Pause] This?


[Touches face]


Oh, I didn’t even realize it was visible. It happened when we were, um, well, you know. Kaavi reached out for me, and her nail—she had these long false nails done for the wedding—caught me on my cheek. I think she was a little upset that it would ruin the wedding photos, but I figured the photographer could photoshop it out or something, you know.


EP: Tell me more about your relationship with Kaavindi Fonseka. I gather it’s been quite the whirlwind romance.


MS: I guess you could call it that. Kaavi and I, well, we’ve known each other for years. We met first when she was in college in San Francisco, and we reconnected again a few years ago.


 I—I know that every man probably thinks the woman he’s marrying is wonderful, but Kaavi, well, Kaavi is truly spectacular. I admire her so deeply. The work she does through her charity, the way she’s seamlessly taking over her father’s business, but more than that, the way she carries herself. She’s been such a strength to me, through and through. I get asked, sometimes, whether it’s too much for me—everything she does. My own friends told me that if I married her, I’d be left holding her purse while she took the spotlight. And they are right. Kaavi’s a strong woman. The strongest. And I’m honored that she chose me to be her partner. Maybe some men would feel intimidated by her. But not me. I love her for everything she is. If something has happened to her I—I don’t know what I would do.


[Voice breaks]


She’s a part of me. She’s everything good in my life.


EP: I understand.


[Pause]


I still have a few more questions. Can we continue?


MS: Yes, yes. I’m sorry. Please, go on.


EP: We understand that you had a prior relationship with Miss Fonseka’s friend. One Miss Amaya Bloom. Could you tell us a little bit about that?


MS: [Pause]


EP: Mr. Spencer?


MS: Yes, Amaya. We dated for a while when Amaya was in college. It’s how I first met Kaavi, actually. But Amaya was quite young back then. So was I, I suppose. It was nothing too serious. Our relationship fizzled out around the time she graduated. We were both taking new directions in life, I guess.


EP: And did she end the relationship, or did you?


MS: It was mutual, at first anyway. I actually thought we ended on good terms. But then I heard that—well, look, this probably isn’t fair of me to say. I know how it sounds. I don’t want to be the kind of asshole guy saying that my ex‑girlfriend is crazy. I hate it when men do that—makes us all look bad, you know. I don’t think she’s crazy. Not at all. But Amaya was, she is, complicated, I guess.


EP: Complicated in what way?


MS: Um, well, look—I don’t want to be harsh here, but, well, to use the word obsessed doesn’t seem fair, but she certainly had boundary issues. With me, certainly, and from what I saw, with Kaavi. But, well, I assumed they also drifted apart after graduation or something. I wasn’t sure of the reasons. I never read too much into it. I hadn’t met either of them for years when I reconnected with Kaavi, and I just assumed they’d stopped being friends.


[Pause]


But then, well, Amaya turned up to the wedding. It left everyone feeling quite uncomfortable.










Chapter 2


Amaya


Three Months before the Wedding


“What’s that you got there?” Jessica asked, eyeing my phone.


We were sitting in the LA sun, sipping mimosas at Bella’s Bistro while waiting for our eggs to come. It’s a beautiful day, and I shouldn’t be on my phone. I shouldn’t have come at all. It’s been two days since I found out, and to say I’m a blubbering mess is the understatement of the year.


I didn’t even stay the night at the hotel. I called for the car and left as soon as I could. I needed to get to my laptop. Combing through Kaavi’s social media feeds on my phone wasn’t going to cut it.


I spent the rest of the night and most of the next day checking each of her posts for a hint of a relationship with him. For a sign on when they got together. For a crumb of anything at all that didn’t leave me feeling like my life was spinning out of control.


I pushed aside the questions that kept buzzing through my head—


Had they always kept in touch?


How long had they been together?


Could they have gotten together when Spencer and I were still dating?


And the worst question of all—


Was there always a spark? A spark of something that I had missed because I worshipped the ground he walked on and she was like family to me?


It was late the next day when I got a few answers, but it wasn’t from digging through her older posts. I got notifications on all my accounts that Kaavi had uploaded a video to her YouTube channel.


My fingers trembled as I hit the play button. It had already racked up over a hundred views in the few minutes it was online—127, to be exact. It wasn’t going to be good. Even the numbers weren’t on my side.


She was sitting in her minimalist, rose gold–accented office.


The future is female, a poster behind her read. Her hair was flawless, as always. I have no idea how she kept it so sleek and neat, but then again, nothing about me has ever been sleek or neat, so it’s not like I could relate. And, also as always, she was radiant. She usually included the makeup she wore in her videos with links to buy. I had bought every single product in her ensemble. The scrubs and exfoliators and “natural finish” tinted moisturizers. But never, not once, did my skin manage to look like hers.


She was wearing a dusty-pink silk blouse, which matched the aesthetic of her office. She always matched the aesthetic of her office. Every Instagram post, every YouTube video, every picture on Facebook had some sort of filter on it that made it bright and light, with hints of pink and rose gold, of course. She was nothing like the shy girl I grew up with who mostly wore oversize men’s shirts and was obsessed with Bruce Springsteen.


She was smiling and happy and positively glowing as she spoke.


“Hi, everyone! I’ve been getting bombarded with messages congratulating me on my engagement, and I’m so very thankful.”


She pressed her palms together in front of her. Just the right amount of tradition for her Sri Lankan audience, as always.


“But so many of you had questions about Spencer, my fiancé”—she dragged out the word like it was two syllables longer than it was— “that I thought I would make a quick video. First off, many of you have asked if this is an arranged marriage.”


She gave a little giggle at this.


“No, my lovelies, this was not arranged by my parents at all. Spencer and I have known each other for a very long time. Years and years, in fact. First as friends, and then I guess we grew into our love for each other.”


I knocked over the glass of water that was sitting on the desk next to me. Of course they knew each other for years and years. It was normal, wasn’t it, for someone to get to know their best friend’s boyfriend? The three of us were practically inseparable while we were in college. And they grew into their love? What does that even mean? This was a relationship, not a pair of shoes that Sri Lankan parents buy their children—three sizes too big so they would fit them for longer.


I wanted to turn it off. Turn it off and throw my laptop out the window.


“Spencer has been quite the supporter of my charity, and this is what really allowed us to get to know each other and build a relationship based on our shared values.”


She interspersed this bit with images of her and Spencer meeting with the girls from Pink Sapphires. There was a picture of him handing over one of those silly oversize checks, and one with both of their arms around three girls. My head felt like it was about to burst.


I remember when I first met Spencer. How he had been so different from the immature, idiotic teenagers I had dated back in Sri Lanka. He used to pick me up from my classes with giant bouquets of roses. He was so proud of me. Wanted to show me off. We didn’t have to be quiet or discreet like I had to be at home.


“The big question, of course, was why I had never mentioned Spence before. And I know, I know, it was all very sneaky of me. I hope none of you will hold it against me, because I really do love sharing my journey with you. It’s just that Spence is really quite shy and doesn’t like the limelight at all, so he asked me if I could please give him some space and not put too many details up on social media. It was something I struggled with at first, because as you lovelies know, I have no filter.”


She gave a hearty laugh, but I continued to feel dizzy. There are many words that I could have used to describe Spencer, but shy was definitely not one of them. Spencer was confident. He always knew what he wanted. Unapologetically so. It was what drew me to him in the first place. Unless he’s changed. Of course he must have changed. Five years is a long time, after all. Long enough to forget everything that happened in the past and happily move on with your best friend.


“But now that the cat’s out of the bag, I guess I can finally share a little bit about him. Apart from being ridiculously handsome, Spencer is quite the successful entrepreneur. His start-ups in San Francisco have done really well. Well enough that he can finally take some time off to plan the wedding! I don’t mean to brag, of course, but I am very, very proud of him.


“What plans for the wedding? Well, here’s another bit of exciting news! We’ve decided to get married in January. Now I know, I know. That’s only three months away. But you all know how traditional my parents are, and the astrologer told them that this is the most auspicious day for us.”


She gave a little eye roll and a laugh at this. She wanted her audience to know that she thought it was silly too. But not silly enough to hold off on the wedding. Three months. I felt like choking. I couldn’t believe this.


“I didn’t think that Spence would be all right with all this horoscope business, but funnily enough, he thought it was a great idea. Didn’t want to wait at all! So now we are gearing up to drive our wedding planner up the wall.”


Spencer, my Spencer, who gave me a hard time if I ever referred to myself as a Virgo, was suddenly all right with Sri Lankan horoscope readers? I guess people can change after all. But then I thought about the way my stomach would tighten whenever he came home from work, the way my heart would race when he smiled at me, told me I was beautiful. Could things really change that much? We’d dated all through college. Well, college for me. He’d dropped out in his first year to focus on his start‑up. But we did date for four years. Long enough to really know someone. Long enough to discover each other’s secrets.


“I have time now for just one more question. AliFlowerx3 asked where we would live after the wedding, and some of you had suggested that I would be moving back to the States with Spence after we got married. It’s a nice thought, but it won’t be the case. My family’s business, which I am actively involved in, as well as my charity, Pink Sapphires, are both run from Sri Lanka, where I intend to stay. Luckily for us, Spence has decided to take a step back from the active role in his most recent start‑up for a while, until we get settled as husband and wife, at least. So he’ll be moving to Sri Lanka, and we’ll be living in my parents’ guesthouse until our own house is constructed, just down the road from my family home.”


I tried to make myself take a deep breath. It didn’t work. A shudder escaped from deep within me.


Of course Kaavi would put her charity first. When she founded Pink Sapphires two years ago, I’d thought it was a typical Colombo 07 vanity project. To my surprise, Kaavi was quite serious about it, and the organization’s mission—to provide educational opportunities for girls from low-income households—was gaining quite a reputation.


“That’s it, my lovelies. I need to start wedding planning. Oh gosh, it feels so funny to say that. Who would have thought I would be a Mrs. at the very start of the new year! And as always, if you loved hearing about my good news, please don’t forget to hit that like button and subscribe to my channel. Love and peace to all of you!”


I just sat there, staring at my laptop screen for so long that YouTube started auto-playing a clip from Say Yes to the Dress. I didn’t even have the energy to turn it off.


“Amaaayaaaa?” Jessica dragged my name out. “Hello? Are you even here?” She had a point. I had pretty much forgotten that I was still at brunch. When I wasn’t watching the video on my phone, I was replaying it in my head, over and over again.


“Sorry. I’ve just been a little preoccupied.”


I would have given my right arm to have skipped this meetup. I had actually messaged Jessica and canceled, saying I wasn’t feeling well, but she didn’t buy it—probably because I was always trying to bail on her. She showed up at my door with a bowl of soup, a cup of coffee, and some Tylenol, all of which were discarded on my kitchen counter while she shoved me into the shower and picked out my clothes while I was in there. It was forward and pushy and usually why I liked her. Someone to shake me out of my comfort zone of takeout Chinese food and a movie on my couch on Friday nights, and reading in bed on Saturday mornings. And I usually did have a good time going for brunch, or cocktails, or to some gallery opening that Jessica always seemed to be invited to.


So here I was—forcing myself to sip on overpriced mimosas and nibble on artistically plated avocado and poached eggs when my mind was ten thousand miles away, obsessing over a wedding that should never happen.


It wasn’t a terrible morning. I was just having brunch with Jessica, Deepa, and Imogen, all of whom knew one another from the spin class they took three times a week, though I only knew Jessica since she was a supplier for my store. All three women were upbeat without being too intense, friendly, and always up for a laugh. We’d been doing this lukewarm brunch routine for about a year now. The sun was shining and the breeze was light. I should be having a better time. Not constantly checking my phone to see if Kaavi had uploaded anything new.


Maybe I should just talk about it a little? Maybe I’d feel less terrible if I did? At least, that’s what Dr. Dunn said, right?


“That’ll be $33.55 each,” I heard the lady at the table next to ours tell her friends, and I took that as a sign.


I cleared my throat and looked at Jess hesitantly.


“It’s just, well, my ex–best friend is getting married. To my ex‑boyfriend.”


The outpouring of horror was just as I hoped.


“No fucking way.”


“That ho.”


“Talk about being a backstabbing bitch.”


They were good friends.


“Is that why you haven’t gotten off Instagram today?” Imogen asked. This, coming from a woman who was dead set on broadcasting her entire life on social media. None of us were allowed to take a bite of our meals until she had artistically messed up the table and taken pictures of everything. It was annoying, of course, especially when our eggs got cold, but no one ever said anything, so I didn’t either. There was a time I used to daydream about her choking on her avocado toast, eyes bulging as she gasped and spluttered for air, just so she would let me eat in peace, but I’ve gotten used to the constant Instagramming now.
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