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PROLOGUE


The sky was a mixture of shades of gray and white. Little snowflakes were starting to fall. Slowly, dancing lazily through the air. All noise was muffled and seemed far away. Only his heavy breathing close to her ear and her own heartbeat were clearly audible.


Alice knew she had goose bumps on her bare arms, and she felt the icy touch of the flakes landing on her skin, immediately melted by the warmth of her body. Yet she didn’t feel that cold.


Her breathing became slower.


With every step he took, he softly rocked her to sleep. Her eyelids got heavier. Her hands and feet felt numb. Was it because of the cold?


Her belly was warm though. There was a fire inside her, but the burning sensation seemed to disappear steadily, fading out like the flames of an unattended fire.


It wasn’t hurting anymore.


He was whispering again. She could not understand him. He seemed so distant.


Her eyelids fell shut, but she forced them open quickly, scared of what might come in the darkness.


It was nice to be held by him, facing upward, toward the white sky. Even though the light blinded her, she enjoyed watching the snowflakes dance. They looked so joyful.


She couldn’t remember the last time she had looked at snowflakes like that. She could not even remember the last time she had been outside.


The air was so fresh and rich with scents. She could smell trees and earth. Wet soil and fern. Even moss.


Eager, she tried to inhale deeply, but her lungs protested, and the cold air pierced her chest, like tiny icicles stabbing through the membrane of her organs.


Her eyes wandered to his face, and she realized he was looking at her. His eyes were shiny and wet, glistening in the faint winter light.


Little droplets of sweat covered his forehead. Strands of his hair stuck to it. His jaw was clenched in agony and anger, so hard it seemed as though it was about to crush.


He looked mad, yet vulnerable.


Desperate.


She felt him move his hand slightly. His thumb began to softly move along the naked skin of her left arm. His fingers were rough against her skin, but not in an unpleasant way.


His hand was warm, but the gun it carried felt cold as ice.


Suddenly, the light disappeared, and Alice couldn’t see the sky anymore.


They had gotten deeper into the woods. Dark branches of evergreen trees blocked the snowflakes from falling to the ground. The air felt warmer here. Moister. The ground appeared to be softer too. It was probably still covered in fallen autumn leaves.


She couldn’t see them though. She wasn’t able to turn her head.


His steps weren’t shaking her so hard anymore. The rocking had gotten softer, and the lack of light made her even more tired.


Again, she felt her eyelids close. Her mind protested but was too weak to resist the drowsiness.


The movement stopped suddenly, and she seemed to be falling.


It was only him kneeling on the ground. He shifted her a bit on his lap and began to tap her cheek softly.


“Don’t go.” His voice was barely more than a whisper. Flat. Toneless. Broken.


Did he mean her? Where would she be going? She could not even move her legs.


She forced her eyes open once again. It cost her more effort than she would have thought.


One of his tears dripped down on her cheek. It felt warm on her skin. He took her left hand, which had been resting on the cold ground, and placed it on her belly.


Her fingers touched something wet and warm.


The blood.


With every drop, her life was running out of her body.


There were voices in the distance. Shouts.


“They’re coming,” she breathed.
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The muffled voices fighting their way through both the closed bedroom door and living room door were lower than before, when Danny and his friends had been talking about the last football game they had watched. It meant they were talking about their secret business again. They always lowered their voices when discussing their precious business, and they would immediately stop talking if Alice entered the room.


She didn’t think about doing that now, though. Nothing could make her go into the sticky, newly proclaimed mancave and face her boyfriend and his friends.


She was done with them. Done with trying to remain a valuable part of Danny’s life anymore. Done with trying to get to know his buddies and be anything to them but an intruder in an apartment that once used to belong to just her and Danny.


Now, the men spent about every single day here, literally marking their territory by not only leaving behind an atmosphere thick with testosterone and menace, but also little yellow dots on the toilet seat.


Alice longed for some privacy like she once had longed for Danny’s company. Times had changed, apparently. It was evident that her boyfriend had stowed away their relationship in a dusty box in the depths of his mind somewhere, like Alice did with the pictures that decorated their bedroom walls no more.


Practically spoken, they were a broken-up couple still sharing a bed, but admitting so hurt too much.


Despite his obvious dislike of her, Danny had made no attempts to leave or kick her out, and Alice was beginning to believe that he was slowly trying to create an environment in which she could no longer possibly exist. And his new friends seemed all too eager to support that plan.


Danny had only met them a couple of months prior, but ever since they had replaced Alice in being the most important part of his life.


Alice regretted having bought him that member card for a nearby gym to make him leave the house occasionally. He’d really clung to her after losing his job, and when he had begun complaining about gaining some weight Alice had grasped the opportunity to get some distance. Now, there was nothing but distance between them and what was worse: he had met his stupid friends at that gym.


Actually, he had only run into the guy named ‘Tee’ there, who’d then introduced him to his gang, Paul, Jonas, and the old guy, Waldo.


Alice did not know what else to call them but gang. They were equally built and shaped—muscly, tall, with broad shoulders and an even broader ego. She knew that Tee and Jonas worked as security guards in a mall, and Waldo was a former cop. Paul’s job had not yet been revealed to her, but judging by his aggressive appearance, she figured he must be in a similar business. He was the only short guy of the group—but he seemed to want to make up for that by gaining width.


What had gotten into Danny to make him even talk to people like them was still an unsolved riddle to Alice. Danny had been a geek before he had met them. Quite tall with his six foot four, but his slender and quirky figure had never made him look threatening in any way. That had changed too, with his gym-obsession of the previous months and his apparent need to impress his new friends.


Dating someone who looked like a male model had never been Alice’s intention. She also didn’t need a boyfriend to protect her, but neither did she want to need someone to protect her from her boyfriend. Not to mention from his bodyguards—or hairless gorillas, as she liked to call them. Only out of earshot, of course. She wasn’t suicidal.


Her friends weren’t very supportive. Too blinded were they by Danny’s now not only tall but also ripped body. Apparently, it had slipped their mind that his beautiful deep blue eyes, broad grin, and freckles had always been there. Sadder than about her friends’ newly discovered shallowness was Alice about the fact that Danny’s broad smile had not been directed at her in a very long time. What she received now were threats, sexist remarks, and occasionally, drunken attempts to have sex with her.


The latter occurred a bit too often for her taste these days. Danny’s craving for booze had increased with the growth of his ego and the value of his clothes.


Where once black t-shirts with the lettering of metal bands had covered a flat chest, there were now blindingly white dress shirts stretched over firm breasts that Alice couldn’t help but suspect were bigger than her own.


Danny’s friends were different. Looks weren’t why they worked out. Fights were. Whether beating up people was for fun or business, Alice didn’t know. But those guys were drawn to fights like moths to a light bulb. And so it had happened more than once that they’d interfered in an argument between her and Danny. Waldo had once even told Alice to mind her tone.


Alice hated yelling just as much as she hated arguing in general, but raising her voice was often the only way to get Danny’s attention.


An explanation for his change of personality had not left his lips yet. Losing his job and having to let her provide for him for a while had hurt his pride a little, but was it enough to excuse him being gone for days sometimes without telling her where he was or when he would be back? Was it the reason for his increased consumption of alcohol and war movies? Why he kept his friends around at all times?


Or maybe it was the secret business, allowing him to buy a Rolex and new flatscreen TV. Maybe the new personality had come as complimentary addition to the black leather shoes. Maybe, if you dressed like a nineteen-fifties gentleman’s club owner, you had to act like one too.


A gentleman’s club. What if that was the secret business?


Alice snorted disdainfully as the inevitable images flashed through her mind. Was that why Danny still kept her around? Maybe he wanted to tie her to a pole.


Alice’s eyes flicked to the clock on the wall of her bedroom. It was a boring Sunday evening. Still quite early. Normally, she’d be huddled in a blanket on the couch, watching some superhero-movie. Now, the living room and everything that came with it were occupied. The small flat, they shared, was way too crowded.


As much as Alice wished to avoid the gang tonight, staring at the clock reminded her of the plumber who was supposed to have a look at the bathroom pipes the next morning. Since she would be at work Danny would have to let the guy or girl in.


Sighing, Alice got up from the bed, on which she had been sitting for about an hour, going through the pictures of her and Danny. They had once added some color to the walls, but Alice had torn them down in one of the rages that came with having to live with Danny’s new personality. Alice put the pictures back in the old shoe box, which served to contain them, and shoved them back under the bed—where they again became a lurking monster, waiting to creep up on her at night.


A glance in the mirror revealed a pale, sleep-deprived face with dark shadows underneath dark eyes. Alice rubbed her eyes to make them look less puffy. She didn’t need the men to know she had been shedding tears over Danny again. Her long dark hair was uncombed and messy, but it would suffice for an audience in the mancave, which had once been a clean and comfortable living room.


Alice pushed the door handle down slowly and carefully, and opened the door of the bedroom just a crack to be able to glance into the corridor. As expected, nobody was in the kitchen to her left or the bathroom to her right. Both were dark and empty. Light found its way through the narrow gap underneath the living room door and into the hallway. Along with it came the obnoxious noise of shots being fired, which indicated that the guys were playing some stupid war game again.


Alice chewed her lower lip and wondered if a note pinned to the door would suffice to inform Danny about the plumber appointment. But the risk of him being too drunk to read it was a big one and the pipes really needed fixing.


Taking a deep breath, Alice crossed the narrow corridor and came to a halt in front of the living room. She lifted her right hand to the door and hesitated, listening to the disgusting sound of war and wondering what kind of hell was awaiting her on the other side of the thin wood.


While taking yet another deep breath she told herself to get a grip and managed to knock politely. To her surprise and despite the noise, the door was opened immediately, startling her. Jonas was standing in the frame, his massive arms crossed in front of his chest. Interestingly, he did not look very amused, rather agitated somehow. Alice let her right arm drop back down to her side and her eyes found Danny, who was sitting on the old thrift shop couch, furiously handling some weird-looking controller. His dark locks looked glossy and bounced up and down with every move he made. Alice was glad that he hadn’t cut them yet to look more like his bully-friends.


Waldo was standing behind the couch, Tee next to him. Paul was sitting next to Danny. Everyone seemed to be concentrating hard on whatever was on screen.


Jonas’s huge shoulders were blocking Alice’s view of the TV screen, but the war noise was way too loud for her taste.


“Bad timing?” She forced a grin and tried to sound nice.


Jonas just stood there, staring at her without saying a word. Alice couldn’t remember having ever heard him talk. She turned away from him and tried to get her boyfriend’s attention. “Danny?”


“Busy,” was Waldo’s response.


“I can see that.” Alice sighed. “Anyway, the plumber’s coming tomorrow morning at around nine, and I need you to open the door for him or her.” She was talking to the back of Danny’s head, which was still faced toward the TV. He didn’t seem to hear her.


“Make sure you set your alarm and let them in, please.”


Again, no reaction.


Alice gritted her teeth, trying to stay calm. “And please leave the leftovers in the fridge. I’d like to have them for lunch tomorrow at the office.”


Danny’s back remained toward her. Tee was grinning stupidly at her now.


She turned back to Jonas. “Well, you heard me. Let him know, okay?” Stretching her neck, she tried to catch a glimpse of the screen, but Jonas slightly shifted to again block her view.


“I’ll let him know,” said Tee with a cocky grin that revealed his yellowish teeth. At least they went along well with his flaxen hair, which rested in a greasy mess on his head. He had a rather narrow face and watery, blue eyes.


Jonas grabbed a pack of cigarettes out of the back pocket of his jeans and lit one. He inhaled deeply and seemed to study Alice’s face, still not talking.


Alice had to admit that he was kind of good-looking. He had Italian-looking features, and his skin was always tanned, which made her suspect that he did construction work next to his security guard job. His eyes were blue and his hair ash brown. He was a bit shorter than Danny, but still tall with his approximately six foot one. Jonas looked bigger though, broader.


Waldo was the oldest of the group. His receding hair had already turned gray and white. It matched his little, evil-looking, gray-blue eyes. Waldo was always perfectly shaven and wore his shirt unbuttoned at the top, to expose some of his white chest hair as well as the golden necklace around his throat. He wore flawless dress pants and ironed dress shirts, but never a coat.


Paul was the only one who didn’t look like the cast of the godfather movie. His self-consciousness made him appear more humane than the others and Alice liked him best, though like Jonas, she had never heard him say a word. In addition, he also avoided her presence whenever possible, and if not, her eyes. Unlike Jonas, whose eyes were still fixed on Alice’s face while he casually blew out a big cloud of smoke. Alice wrinkled her nose but kept her mouth shut. She hated it when he smoked in the apartment, but she didn’t dare to say so.


She wouldn’t let him know that he intimidated her however, so she held his stare coldly and said, “Good night,” before turning on her heels and leaving the room.


Even before she reached the bedroom, the door fell shut behind her.


At least there had been no argument like the last time she’d had to face Danny and his gang. Alice found it embarrassing to have to address their issues so openly before his friends—only there was no way around it.


The cheap plastic clock on the wall was ticking noisily. It was only 7:30 p.m. but Alice felt tired enough to go to bed already. As usual though, the noise coming from the living room was so loud that sleeping would be impossible, so she decided to watch a movie on her laptop instead. A glance at the desk in the corner of the bedroom revealed that the laptop wasn’t where she had left it.


It wasn’t in the kitchen either when she checked. The gang had gifted her with a huge mess instead. Empty beer bottles were lying around, dirty plates and plastic dishes from takeout covered every surface. Apparently, Jonas had even put out his cigarettes on the kitchen table.


Was he insane? Alice felt anger boiling up inside of her. The mess could be cleaned, but there were black holes burned into the table now. Biting her lip hard, she tried to swallow her anger. There was no way she would go back to the living room and start an argument. Instead, she took the wet rag from the sink and wiped the ash from the table to see how deep the holes were.


The table was ruined. Not that it had been expensive—everything in the apartment was secondhand anyway. But she found it incredibly rude of Jonas to destroy someone else’s furniture.


Swallowing her anger felt like it clumped and went down into the pit of her stomach, along with all the other bottled-up emotions from the previous months. Sighing, she threw the wet cloth back into the sink and started to load the dirty plates into the dishwasher, knowing from experience that the men were not going to do it themselves. Chicken bones got crushed under the soles of her feet, but Alice had recently begun to wear her shoes inside the house as well.


Great. He’s getting drunk and playing games while I clean up his mess.


And the laptop was gone as well. Danny had probably used it and taken it somewhere. Alice paused and pondered on whether watching a movie was worth going back into the living room, just as she heard a door being opened. Seconds later, Tee entered the kitchen, a wide grin on his face.


“Cleaning?”


Alice frowned at him. “Obviously.”


“Sorry for the mess. We would’ve done it later.”


Sure.


Alice kept her thoughts to herself and continued loading the dishwasher.


“Is there any more booze?” Tee’s watery eyes scanned the room.


“I wouldn’t know. Check the fridge.”


Tee strolled over and did as she suggested. There was beer, apparently, and he loaded his long arms with large brown bottles, then he shut the fridge, and turned to look at her.


“You’re very welcome to join us, you know.”


“I’m not really into war games.”


Confusion flashed over his face, then he mouthed an “oh” as he comprehended. “They’re done playing, actually. Dan was trying out a new game.”


Good for him.


Alice gave Tee a smile and tried to be friendly. “So … was it fun?”


“Uh …” he seemed to consider. “I’m not really into … war games either, to be honest. Dan seemed to like it. I prefer race games.”


At least they seemed to have something in common. “Need for speed?”


Tee nodded eagerly. “Yeah, love those. Opener?” He nodded toward the bottles in his hands.


“I really don’t know where you guys put all the stuff. You were the last ones to use it. It’s supposed to be in the top drawer though, next to the sink.”


“Oh, I remember. We took it to the living room!”


Alice grimaced at him, not knowing what to say. Apparently, he really wanted to chat with her.


“Any other race games you play?” he asked.


“Only Mario-Kart, but it’s been a while since I last played. Especially with the TV being occupied all the time.” Alice knew she sounded very passive-aggressive, but Tee wasn’t usually that nice to her.


Now he gave her an apologetic smile. “I could lend you some games that’ll work on your laptop, if you like.”


Alice shrugged. “Thanks, maybe sometime. Talking about my laptop, have you seen it somewhere? I can’t find it.”


“Yeah, I think Dan took it. The black one, right?”


“We only got one since he broke his.”


By spilling whiskey on it.


“Right. Dan mentioned something ‘bout buying a new one. I always tell him he should get a PC instead. Way more you can do on it, and it’s got a longer lifespan.”


There was a moment of awkward silence when Alice didn’t reply. As soon as the dishwasher was full, she shut the door and pressed the start-button.


“Well … the beer is getting warm.” Tee laughed nervously. “I’d better get back to the others.”


“Could you tell Danny to bring my laptop, please?”


He nodded. “Sure.”


“And did you tell him what I said before, about the plumber?”


“Oops, totally forgot. I’ll do it now though,” he assured her.


“Thanks.”


Tee hesitated for a moment, his tongue sticking out between his lips like a slug trying to wind its way out of his mouth. He seemed to be thinking about something else to say, but when he failed to do so he finally left the kitchen.


Alice let out a relieved sigh. She could fill a book with things she’d rather do than talk to one of the gang, but Tee was surprisingly nice when he was alone.


Maybe he just tried to impress the others when he made all those sexist remarks about her.


Alice turned off the lights and went back to the bedroom. There, she took off her clothes and put on a pair of leggings and a large T-shirt to sleep in.


Just as she was walking toward the door to switch off the ceiling lamp, it flung inward and bounced back off the little rubber doorstop on the wall. Danny stood in the frame.


The stench of whiskey that accompanied him made Alice screw up her nose. He seemed to be in a good mood, however. That was surprising.


“Tee said to bring your laptop,” Danny said, while leaning against the doorframe.


“And where is it then?” Alice wanted to know.


Danny looked down at his hands and seemed surprised to only find a halfempty whiskey bottle in one and no laptop in the other.


“Oops.” He chuckled.


Alice crossed her arms in front of her chest. “Glad you’re in a good mood for once, but I was just about to go to bed. And I’d like my laptop here, where it’s safe.”


“I wouldn’t break it!”


“I’m not saying you would. I just don’t like it lying around in the living room while you guys are having a party.”


Danny took a gulp from his bottle, then wiped his mouth with the back of his right hand.


“You should join us. Tee said he already invited you.”


“It’s Sunday, Danny. I have work tomorrow.”


Again, Danny laughed. “No, you don’t.”


“Yes, I do. Some of us have serious jobs.”


He seemed hurt by that. “I earn money.”


“I know.”


“More than you, even.”


Alice clenched her teeth. “I know that. And yet you’re always home.”


“I work from home.”


“I only see you playing video games. How d’you make money like that?”


Danny’s eyes flicked up to the ceiling while he seemed to ponder. “It’s part of my job.”


“So, staying up late, getting drunk with your friends, is you working?”


Grinning, he nodded. “My friends are my partners. We work together. That is fun.”


“Well, I guess being able to drink alcohol while working must be fun indeed. You do your thing. If you earn money with it, why should I care?” Sighing, Alice began to pull back the blankets on the bed.


“That’s what I’ve been saying, ain’t it?” Danny slurred. “No problem there, right?”


Scowling, Alice turned to face him. “There are certain things we need to discuss, Danny.”


A stupid look came over his face and his eyes appeared glazed by his drunkenness.


Alice sat down on the bed. “You do know what I’m talking about, don’t you?” He shook his head.


“Well, then I guess now’s not the time to discuss those things. You’re obviously too drunk and playing stupid.”


She watched him take another big sip of whiskey.


“You know what? Keep the laptop tonight. I just want to go to sleep. Will you please turn off the light and close the door?”


Danny took a clumsy step into the room and shook his head. “No, wait. I wanted to tell you something!” It took him a moment to find his balance. “The reason we’re celebrating.”


Why should I care?


Grinning, Danny waited for a reply. Disappointed by her obvious disinterest, he eventually gave in. “I bought a house.”


Alice felt her eyebrows climb up her forehead. “A house?”


“A house.”


Suddenly, her throat went dry, and she swallowed. It had been clear that this day would come, the way Danny had been acting lately, but she had dreaded it. There was a reason why she hadn’t left him yet, but now he was going to leave her. To her distaste, her eyes turned moist.


No, don’t cry in front of him. Be glad he’s leaving.


With an inappropriately excited expression Danny waited for her to say something.


Alice cleared her throat. “So … you’re moving?”


“We’re moving, yes.”


“You and the guys?”


“No, it’ll be our place mostly, but if you don’t mind, they’ll be staying with us from time to time.”


Confused, Alice could do nothing but stare at him.


“I mean, it’s a huge place, you know. There’s lots of space, so we’ll both have our privacy. We both know that this—” he beckoned toward the corridor and living room, “—isn’t working out.”


“Danny, please, you’re being confusing. Will you please explain to me what exactly it is you’re saying?”


“I’m saying,” Danny leaned forward and gave her a wide grin, “that I bought a house for us and we’re going to move tomorrow! Isn’t that awesome?”


A long, awkward silence followed his words. Alice’s thoughts were spinning, making her mind feel like it was on a merry-go-round. Was he serious? After everything that had happened, he still wanted to live with her? How could he just buy a house without letting her know and how could he even afford that?


Again, Danny was expecting an answer, an excited look on his face.


“Is … this a joke?”


He shook his head.


“From the start, please.” With a sweaty hand Alice brushed through a strand of her hair nervously. “I mean … when did you buy a house? And where? And why do you still want to live with me after all of this?”


The questions seemed too much for Danny. He looked dumbstruck.


“Well …” he began. “Waldo knows a guy whose wife … uh… committed … you know … suicide.”


Alice frowned.


“In the house, I mean. So, he wanted to get rid of the house. The guy, I mean. And so, it was a real bargain. And well, Waldo told me about it and made me sign the contract a couple of days ago.”


“Made you?”


“I mean, he told me about it, and I just had to buy it.”


“And tell me now?”


Danny shrugged apologetically. “I wanted to surprise you, but we never talked.”


“You could have told me anytime!”


“There were some … uh… problems with the business and we were really busy—”


“Problems with playing video games?” she interrupted him.


“I’m a programmer.”


“We’ve been together for over two years, Danny. I know you’re a programmer.”


Danny scratched his chin, looking uncomfortable. “I mean, I program these … uh… games, you know.” He started fumbling on a pimple on his chin. “To sell. The games, I mean.”


Alice’s eyes narrowed. “Sounds like your dream job. Where’s the problem?”


“It is! It’s just that building a business is quite hard, you know.”


“Why did you never tell me about this?”


Danny thought for a long moment before he answered, his eyes glued to the ceiling. When they locked with hers again, they were full of accusation. “I thought you’d laugh at me.”


“Why would I laugh at you?”


“Because … I was unemployed and you were earning all the money and doing everything and kept urging me to get a job … But I had this idea, you know.” He pointed at his temple. “I knew exactly what I wanted to do, but I knew you wouldn’t approve.”


“Why wouldn’t I?”


“Because … people usually fail when they try these things, and I knew you wouldn’t believe in me. But I found the right … partners with the right … ideas … you know.”


Alice took a deep breath. “No. As a matter of fact, I don’t. I don’t see how any of these guys—” she nodded to the living room, “—are any good at programming games. They don’t seem very smart.”


A deep frown appeared on Danny’s forehead.


“Sorry, I didn’t mean to insult your friends. What I mean is that they look like people who work with their bodies, not their minds.”


“You underse … underes … uh… underestimate them.” It took him three tries to pronounce the word correctly.


“Danny, please stop drinking from that bottle … okay?”


“I’m not that drunk!”


“Whatever.”


He’s swaying like grass in the wind.


“Anyways, I’m glad your business is going so well, and I do understand that you were stressed out, but that doesn’t mean your behavior toward me is justified.”


“You always make everything about you, don’t you?”


“What?”


“Every time I say something, you only talk about yourself! You’re so fucking selfish!”


“Excuse me?”


“It’s true!” Danny exclaimed. “I’m working my fucking ass off to buy the lady a house, and what do I get? Criticism!”


Stunned, Alice stared at him. “Are you joking right now, Danny? I’ve been going to work every single day just to come home and find you drunk. You completely ignored me, never talked to me, and your friends are always here and make a mess. Every day, I clean up after your lazy asses and now you’re telling me I’m selfish?”


Danny’s cheeks were turning red. “I was having a hard time! And all I got from you was criticism! Every time you came home, first thing you did was nag. You’re a control freak!”


“You … you’re definitely too drunk to think straight. Having a hard time? Really? Well, I’m sorry, but it sure didn’t look that way when I saw you drinking beer and playing games with your friends.”


“Just because my job involves … video games, doesn’t mean it’s just fun! We had a rough start, and a lot was going wrong, and maybe … maybe I just needed the booze to relax.” He said the last part of the sentence quietly, with sadness in his voice, and Alice immediately felt bad.


He’s doing it again. Blaming me for everything. Don’t give in.


“Every time you walked through that fucking door, first thing you did was tell me to clean up or turn the volume down! Not even a word of greeting or a kiss, no. Don’t you see how annoying that is?”


Alice rubbed her temples with her knuckles. Danny’s words didn’t make any sense and yet, they were messing with her head. Was it the whiskey talking? Or did he need the booze to open up? She tried to think back to those moments he had mentioned.


Did I really? Is it true what he’s saying?


“You never gave me the chance to spend some alone time with you. You’re always gone for days without telling me where you are or what you’re doing. And when I try to talk to you, you cut me off. Don’t blame me now, Danny. It’s not fair. I hate playing mommy, but I don’t want to be worrying about you all the time either.”


I shouldn’t have said that … that’s his weak point.


She bit her lip, wondering if she had provoked him.


His face was still red, but it was hard to tell whether it had gotten redder.


“I did more than you’d think,” he muttered through clenched teeth.


“Okay, okay … let’s talk about that house now, please. How’s all of this supposed to work out?”


Danny was breathing heavily, but he tried to answer in a calm manner. “I wanted to surprise you, so I organized everything. There’s really nothing for you to worry about.”


Alice studied his face. He looked hurt and stubborn at the same time. It made her sad.


“What about our apartment?”


“What about it?” He took another deep gulp of whiskey.


“We’ll need to quit it.”


“Already done.”


“When did you do all of this? And why am I only hearing about it now?”


“I wrote … a letter.”


“It doesn’t work that way. I signed the rental agreement and there’s a cancellation period, unless you find another—”


“I know all of this! Don’t treat me like a fucking baby!”


“Danny, please be honest.”


He made a sound that was a mixture between a sigh and a moan. “Okay! I screwed up, all right? Your idiotic mess of a boyfriend screwed up again. But I fixed it, so stop worrying about it.”


“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Alice said softly, careful not to provoke him.


Seeing him like this was both shocking and hurtful. Apparently, he wasn’t as happy as she had thought he was. Had he hidden it well or had she really been too self-absorbed?


“We’re getting kicked out. We have to be gone by tomorrow evening.” Danny’s shoulders sacked and he stared down at his feet.


“They can’t just kick us out! Why would they?”


“Because of the noise … neighbors complained.”


“Yeah but … what about a warning?”


“There were warnings. Several. I threw them out.”


Alice stared at him in disbelief. “Why would you do such a thing?”


“I mean, I tried to keep the noise down. But we have to work at night. The guys have other jobs during the day. It just wasn’t possible. I never thought they would actually go through with this.”


He looked at her with puppy eyes, like a dog awaiting punishment. “I screwed up, okay. I told you so. But I fixed it! I mean, with what I earn now, this place is too crappy for us anyway. Also, I want you to be happy and I want … us to be happy, too.” He took a step toward her, drunkenly and clumsily, and took her hand. “It’s a very nice house, you’ll see. English, big garden, trees, lots of space … It’s old, but beautiful.”


Alice’s thoughts were still spinning. Everything was happening too fast for her to grasp.


“Jonas destroyed the kitchen table,” she muttered.


Danny gave her a warm smile. “I know. It’s fine, we don’t need it anymore. It’s too cheap for our new place.”


Alice sighed. “I don’t know what to say. It’s just … too fast. And how do I know things will get better?”


“They will,” Danny assured her. “Just give it a try.”


“I can’t just forget these last couple of months, Danny … I can’t just pretend everything never happened.”


Danny pulled his hand back and his expression darkened. “You’re never satisfied.”


Quickly, Alice hopped off the bed and put her hand on his arm. “That’s not true, really … it’s just happening so fast, and I need time to think … and I would really like to talk about this again when you’re sober.”


Danny’s face turned red at her words and his eyes glistened angrily. “No matter what I do, it’s never good enough for you!”


“No … I didn’t mean to make you feel that way. But see … this is one of the things I can’t just ignore. You’re so angry lately. I don’t even know you like that. The mood swings … the drinking …”


He shook her hand off.


Damn, everything I say is wrong.


“That wasn’t meant as criticism, Danny. I’m just worried about you.”


“Stop worrying then, it’s annoying,” he snapped.


Alice bit her lip and tried to think of something to say that would soothe him. Now’s just not a good time.


“I’m tired. I have to work tomorrow …. Let’s talk about this some other time when you … when your friends aren’t waiting for you next door.” She looked up at him and smiled.


For some reason though his face had gotten darker, and he looked as if he were boiling on the inside.


“You never listen to me!”


Alice stared at him, taken aback by his reaction.


“I told you we’re going to move tomorrow!”


“Tomorrow? Do you expect me to call in sick? Just why couldn’t you tell me sooner? You know my boss, she—”


“You don’t have to go to work anymore. I earn enough.”


“I can’t just not go. This is a serious job—”


“Which I quit.”


“What?”


Danny inhaled impatiently as if he were trying to explain something to a very slow person. “I earn enough for the both of us and I know you hated that job—”


“I don’t hate it!”


“Don’t interrupt me!” He was almost yelling now, and Alice wondered whether his friends were eavesdropping. It wouldn’t be the first time, but it always made her uncomfortable.


“You told me you’re tired of being just an assistant, and your boss is a fucking pain in the ass, and you’d rather not have to face her again.”


“What … are you saying exactly?”


“I’m saying,” he inhaled through clenched teeth, “that I made sure you’ll never have to face her again.”


A nervous laugh escaped Alice’s throat. “That sounds like you killed her and buried her in the woods.”


“No, I just quit your job for you.”


Anger chased Alice’s confusion away at once. “You can’t just quit my job without my consent!”


“I can and I did.” He took another drink from his bottle. “You were always complaining, but you never found the guts to go through with it, so I did it for you. You can thank me later.”


“What … how … what did you do?”


“Emailed her. Told her you quit.”


“You mean … from my laptop?”


He nodded. “Her reply was really polite by the way. Seems like a nice old lady.”


Is he provoking me on purpose?


Alice took a deep breath to calm herself. Whatever mess Danny had created, she could surely clean it up, like she always did.


Turning her back to him, she walked around the bed and grabbed her cell phone from the nightstand.


“What are you doing?” he wanted to know.


“I,” Alice said, whilst scrolling through her contact list, “am calling my boss to apologize for my idiotic, alcoholic boyfriend and his pathetic attempt to be funny.”


A sudden movement in the corner of her eye made her duck down just in time to avoid being hit by the flying whiskey bottle, which instead crashed against the wall behind her and shattered into pieces.


Shocked, she turned and stared at the stain on the wall and the shards of glass on the floor. Her heart seemed to want to break through her ribs, the way it was hammering against them. Slowly, she turned her head to face Danny.


He was shaking with anger.


Did he really just do that?


Alice opened her mouth to say something, but her thoughts were taking somersaults, so she closed it again. Danny looked frightening the way he was towering over her, his face burgundy, and his hands clenched into fists.


A moving shadow in the corridor made Alice’s eyes flick away from Danny and to Jonas, who had just appeared in the doorframe, a worried expression on his usually blank face. He glanced from Danny to Alice and then to the remains of the whiskey bottle on the floor. His mouth remained shut though, and he stood silently behind his friend.


Alice took a deep breath to slow down her heartbeat.


“Put. The phone. Down.” Danny pressed the words through his teeth between heavy breaths.


Paralyzed by the shock of seeing him snap like that, Alice just stared at him.


Will he freak out if I say something … anything?


She glanced at Jonas again. Danny surely wouldn’t lose it right in front of Jonas, and he didn’t have another bottle to throw.


The tension in the room was palpable; the air felt thick and heavy.


Why was Jonas just standing there? Did he want to make sure she didn’t insult his precious friend anymore?


It was one of those moments when silence seems louder than noise, but Alice suddenly heard a faint voice coming from her right hand.


“Hello? Alice?”


It took her a moment to realize that it was coming out of her phone.


Shit … I already dialed.


Danny couldn’t have heard it from where he was standing. Alice slowly moved her arm upward and put the phone to her ear, careful not to move too fast, as if it were movement that would provoke him.


“Hello? Alice, are you there?”


She could hear the voice clearly now.


“I- I’m sorry Liz, I was distracted . . .”


“No problem, Alice, what’s going on?”


She glanced at Danny. His upper lip was drawn back a bit, baring his teeth, his breathing was heavier than before.


“I was just calling to say that—”


It took him one big step to reach her and knock the phone out of her hand so hard, it left a throbbing pain in her fingers.


Before she could react, he had already bent down to pick it up.


“I TOLD YOU NOT TO CALL HER!” He did yell this time, only inches away from her face.


Intimidated, she took a step back.


Jonas stepped into the room at once and put his hand on Danny’s shoulder as if to calm him. Danny whirled around. “What?!”


Jonas just nodded toward the living room. Danny’s face was purple as a plum. He turned his head back to look at Alice.


Now Jonas was pulling at his upper arm to get him out of the room.


“Okay, okay. I’m coming!” Reluctantly, Danny turned around and followed his friend toward the door.


“Give me my phone back!” Alice called after him.


He gave her a warning look.


“Give it back,” she repeated.


Danny ignored her and continued walking.


Alice hurried after him and grabbed the sleeve of his shirt to stop him. “Danny, give it back to me, please!”


“Don’t touch me!” he yelled.


“I won’t let you leave with my phone!”


Danny shook her off, and when she tried to grab him again, he shoved her away so violently it made her fall backward and hit the floor. All air got knocked out of her lungs at the impact, and she stared at him in shock. Jonas grabbed Danny’s arm again and pulled him out of the room, this time with force.


Alice’s cheeks were burning with shame when she looked at Jonas. Quickly, she pushed herself back up and walked after Danny, but this time, she didn’t dare to grab him again.


“Danny, please …”


That made him turn around, but he didn’t say anything. Instead, he pulled the key out of the keyhole, stepped out of the room, and closed the door.


Alice heard the key rattling in the lock. It took her a moment to realize what had happened.


He locked me in.


At once, her heartbeat accelerated, and her hands and feet turned cold. Panicking, she pulled at the door handle.


“Danny?” Her voice broke. She cleared her throat and tried again. “Danny!” Still no reaction from outside.


Blood throbbed loudly in her temples, and it was hard to hear anything but that and her violently beating heart.


He knows I’m claustrophobic … Why is he doing this?


Her breathing got faster, making her dizzy. Alice tried to calm herself.


The window …


They were on the fifth floor. There was no way of climbing out, but at least she could let some fresh air in.


It helped immediately. Alice’s breathing slowed as soon as the cold wind touched her nostrils, and she was able to think straighter. Was she supposed to call for help? No, that would be embarrassing. After all, it was only Danny, and she knew him. He would calm down and let her out again.


And then what? Was she supposed to leave him? Go to a friend’s house? Leah or Jill would surely take her in.


Alice stepped away from the window and the cold air, that was gushing in, and went back to the door. Again, she tried to open it, just to make sure she hadn’t just imagined Danny locking it.


It didn’t move.


Desperately, she began knocking against the wood.


“Danny? Please open!”


Silence.


Alice pressed her ear to the door and listened. The gang was talking in the living room, but judging by the volume of their voices the living room door must be closed as well.


There was no point. Screaming and kicking against the door would have surely gotten Danny’s attention, but Alice felt humiliated enough as it was. She didn’t want to make an even bigger scene in front of Danny’s friends.


Leaning her forehead against the cool wall next to the door, she took a deep breath.


I’ll just wait until he’s sober. I can still leave tomorrow.
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Danny didn’t appear all night long, and the suspense of not knowing if he would, as well as the memories of their fight, kept Alice awake until dawn. For once, there weren’t any war noise or drunken shouts coming from the living room, but the strange silence made her feel much more uncomfortable.


Only when the sound of a typical Monday morning traffic started coming through the still open window, weirdly comforting like the waves of an ocean, did Alice’s eyelids droop.


Her dreams were wild and confusing, but they didn’t last long. A loud banging sound combined with laughter awoke her after what seemed like a five-minute nap. Moaning, Alice stirred in her sweat-soaked bed, and when the cold of the day touched her damp skin she shivered. For a moment, pretending that everything was just a dream seemed reasonable, but the noise coming from the corridor proved that heavy stuff was being moved. Immediately, all the fragments of last night’s events came together, and Alice pulled her blanket over her head and pressed her eyes shut.


A knock at the door made her flinch, and her heartbeat accelerated at once. Was it Danny?


Not answering seemed like a good idea, but the knocking persisted.


“WHAT?” Alice snapped at whomever was out there.


Slowly, the door opened and to her surprise, an unfamiliar guy stood in the frame, dressed in an overall, glancing shyly into the room. Alice couldn’t remember having ever seen him before.


“Oops, sorry, miss. I didn’t mean to disturb you.” He gave her an apologetic smile.


Alice forced the corners of her lips upward. “No problem. What is it?”


The man stepped into the room and looked from the pile of clothes on the floor to the books spread on the desk next to the window.


“Well … we’re supposed to carry the furniture downstairs, but I can see that this room isn’t ready yet.”


Alice shook her head. She winced when a stabbing pain went through her skull. Apparently, Danny’s drinking had left her with a hangover.


“Isn’t it still early?”


The moving guy arched an eyebrow. “Actually miss, it was 11:00 a.m., last time I checked.”


Alice’s eyes widened and she groggily turned her head toward the clock on the wall. He was right. Feeling embarrassed, she tried to think of something to say, some kind of apology, but in that instant, Tee’s grinning face appeared behind the overall guy.


“Morning, Alice,” he sang cheerfully.


“Morning,” she muttered back.


“I see you’re all packed and ready,” Tee remarked while scanning her room with his eyes.


Ha ha.


“Where’s Danny?”


“He’s at the new house. Told us to let you sleep.”


“How is he today?”


“Well, I’ll be downstairs, if you need me,” said the moving guy, and disappeared out the door. Tee took his place and gave Alice a curious look. “He’s fine, I guess. Why?”


“Because he had so much to drink last night.”


Tee grinned. “Aah, that boy can drink, don’t worry about him.”


That only worries me more.


Alice sighed and pushed the blanket back to get up. Tee theatrically covered his eyes with his hands.


“Oh, come on! I’m wearing pants and a T-shirt.”


“But no socks … I have a foot fetish, ya know,” he joked.


“Very funny.” Alice stretched her back and went over to the window to close it.


“Now that’s a good idea. It’s freaking cold in here.” Tee rubbed his hands together. “Were you trying to freeze yourself to death?”


“I needed fresh air.”


“Are you hungry? I could get you some bacon and toast from the kitchen.”


Alice shook her head. “No, thanks. I don’t eat bacon.”


With a shocked expression on his face, Tee fanned himself. “Who doesn’t eat bacon?”


“Vegetarians, for example,” said a deep voice behind him. It was Waldo. “Now get out and make yourself useful!”


“I was just trying to be nice,” Tee protested. Pouting, he left the room under Waldo’s warning stare. Waldo’s eyes found Alice. “We thought you’d be up earlier. Daniel told us not to wake you.”


“I know, Tee said so. I … I couldn’t sleep last night. I only fell asleep when it was already daylight outside.”


Waldo didn’t seem to care. “Daniel’s waiting. You should hurry. The moving van won’t be here all day.”


Who said I want to move?


“I wanted to talk to Danny first. I haven’t even been to the new house yet—”


“We’ll drive you there. You’ll see it soon enough.”


“But … there’s some things I have to discuss with Danny first. I’m not ready to move—”


“You should have thought of that earlier then,” Waldo cut her off.


Alice glared at him. “He only told me last night that we’re moving at all.”


Waldo folded his arms in front of his chest and looked at her coolly. “That’s none of my business. All I know is that the moving van is waiting.” He turned his head toward the corridor behind him and yelled, “JONAS!”


A few seconds later, Jonas appeared in the door.


“Help her pack.”


Jonas frowned at him.


“Daniel said so.” Waldo turned around and left.


Jonas remained standing in the doorframe with his hands stowed away in the pockets of his jeans. Alice’s heart began to thump faster, and she felt herself blush.


Jonas had been there last night. He’d seen her land on her butt after Danny had pushed her. He’d also seen Danny lock her in the bedroom. It made her feel incredibly embarrassed.


He just stood there, his face an expressionless mask.


“Boxes?” she asked.


He nodded toward the corridor.


Alice sighed and walked over to him. “Uhm … you’re blocking the door,” she told him.


He stepped aside.


There were empty boxes stacked against the wall next to the kitchen. Everything in the apartment had apparently already been packed or even moved. The walls were white, the rooms were empty.


Our first apartment. So much history. Everything gone while I was asleep.


An unexpected sadness rolled over her and paralyzed her. For a moment, Alice stared at the spot near the entrance door where once a framed picture of her and Danny had hung. She couldn’t help but wonder whether Danny had taken it to the new house or thrown it in the dumpster.


Alice told herself to get a grip. There was no way she could stay in this apartment, her stuff had to be moved. Where, she would decide later.


Sighing, she took two boxes and carried them to her room. Jonas was still standing near the door, eyes on her. Alice put the boxes on her bed and wondered what she was supposed to put in them. Jonas’s stare felt like laser rays, burning the skin off her body. It was impossible to grasp a clear thought while he kept staring at her like that.


Feeling uncomfortable, Alice looked up at him. “Could you leave, please?”


Jonas didn’t answer. Instead, he pulled a pack of cigarettes out of the back pocket of his jeans, pulled one out, and lit it. Alice wrinkled her nose and went over to the door to close it, but Jonas blocked it with his foot.


“What are you doing?” Alice asked him, unnerved.


Jonas just shrugged.


What a prick. Is he teasing me on purpose?


“I have to get dressed,” she told him.


Slowly, Jonas turned around until his back was facing her, and continued smoking.


Alice hesitated for a moment, feeling the urge to shove him out the door but knowing it would be like trying to move a mountain. When she was sure he wouldn’t turn around again she went over to her dresser and pulled out some fresh clothes. Suspicious, she checked again if Jonas’s back was still facing the room, then she quickly changed her clothes. The cold weather called for jeans and a thick hoodie.


Once fully dressed, Alice cleared her throat. “I’m done.”


Jonas turned around, again in that slow, casual way, like he had all the time in the world. Still, his mouth remained closed. Alice studied his face. Poker face.


“Can you talk?” she asked him.


Jonas exhaled a big cloud of smoke and said, “Yes.”


“Are you going to help me?”


He grinned. “No.”


When all her stuff was packed in the cardboard boxes, he was at least nice enough to help her carry them downstairs to the moving van.


The apartment building had no elevator, but his face remained expressionless while he was carrying the heavy boxes down the stairs, from the fifth floor to the entrance. Alice couldn’t deny that she was impressed. Her own back hurt badly, and she was completely out of breath when the last box was stowed safely in the back of the van. She sat down on the sidewalk to pause for a moment.


Why am I even doing this? I don’t want to move.


There was nothing she could do though. They were being kicked out of the apartment, and thanks to Danny’s stupidity she didn’t have enough time to look for anything else.


And he’s not even here.


She thought back to what had happened yesterday and tried to put some sense into it. But just like last night, when she’d lain awake in bed, she couldn’t.


Danny’s behavior didn’t make any sense. He seemed to be going through immense changes, but it couldn’t be a midlife-crisis at only twenty-nine years old.


Depression maybe?


But what had caused it?


Alice watched the guys load some more things onto the van and realized at once that Jonas’s eyes were still on her.


What is wrong with this guy?


Was he following her? It was a creepy thought, but she had to find out.


Carefully avoiding his eyes, Alice got up from the sidewalk and hurried back into the house. Having to walk all the steps up again annoyed her, but she needed to be certain.


Back in the apartment and completely out of breath, she slipped into the bathroom and closed the door behind her. Curious, Alice began checking the drawers of the cupboard underneath the sink. As suspected, they had all been emptied while she’d been asleep. Even her tampons. Both embarrassment and anger over losing even the last piece of privacy she’d had made her blush.


Biting her lip, she stared at her pale reflection in the bathroom mirror, until a noise from the corridor caught her attention.


To disguise her true intentions, Alice flushed the toilet and took a deep breath before stepping out of the bathroom.


She found Jonas waiting in the hallway.


I was right. He’s watching me.


She stared at him with wide eyes. He was smoking another cigarette.


The thought of having to walk toward him made her heartbeat accelerate, so instead, she turned right and stepped into the living room.


There was nothing left in here either, apart from a couple of black trash bags.


How were they able to do all of this while I was asleep?


Alice cursed herself for her comatose sleep and let her eyes wander over the plastic bags. Something caught her eye, something soft and purple, sticking out through the opening of one of the trash bags.


Oh no, he didn’t!


Alice crossed the room quickly, dropped to her knees, and ripped the bag open. There it was—the big stuffed purple monkey with heart-shaped eyes. It was corny, but it had been a gift from her to Danny and it had served as a couch-pillow many a time.


Seeing it lying in the bag, stained by the waste, made her feel as if Danny had thrown a piece of her away instead.


She pulled the monkey out of the bag completely and plucked off pieces of trash that stuck to it.


A feeling of utter sadness began creeping up inside of her. It wasn’t right to move in with Danny again after everything that had happened. Was she supposed to let him get away with what he had done? But what else was she supposed to do?


The white wall before her became a blur while she stared at it, trying to put some order into the mess that was her life. She had no job, no apartment, and was about to move to a place she had never seen before. With a man she didn’t know anymore.


Exhausted from trying to find solutions her mind got blank, and Alice kept staring through the wall rather than at it, as if the resolution were waiting behind it.


Suddenly though, the feeling of being watched made the little hairs on her neck stand up. Alice whirled around and found Jonas standing in the door, a curious expression on his face.


Her eyes narrowed and she glared at him.


Jonas seemed amused at the sight of her kneeling on the floor, holding the monkey.


“We should carry these down,” Alice said curtly, gesturing toward the trash bags.


He nodded and stepped into the room to pick two of the bags up. Carrying one in each hand, he kept a cigarette dangling from his lips.


They walked down the stairs in silence. Jonas threw the trash bags into the dumpster in front of the house. He held its lid open for Alice to toss the bag she’d been carrying in as well. Alice stared at the monkey in her arms.


“Do you know where Danny put my phone?” she asked Jonas.


He shook his head.


“Can I use yours?”


He frowned at her.


“Just quickly.”


He put out his cigarette on the metal dumpster. “For what?”


“I just want to call a friend.”


“Why?”


“To tell her I’m moving.”


Jonas scratched his unshaven chin. “Don’t think so.”


Alice glared at him, surprised and angry. Her grip around the monkey tightened and in a sudden impulse, she threw the stuffed toy into the still open dumpster. Jonas gave her a meaningful look and closed the lid without saying a word.


Alice averted her eyes and stared at her feet to avoid having to look at him.


They stood in silence while the rest of Danny’s friends and some moving guys arranged the furniture and boxes in the back of the van in a way that would keep them from falling during the drive.


Alice wished it would take them as long as possible. She wanted to see her friends and she desperately needed some time to think before she made what could possibly be one of the biggest mistakes of her life.


An elderly woman with a little terrier on a leash was approaching them, catching Alice’s attention. Alice recognized the opportunity, that presented itself, before the thought had even clearly manifested in her mind. The woman was Mary, her neighbor, who inhabited one of the ground floor apartments.


“Good morning, Mary,” Alice greeted her.


Mary pushed her glasses up her nose with a crooked index finger and stared at her. A few seconds passed before recognition flickered up in her eyes.


“Oh, hello … Annie, right?”


“Alice.”


Mary glanced to the moving van with rheumy eyes and back at her. “Are you moving out?”


“Apparently, yes.”


“Where to, dear?”


“Uh …” Alice’s eyes flicked to Jonas, then to the van, and back to Mary. “Into … an old English house … with a big lawn.”


It was as good an answer as she could give, but luckily, Mary didn’t seem to care.


“Well, that sounds lovely, dear. All the best then.”


“Actually,” Alice blurted out to stop her neighbor from walking away, “I was wondering … could I use your bathroom, maybe?”


The old lady’s frown stood out amongst her other wrinkles.


“I … uh… we don’t have anything left in the apartment … no toilet paper …” Alice stole a glance at Jonas, who stared at her, a mixture of confusion and suspicion on his usually expressionless face. He said nothing though.


Mary didn’t seem too pleased, but she was a nice old lady. “Sure, dear. You’re very welcome.”


Alice followed her into the building, feeling Jonas’s stare heavily on her back. Her heart was pounding like a drum and her hands were sweaty. She had no idea what she was doing and neither did she know why she even felt like she was doing something forbidden, but the fear was there all the same.


Jonas surely wouldn’t follow her into Mary’s apartment, but Alice didn’t dare to turn around and check.


The lady’s flat opened onto a narrow strip of lawn on the other side of the building. All apartments on the ground floor did. Alice was pretty sure that Jonas wouldn’t consider that.


Mary led her to the bathroom and again, she pretended to go and flushed to not raise any suspicion.


The old lady was waiting for her in the corridor.


“Thank you very much, Mary.” Alice gave her a polite smile.


“No problem, dear.”


“Would you mind if I went out the back?”


Again, a frown wrinkled Mary’s forehead and she pushed her glasses up her nose. “Oh … Of course not. Go ahead, dear.”


Alice hurried out through the glass door that led onto the lawn.


The grass was still a bit moist from the rain of the previous day. Only a low wooden fence separated the lawns from the road on the other side. If Jonas was smart, he would walk around the house to check if she was there. Or wouldn’t he? Was he really following her?


Doubt made Alice hesitate for a second, but she shook it off and climbed over the fence. All she knew was that she had to get rid of Jonas.


Alice crossed the street and walked into an empty alley which lay between two big apartment buildings and led to the main road. She glanced back over her shoulder to see if anyone was watching her, then she started running.


It wasn’t far to the town center, but the streets were crowded by people taking their lunch break. Some were sitting on benches, eating a sandwich. Others waited in queues in front of fast-food restaurants.


Alice hurried down the sidewalk, until she found a young woman typing on her cell phone.


“Excuse me,” Alice addressed her, out of breath.


The woman looked up curiously.


Alice glanced back over her shoulder quickly to check if Jonas was anywhere to be seen.


I’m crazy. I’m paranoid. Why in the world would he follow me?


But she couldn’t shake off that weird feeling though. After all, he had followed her back into the apartment, and he had been constantly watching her.


“Uh … I forgot my bag on the bus and my phone was in there … Could I use yours to make a call, please?”


To Alice’s relief, the young woman smiled and nodded. “Sure, go ahead.” She handed Alice her phone.


“Thank you so much!” Alice quickly started typing in Leah’s number, but her sweaty fingers slipped on the screen and made her miss the buttons more than once. After the third try, she finally got it right. The woman waited patiently, though there was a hint of suspicion in her eyes.


Alice gave her an apologetic smile and put the phone to her ear. She could hear the signal, but it was taking too long. Nervously, she started tapping on the ground with her foot.


Come on, Leah, pick up the goddamned phone!


The unnerving Peeep of the answering machine made Alice’s hopes crumble.


“I’m so sorry, no one’s picking up. May I try another number?”


Still smiling, the young woman nodded.


Maybe Jill would pick up … she always took her lunch break at this hour. At least Alice got the number right this time, but it was the last one she knew by heart. If Jill didn’t pick up, there was no one she could call … Apart from Danny, but that seemed a bit counterproductive.


Chewing her lip nervously, Alice waited while the call was connecting. Again, she glanced over her shoulder—and her heart sank.


There he was.


He was walking down the sidewalk, taking big steps, looking left and right.


Alice quickly turned away from him and clenched the phone tightly between her sweaty fingers.


Come on, Jill, please pick up!


Jonas hadn’t seen her yet and maybe he wouldn’t recognize her from behind, especially with all these people standing around her.


Finally, there was a click and Jill’s voice appeared.


“Hello?”


“Jill, it’s me, Alice! I—”


“What are you doing?”


Alice’s heart stopped at once. She whirled around and found him standing right behind her. He looked annoyed.


Her mouth turned dry, and she almost dropped the phone. “I—” she cleared her throat. “I’m making a phone call. Since you wouldn’t let me use your phone.”


The young woman’s eyes flicked from Alice to Jonas and back.


Jonas grabbed the phone out of Alice’s hand and handed it back to its owner. “Let’s go.”


Alice quickly took a step away from him. “Why are you following me?”


“I said, let’s go.” He tried to get a hold of the sleeve of her hoodie, but Alice took another step back.


“Don’t touch me!”


Now the woman with the phone looked worried.


“Thanks for your help,” Alice said to her before turning on her heels and hurrying away from Jonas. He followed her and grabbed her arm to stop her.


“What are you doing?”


“I told you; I want to talk to my friends. Since apparently, you’re not letting me make a phone call, I have to find another way.”


“Why did you run away?” His fingers locked around her wrist.


“Let go of me!”


“I asked you a question.”


Alice gave him an angry glare. “You’re constantly following me; it’s freaking me out!”


“If you hadn’t run away, I wouldn’t have followed you.”


“If you’d allowed me to use your phone, I wouldn’t have had to run away!” Alice’s heart was still hammering against her ribs. Why was Jonas acting like that?


His expression showed a mixture of impatience and annoyance, but no hint of an explanation.


“Why are you watching me all the time?” she asked him.


“Danny told me to.”


What?


“Why … why would he do that?”


Jonas just shrugged.


“First, he locks me in the bedroom, then he tells his friends to guard me?”


Jonas pulled her closer. “You’re making a scene.”


Alice tried to pull free of his grip. “Not yet, but I will if you don’t let go of me!”


They glared at each other for a moment, Alice’s stare furious and Jonas’s warning.


“Let’s go. Now. Everybody’s waiting.” Jonas was carefully keeping his voice down.


“They don’t have to wait for me.”


Still, Jonas was holding her by the wrist. He didn’t hurt her, but his grip was like iron. “What d’you mean?” he wanted to know.


“I mean … I need time to think. I’m not sure I want to move right now.”


“Your stuff ’s in the van.”


“Yeah, well … where else would it be? We had to leave the apartment today, thanks to Danny.”


“He’s waiting.”


“I’ll talk to him soon, but right now, I have to figure out what I want.”


Jonas remained silent.


“I need some time to think!”


Why was she even explaining this to him? It was none of his business.


“Leaving him?” Jonas sure was a man of few words.


“What? I … I don’t know … I don’t want to, but …”


Jonas kept staring at her, as if he were looking right into her mind. It made her nervous.


“It’s none of your business!” Alice tried to pull her arm free once again. It was no use.


What did that look on his face mean? Was he expecting an answer?


“Look,” she began, sighing. “I will talk to Danny and I would never just run away without telling him anything, but right now, I need distance and time to clear my head.”


Jonas’s expression didn’t change.


“I couldn’t talk to him last night … obviously. And I only just learned that we have to move. And this morning, he wasn’t even there the whole time!”


“He was,” Jonas disagreed.


“Not when I was awake.”


Silence.


“Jonas … let me go, please …” It sounded like a desperate plea and Alice immediately hated herself for it.


“Danny’s waiting at the house. You can talk there.”


“Who are you to tell me what to do?” Anger was starting to boil up in her again.


“I can’t let you walk away.”


Alice tried to unlock Jonas’s fingers around her wrist with her left hand. They didn’t even move a bit.


“Stop that,” Jonas growled.


Alice ignored him. He grabbed her hand and pulled it off. Now, he had both her arms locked in his fists.


“Did Danny tell you that? Is he afraid I might leave him?”


The question seemed to make Jonas uncomfortable. “Just come with.”


Alice shook her head. “Last night, he threw a bottle at me. You saw that.


Today, he told you to keep me from leaving! I’m not even allowed to call my friends … for god’s sake, Jonas, what the hell is going on?”


For the first time, Jonas’s eyes wandered away from her face. He seemed to be thinking of something to say. It was clear that he would always take Danny’s side though. After all, he was his friend.


Finally, he looked back at her and sighed. “He’ll explain.”


Unbelievable.


“Yeah sure. You know what? Stop sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong! My relationship with Danny is none of your goddamned business and you don’t have the right to keep me from going where I want!”


Now, Jonas was starting to get angry too. His stare hardened.


“You can’t force me to go back to Danny!”


“We’ll see about that.”


Alice laughed dryly. “You want to carry me? Or drag me along?”


“Maybe.”


“In front of all these people?”


Jonas’s eyes moved to the left and then to the right. He could see that she was right.


“I’ll tell you one more time: Let me go!”


“Don’t make this difficult,” he grumbled in a low voice.


“Let me go!” Alice pulled back with as much force as she could, but Jonas just tightened his grip.


In that instant though, she noticed a group of teenagers approaching them. They were four boys, probably around sixteen or seventeen, looking concerned.


“Is he bothering you?” the one in the front wanted to know. He had brown tousled hair and freckles on his nose, and he didn’t look at all as if he could win a fight against Jonas. Nevertheless, Alice nodded desperately. The boy scanned Jonas from head to toe and seemed to realize what Alice was thinking. He shot a glance at his friends and then looked back at Jonas, a bold expression on his face.


“Ahem, sir, I think you should do what the lady says.”


Jonas gave him a contemptuous look. “And why is that?”


“Well,” the boy grinned defiantly and said, “You’re harassing a woman in public. I’m sure the police would have something to say to that.”


Jonas’s eyes narrowed.


“Actually,” the boy continued, “I just saw a police car right around that corner. It would take one of my friends ten seconds to get it over here.”


His friends were nodding approvingly.


“I’m pretty sure you don’t want to beat up a bunch of kids in broad daylight.”


Alice glanced anxiously at Jonas. His grip around her wrists had tightened, and he looked really pissed now.


His eyes swiveled from the boy to her, and he glared at her so coldly, it evoked goose bumps on her back and arms.


Finally though, he slowly began to loosen his grip and Alice was able to pull her arms free.


Carefully, she backed away from him, expecting him to grab her again any moment, but he remained where he stood, though his eyes followed her. When she reached a safe distance where his arms couldn’t reach her anymore, Alice turned on her heels and started running.


The boys called something after her, but she couldn’t make out their words through the rush of adrenaline that went through her body.


Alice hoped Jonas wouldn’t let out his anger on the boys, but then again, it was broad daylight. He surely wouldn’t risk getting arrested.


The street was getting emptier; people were on their way back to work. Alice knew that Jill always ate lunch at the same café, but her break was soon to be over. She had to hurry up.


Normally, she would have taken a bus there, but since she hadn’t brought any money, Alice didn’t dare to. Else, Murphy’s law would strike, like it always did in situations like this, and she would run into trouble.


Soon enough, her lungs and throat were burning and her legs felt like jelly. She had to slow down into a walk.


A quick look over her shoulder calmed her nerves a bit. Jonas was nowhere to be seen. Maybe he had finally given up on following her.


A pharmacy’s green neon sign displayed the time and temperature, and Alice’s hopes crumbled when she saw that it was almost 1:30 p.m.


Jill might already be back at work. Again, Alice broke into a run. Finally, she was able to make out Jill’s favorite café in the distance. It lay on the other side of the main road, so after quickly checking for traffic, Alice stepped onto the road—and right in front of a police car, which was just pulling out of an alley.


And thus, Murphy’s law had struck nonetheless. The sirens howled once, and the driver pulled over on the right side of the road.


Reluctantly, Alice plodded toward the driver, who had gotten out of the vehicle and was beckoning for her to approach him.


“Hello there,” the police officer greeted her cheerfully, a wide grin on his face.


“Hi,” Alice said shortly.


“Can I see some ID, please?”


Alice bit her lip. She had no idea where her wallet was. “Uh … I’m not carrying any at the moment.”


“Tell me your name, then.”


“Alice Bouchart.”


“Do you know why I stopped you, Miss Bouchart?”


Alice shook her head.


The officer’s eyes were hidden behind sunglasses, despite the overcast sky. Still, she could see that he was scanning her from head to toe.


“There are stripes painted on the road, for pedestrians to walk on.”


Alice forced a smile. “Thank you for telling me, sir. I’ll remember next time.”


“Actually,” the officer said, “Crossing the road outside of the crosswalk is considered an offense.”


He’s not seriously going to charge me for that?


“Well … what’s the penalty?” she asked him defiantly.


The man’s grin vanished at once. “We’ll discuss that at the station.”


“What? Why? Come on, you’re exaggerating!”


“You’re not carrying an ID, so I have to take you to the station, where we’ll write down your details.”


“But …”


“I expect you to cooperate. Otherwise I’ll have to handcuff you.”


Alice tried to swallow her anger. Fighting with a cop wouldn’t get her anywhere.


“No, that’s not necessary … sir.”


The officer opened one of the back doors of the vehicle and waited for her to get in. Alice took a deep breath and shot a last, wistful glance at Jill’s favorite café. She had been so close.


Trying to hide the frustration on her face, she obeyed and got into the car. The officer closed the door and took his seat behind the wheel. Alice had never sat in a police car before, and she would have never expected her first time to be due to jaywalking.


“Buckle up,” the cop ordered.


She did. He pulled onto the main road and drove back the way Alice had come from. Feeling anxious, she stared at her hands, which she had folded in her lap.


Closing her eyes and taking slow, deep breaths, she tried to calm herself. The police surely would not lock her up over something so minor. All they needed were her details, so they could write her a ticket.


Alice felt the car slowing down and coming to a halt on the right side of the road. Already?


The officer turned his head and smiled at her through the mesh that separated the back seats from the front.


“We’re just waiting for someone.”


A couple of minutes passed, and then the right front door was opened. Alice kept staring at her hands, but she could see through the corners of her eyes that a man was getting into the car.


“That her?” the officer asked.


Curious, Alice looked up. The man on the other seat turned around and …


Jonas!


Her heart stopped at his sight. Jonas looked at her, and the triumph in his eyes was unmistakable. He nodded.


To Alice, the world had lost its sense.


Utterly confused, she could do nothing but stare at him.


“Wasn’t hard to spot her,” she heard the officer say. His voice seemed far away. “Just had to look for a crazy brunette running through the streets. Ain’t that many of them here, are they?” He chuckled.


Jonas just gave him a curt nod.


Alice wished the seat underneath her would open up and swallow her whole, make her disappear forever. Her eyes teared up and she quickly looked down at her hands again.


This is humiliating.


Embarrassment and fear began nagging on her. Nothing made sense anymore. Was Danny even involved in this? What if his friends weren’t really his friends? What if they’d killed him and decided to kidnap her? She didn’t actually know Jonas. Before this morning, she had never even heard him talk. Where the hell was Danny? And why were the police involved?


Or maybe it was just a prank. A stupid prank, indeed, but hadn’t Danny been acting stupid all the time lately? Alice couldn’t shake off the feeling that something was utterly wrong. After all, she was locked in a police car. For the second time in twenty-four hours, she was locked in.


Her breathing accelerated. Alice began inhaling through her mouth to get more air.


Jonas was observing her. She could feel his stare through the rearview mirror.


He opened the window on his side and cool air began filling the car. Alice inhaled eagerly. Jonas turned around to face her.


“Better?” he asked.


She nodded.
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They drove for a while, never talking. Alice looked out the window curiously to see where they were going. To her surprise, they drove out of town. How far away was that house?


The window was still open and the air, which kept streaming into the cop car, got fresher. The car fumes were gone and replaced by scents of wet leaves and mud. Fields stretched on for miles on either side, a line of trees separating them from the road. It was a beautiful sight. The leaves on the trees had turned orange and red, and glowed whenever they got kissed by sunrays that fought their way through the clouds from time to time.


Jonas pulled out his pack of Marlboros and offered one to the cop. He took it. They both lit their cigarettes. Then he pulled a third one out of the pack and offered it to Alice. She shook her head.


They continued driving in silence until the cop suddenly turned the steering wheel to the left and maneuvered them onto a gravel road which led farther into the fields. Alice could see a forest in the distance, and she thought she could make out the shape of a house. It was the first one in that area, after the couple of farms they’d passed on the way.


A dreadful feeling began spreading through her bones. Sure, the view was beautiful, but they were out in no-man’s-land. Why in the world would anybody younger than seventy want to live here? Plus, it would take her forever to drive to her friends. Not to mention, she didn’t have a car and Danny was quite fussy when it came to his precious Audi.


At least it didn’t look as if she was being driven into the woods to be tortured and killed.


They were getting closer to the house, which seemed to be quite big, but Alice couldn’t see much from the backseat.


The car came to a halt in front of a big, massive iron gate, which was built into a high stonewall. Alice estimated that it was about ten feet high. Someone opened the gate from the inside, and they drove through. Gravel crunched underneath the tires of the police car. The officer killed the engine and the men both got out. Alice couldn’t wait to get away from them. She waited for the cop to unlock the door for her, then practically jumped out of the vehicle.


Instead of storming away from them though, Alice was paralyzed by the sight of the house in front of her. It was beautiful. Not quite some Beverly Hills-mansion, but it did look like a brick villa and the property was huge. Even a small wood decorated the back yard and a bunch of big old birches grew along the stonewall on the left side of the house. The grass was high and looked like it hadn’t been mown in a while—just the way she liked it. A short-cut lawn couldn’t provide a home for insects and Alice loved watching them buzz around.


The house was built from dark bricks, like most typical English houses. Ivy climbed up its walls, though apparently, someone had tried hard to keep it from growing all over the place. A swing in the far-right corner of the yard caught Alice’s eye and made her guess that the previous owners must have had children.


Danny had called it a real bargain. It definitely had to be; else she couldn’t imagine how he could afford a place like this. Alice couldn’t deny that she was impressed, but she didn’t trust the whole thing yet. A suicide house … how spooky.


Jonas’s eyes were fixed on her again. She scowled at him. “Where’s Danny?”


He nodded toward the house.


Alice started walking without knowing where she was going. Getting away from Jonas and the officer was her number one priority, and walking toward the house was the only thing that seemed reasonable. Just when she almost reached the stony steps that led onto a wide porch, Danny stepped through the front door, taking her eyes away from the beautifully ornamented oakwood doorframe.


Dark shadows framed his eyes and his skin looked weirdly pale. For once, his hair was untidy.


Their eyes met and Alice stopped in her tracks. Danny studied her cautiously, probably wondering how she might react. Alice eyed him suspiciously.


Without saying a word, they stared at each other for a while, until Alice decided to break the ice with a half-hearted smile.


Her anger for him hadn’t vanished, but now wasn’t the time for a fight, especially not in front of all the people in the yard. Moving guys were busy unloading the van, and both the cop and Jonas were watching them.


Danny brushed a strand of hair out of his face and smiled too, almost shyly.


“It’s beautiful … the house, I mean.”


Danny nodded. “So … you like it?”


“I like what I’ve seen so far...”


That seemed to make him relax a bit and he took a step toward her.


“Listen,” he began carefully. “I’m sorry about this morning. I checked on you earlier, but you were sleeping so peacefully, and you didn’t even hear me open the door, so I figured you needed some rest.”


Is that all he has to say?


Danny’s eyes wandered from her to Jonas and then to the police car. “I’m sorry about that.”


“What the hell was that?” Alice wanted to know.


Nervously, Danny brushed another strand of hair behind his ear. “Uh …” He sighed. “That was really unfortunate … I … told Jonas to make sure that you came here.” He rubbed his temple with the knuckles of his right hand. “Guess he took it a bit too literally.”


“So, you did not tell him to call the cops on me?”


Danny held his hands up defensively. “That? No, that’s just a friend of Waldo’s. He was only helping out. It’s not like he arrested you or anything.”


Alice’s eyes narrowed. “That’s about what he did, though.”


Danny’s mouth formed a silent ‘oh’. “Well … He has a stupid sense of humor …”


“How about next time he tells me it’s meant to be a joke, so I know I’m supposed to laugh,” Alice suggested.


To her distaste, Jonas was walking toward them, another cigarette dangling from his lips.


“What happened?” Danny asked him.


Jonas just looked from him to Alice and back.


“We’ll talk about it later,” said Danny. “Come,” he turned to Alice. “I’ll show you the house.”


Alice followed him up the steps and into their new home.


It was generous on the inside, with lots of space, and most of the furniture looked rather expensive and antique, and had probably already been there. The floors were made of stone, naturally shaped, and in soft red and orange tones, here and there covered by thick, soft carpets in dark colors.


Left to the entrance was a big kitchen. There was an arch which led from there to the dining room, where a long table of dark wood stood surrounded by also dark wooden chairs, whose legs all had the same scrollwork carved in. On the right side of the entrance was a big, open living room with three sofas arranged around a wooden couch table. There was also a fireplace with a pile of firewood next to it.


Danny led Alice through the living room and showed her the door to what was going to be his office.


“The previous owner left most of his furniture, so I’m not going to need my own desk. I’ll be working from home, usually in this office, so I—or you—won’t be disturbed.”


Alice just nodded to show him that she was listening.


“There’s also a big bathroom down here, with a bathtub. And next to it is a separate toilet.” He gestured to two closed doors next to his office.


“Over there is the cellar door. We have a large basement with another door that opens to the garden. Do you want to see it?”


Alice shook her head. She hated basements.


Danny smiled. “I thought so.”


He led her around a corner to the left, just after the dining room, where they encountered another closed door.


“This is one of the guestrooms. My friends might stay here from time to time.”


Great. Well … he said they would.


Danny led her to a wooden staircase and began walking upstairs.


The second floor wasn’t as open as the one below. It had merely a long corridor with doors on either side of it, which made it look a bit like a hotel.


“Up here we also have a bathroom, which can be accessed from the corridor. It’s meant for the guests mostly ’cause there’s another two rooms up here, which we’ll use as guestrooms—if that’s okay for you.”


Alice shrugged. “I guess . . .”


Danny pursued toward the end of the corridor, where the last two rooms were. He opened the one on the left and led her into a large bedroom.


“This is our bedroom. We also inherited the bed, which is king-size.” He smiled at her warmly. “There’s a bathroom that belongs to this bedroom and can only be entered from here.”


It was a beautiful room, rather elegant but not exaggerated. The furniture was modest, dark wood but not too fancy.


“See, our covers are already on the bed. Aaand,” Danny said theatrically, walking out of the room, “this one is yours.” He opened the door opposite to their bedroom and led her in.


It was a nice room, a bit smaller than the bedroom, but it had a large window with purple curtains. There was also the dresser from their last apartment and a sofa.


“I thought I’d put these in here, but the rest you can decorate yourself. You also have your own bathroom.”


She smiled at him. “Sounds good.”


He looked relieved that she liked it.


Alice went over to the window and checked out the view. From there, she could overlook the whole yard and far beyond that. Danny’s friends and some moving staff were still carrying stuff out of the moving van, which was parked on the gravel parking space.


“Nice view,” she said. “Why are there bars in front of the window?”


“Uh … they’re in front of every window of the house, even the doors have them, but the ones on the windows are fixed. I guess the previous owner was afraid someone might break in.”


Alice turned back toward him. “But this is a safe county … and it’s a rural area.”


He laughed. “Well, we do have crime here, and as soon as you got money, people start taking a special interest in your belongings.”


“Do we?” she asked.


“What?”


“Have money, I mean?”


Danny seemed to ponder. “I earn quite well, but I would probably not have installed these bars myself. The wall outside is high enough, and the gate can be locked. Plus, someone will always be here.”


“So, you are worried that someone might get in.”


Or out?


“Uh … I guess … We don’t have much expensive stuff here or cash, but how’s a thief supposed to know that? The house looks quite fancy after all.”


Alice sat down on the large windowsill.


I’ll be sitting here a lot; I can feel it.


“I still can’t believe we can afford this … you, I mean.”


Danny nodded. “Everything happened rather fast. I never thought we’d be so successful.” He walked toward her and sat down on the windowsill next to her.


“We both grew up rather poor, and I think we will have to get used to this new lifestyle, you maybe more than I, but I hope you’ll get to like and enjoy it.” He took her hand in his. It felt good.


“Thanks, Danny . . .” She let her eyes wander across the room. “For this, I mean … for all of this.”


He smiled. “I just want you to be happy … I want us to be happy.”


Alice looked into his big blue eyes. They looked exhausted, and some of their brightness had gone.


“You already said that yesterday,” she reminded him.


He looked surprised. “Did I?”


She nodded.


His expression suddenly changed. Thinking about last night seemed to make him uneasy.


“We should talk about … last night,” she said.


Danny rubbed his eyes. “Yeah, I guess. But not now, I still have so much to do.”


“Did you even sleep?”


“Yeah, sure, I went to bed at … uh …”


“No, you didn’t.”


He frowned.


“I mean, you didn’t come to bed … Did you sleep on the couch?”


“Yes.”


“And the others?”


“Waldo went home shortly after you uh… went to bed, and he gave Tee and Paul a ride. Only Jonas stayed overnight.”


Alice looked out the window again. She noticed that the police car had disappeared. “I couldn’t sleep last night—at first I mean—but I didn’t hear anything.”


“The others didn’t really feel like celebrating, I guess . . .” Danny sighed. “To be honest, Alice, I don’t remember much of last night. I probably fell asleep shortly after our … discussion.”


Is that what he calls it?


“Are you hungover?”


Danny smiled a tired smile. “My head hurts. And I’m tired. And my stomach’s not too happy either, but I was able to do some heavy lifting and I’ve been up all day.”


Alice studied his tired face. He looked older, worn-out. And even a bit puffy. Was that the alcohol? It made her worry. She was way too familiar with what alcoholism looked like.


“Anyway,” he got up from the sill, “there’s still a lot to do today. We’ll have dinner this evening, and then we can talk about everything … okay?”


She nodded. Her stomach rumbled, and Danny frowned at her. “Have you even eaten today?”


She shook her head.


“Come with me. I have to introduce you to some people.”


She followed him back downstairs and into the kitchen.


“Henry,” Danny called.


An elderly man with gray hair, dark skin, and a wrinkled face appeared in the door, smiling friendly.


“This is Henry, our cook.”


Alice looked at Danny with widened eyes. “Cook?”


“I told you there’d be staff.”


Henry shook Alice’s hand. “You must be Alice! I’m very happy to meet you.”


Alice smiled politely. “Nice to meet you too.”


“Henry worked for the previous owners, and he asked if he could keep his job,” Danny explained.


Henry nodded enthusiastically. “I’m very glad I can stay.”


To Alice, he said, “I will be cooking twice a day during the week, lunch and dinner. But you are always welcome to just tell me if you’re hungry, so I can prepare something.”


Alice thanked him.


“She’s actually hungry now,” Danny said.


“I can make my own food,” Alice protested. Henry laughed and shook his head. “I already prepared something. It’s a buffet since you are busy with moving, so everybody can just serve themselves whenever they like.”


Alice looked at Danny.


“Just go, Henry’s food is delicious,” he encouraged her.


Henry’s food was delicious. He’d brought Alice a plate and made her sit at the big table in the dining room. Having the long table all to herself felt weird, but Danny had disappeared again. Whether he’d gone back to the old apartment or was just outside with his friends Alice didn’t know.


Everything still felt unreal. Confusion had chased her anger away. There was so much she needed to get off her chest, so much she wanted to explain to Danny, but it felt good to see him sober and in a more or less good mood for a change. Mentioning their fight from last night or the dispute with Jonas might change that, and Alice wasn’t sure if that was a risk worth taking.


When her plate of vegetable tarts was empty, Henry introduced Alice to Anita, who apparently was responsible for the cleaning. She appeared to be in her forties and her long dark hair was bound into a knot. Her big dark-brown eyes were beaming when she shook Alice’s hand.


A cook and a maid. Feels like a movie-set.


Alice wanted to look for Danny, but once out in the yard, she saw that the moving van was gone and so was Danny’s Audi. Only a group of strange guys were standing a couple yards away, talking and minding their own business. There was just one familiar face: Jonas’s. With his black leather jacket and ripped blue jeans he looked like he belonged to the group; yet he stood a bit apart from the other men. Like always, smoking a cigarette.


Something seemed to tighten around Alice’s guts at his sight, and she felt the urge to turn on her heels and run, but it was too late. He had already spotted her. Alice did not want to talk to him, not after the stunt he’d pulled today. Somehow though, his stare seemed to be paralyzing her, as if her instincts were keeping her from moving. She wasn’t a mouse and he wasn’t a snake though, so staying still would not make her disappear.


Jonas’s face looked expressionless as usual. Coolly, he exhaled a cloud of smoke and said, “They’re cleaning. Old place.”


Could he read her mind?


Without saying anything, Alice managed to turn around and walk back into the house.


It was a peculiar feeling, standing in a house that didn’t feel like home. Alice wasn’t sure if it ever would. The only place that made sense for her to go seemed to be her room, so she rushed up the carpeted stairs and to the end of the corridor. Right now, the house appeared to be empty, but Alice didn’t want to risk running into anybody else. Jonas had been bad enough.


The door to her room stood ajar and apparently, somebody had carried all the boxes with her name on them upstairs and placed them on the floor. Danny, maybe?


Alice began ripping the boxes open and sorting her stuff. It all appeared to be there—except for her phone and laptop. On the right side of the room, behind the door, Alice noticed a small walk-in closet. With a pile of her shirts in her arms she opened its door—and found it occupied by strange clothes already. Curious, she took some of the hangers out and inspected the pieces. There were silken blouses and posh dresses among other elegant things. In general, they were things Alice would never wear. She liked comfortable stuff. Oversized sweaters and t-shirts, leggings, or baggies, mostly black.


Assuming that the fancy clothes must have belonged to the previous owner’s wife or daughter, Alice left them in the closet for now. Danny would surely know what to do with them.
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The afternoon dragged on quiet and boring. Without her laptop and phone, and no one to talk to, Alice didn’t know how to entertain herself. The men in the house or yard all looked unfriendly and she had no idea who they were. Were they other friends of Danny’s? Staff? Business partners? She had no answer to that, but they all had the same arrogant attitude and they didn’t seem to be very interested in her.


Anita and Henry were around too, but Anita was busy cleaning the cupboards in the kitchen and Henry was already preparing dinner.


Eventually, Alice decided to fetch a book from her room, but when she rummaged in the box that contained them, she found her diaries instead.


Curious, she skimmed through the pages. The last notes were from when she and Danny had started dating.


Time to update this thing.


By the time she was done, Danny still hadn’t returned. Not knowing what else to do, Alice went back outside to get some fresh air. Jonas was sitting on a bench in front of the house underneath a big oak. Still not talking to anybody, still smoking.


He looked up curiously when she walked down the steps of the porch, but this time, she ignored him and went straight to the swing she had discovered earlier. She sat down on it, fingers wrapped around the cool chains, feeling the urge to push herself off the ground. With Jonas’s eyes still on her, a little sway was all she dared though.


When the sky was already turning pink in front of her and dark blue behind her, Alice could hear a car approaching on the gravel road at last. One of the men in the yard went to the gate and opened it. Danny’s old dark blue Audi Sedan appeared, and behind it, some white Mercedes Alice didn’t know.


Both parked in front of the house, and the doors opened. Danny got out of his car and Waldo out of the Mercedes.


Alice wanted to greet her boyfriend, but then she saw that Jonas was doing just that, so she remained sitting on the swing instead. She didn’t want to get close to that guy—if possible, not ever again.


The men talked for a while, but their voices got swallowed by the wind. Jonas gestured to Alice, and Danny turned his head.


Jonas and Waldo then went into the house and Danny walked toward her. He looked even more exhausted than before, but his smile was warm and inviting while he crouched down beside her, putting a hand on her knee.


“How did the cleaning go?” Alice asked him.


“I hired a cleaning service, but we had to fix the walls and stuff.”


“Why didn’t you say something? I would’ve helped too.”


Smiling, Danny shook his head slowly. “You didn’t choose this, Alice. This house, this day … it was my fault that everything had to happen so fast. I didn’t want to put this on you.”


Alice gave his hand a squeeze. “Thanks.”


For a while, they were both quiet.


“Who are these guys?” Alice broke the silence, nodding toward the man who had opened the gate and was still standing beside it.


“They work for me.”


“As what?”


“Well, the one by the gate is responsible for the security of the house, but you don’t have to learn his name. It won’t always be the same.”


“The name?”


Danny chuckled. “No, the man. They’ll take shifts. You don’t have to get to know them.”


Frowning, Alice let her eyes wander through the yard. “Walls, bars, gates … and security guards? What are you afraid of, Danny?”


“It’s just … Most companies have security, right? This,” he pointed at the house, “is our company. This is where we keep our business plan, where we do our bookkeeping, basically everything. And I must say, the business is going rather great so far. It’s not that unlikely people might be interested in our secrets.”


With a heavy feeling in her stomach, Alice looked up at the big old house.


His company, my home?


How was that going to work out?


Danny misinterpreted her mimics. “Don’t be afraid,” he said. “Nothing’s going to happen.”


Alice gave him a skeptical smile.


He sighed, stood up, and stretched his limbs. “Dinner will soon be ready. I need a shower. And you should probably get inside. It’s getting cold and you’re not wearing a jacket.”


They showered separately—Danny in the bedroom’s bathroom and Alice in her own. It was wonderful to have him back, but she didn’t need to go all in on the first day of their truce.


Maybe it had only been the thing with the business and the apartment that had agitated him so much. Nonetheless, there was that unavoidable and dreadful talk awaiting her at dinner, and it made her nervous.


To stall a bit, Alice took a long, hot shower and allowed herself to truly indulge in the bathroom’s luxury. It had a large bathtub with a wide edge that provided enough room for shampoo bottles and candles, the floor was made of white heated tiles, and above the generous sink hung a big cupboard mirror.


Danny was already sitting at the long table, which had been covered with a cream-colored tablecloth, when Alice entered the room. Both their plates were set on one end of the table, for which she was glad. Sitting at opposite ends each, far apart from each other, would have been awkward, like they were an old rich married couple who had nothing to say to each other anymore apart from “Pass the salt, Richard” and “Lamb’s a bit dry today.”


With a thoughtful expression, Danny was staring at his plate. He looked up though when Alice stepped into the room. She took her place and scrutinized her boyfriend.


Dressed in a clean white dress shirt, his heavy golden watch around his wrist, he looked like a younger version of Waldo. A younger, more handsome version, that was. But still, it was so unlike him. He had even combed back his hair and fixed it with mousse.


After flashing her a quick smile, he looked back down at his fork, with which he was playing nervously. Alice let her eyes wander across the table. Henry had done a nice job. He had even lit two red candles in golden holders. How romantic.


A bottle of champagne and two glasses were waiting between her and Danny. “Champagne?” she asked.


Danny nodded and looked up. “To celebrate.”


“Ah, you’re both here, perfect! I’ll open the bottle for you.” Henry had just come in and he was beaming. As announced, he opened the bottle and filled their glasses with the sparkling golden liquid.


“I’ll let you enjoy your drinks for a moment before I bring out the food.”


Alice thanked him and took her glass. Danny followed her example, and they clinked their glasses despite the obvious lack of enthusiasm. Something was evidently bothering him, and the toasting seemed a bit staged.


He drank half of his glass in one go and inhaled deeply.


“So …” he said.


“So …” she said.


“I’d really like to just celebrate this day with you, but there’s an elephant in the room and I know we need to address it.”


Biting her lip, Alice nodded.


“I talked to Jonas.”


An uneasy feeling began spreading in Alice’s stomach.


“What happened today?” Danny asked. “He said you ran away and made a big scene in public.” A deep line of worry appeared on his forehead while he awaited her response.


“I … I just wanted to see my friends.”


Danny’s eyebrows climbed upward. “Today? Why?”


What Alice saw in his eyes made her feel very uncomfortable. Danny looked as if he had already made up his mind and put his guard up. Something hard in his eyes made clear he was hurt, but instead of vulnerable, he appeared stubborn and distant.


“I wanted to tell them … that we’re moving. That’s all.”


“And you couldn’t do that on the phone?”


“You have my phone.”


Danny took the bottle of champagne and refilled his glass. “Right. It broke when it fell on the floor. I’ll get it fixed. But why did you just run away? Without telling anyone?”


Alice took a sip from her glass. The champagne sent a tingling sensation across her tongue. “I felt … trapped. I mean, I needed some alone time, but Jonas was always there …”


“I told him to help you with your stuff.”


“But he didn’t really … he was just standing there, watching me! He wouldn’t let me out of his sight for even a second!”


“Why should he?”


Surprised, Alice gaped at him. “Why he should? Because it’s rude to stare at people and because I don’t need anybody babysitting me, that’s why!”


Danny reached out and put his hand on hers. “Relax, I’m just trying to understand what happened. That’s all.”


Alice frowned at him. “He was creeping me out. He followed me back upstairs when I went to pee. I … I felt suffocated …”


Still suspicious, Danny studied her face. “I still don’t understand why you had to run away. You could’ve just come here with the others and Jonas would’ve left you alone. And I was here, too.”


Alice knew exactly where he was going with this. “I just needed time, that’s all.”


He took another drink of his champagne. “Time?”


She stared at her plate. “Time to think … everything happened so fast. I woke up and all the stuff was gone, and no one gave me a moment to figure out …”


He raised one eyebrow. “Figure out? What?”


Feeling cornered, Alice looked up at him. The sadness in his eyes almost broke her heart. “What I want.”


There. I said it.


Leaning back in his chair, Danny pulled his hand away from Alice’s. It was obvious he was leaning away from her.


“Is this not what you want?” he asked after a pause. “Am I not what you want?”


“Of course, you are! I … I just …” Why was it so hard to find the right words? “I just wasn’t prepared to move … and we had that big fight last night and no time to talk about it … It was just too much, I needed to clear my head …”


Again, Danny had emptied his glass and was reaching for the bottle. Alice took his hand and held it down.


“Please don’t … Not now.”


Irritated, he looked at her, but then his features softened, and he pulled his hand back. “I’m sorry.” He put his empty glass back on the table and said nothing for a while, eyes fixed on her. Alice felt like she was shrinking under the look he gave her.


“Do you want to leave me, Alice?” he suddenly blurted out.


“No, of course not!” Alice tried to assure him, taken off guard by the sudden bluntness. “I don’t want to leave you, Danny, I swear!”


It wasn’t a lie. She didn’t want to leave him.


He examined her carefully, with a wary expression.


Alice took his hand quickly and gave it a squeeze. “Danny, I swear, I wasn’t going to leave you! I just needed time and I panicked, that’s all. I promise.”


“But you’re not happy with me.” It wasn’t a question.


Desperately, Alice tightened her grip around his hand. “I haven’t been happy with the way things have been lately …”


She saw Danny’s other hand jerk toward the bottle, but he pulled it back quickly.


“I told you last night … but I’m not sure you remember … the drinking, the way you kept pushing me away … You always seemed to be mad at me. You weren’t nice to me anymore …”


Danny looked at her for a while, his expression unreadable. “I was stressed out. Under a lot of pressure. There were some problems with the business.”


“That’s about what you already told me last night.”


He raised one eyebrow, the way he always did. “We already had this conversation?”


“I wanted to talk to you … when you’re sober.”


That seemed to annoy him. His expression hardened. “I’m sorry you feel trapped, Alice. Or pressured. That wasn’t my intention,” he said coldly.


Alice started chewing her lower lip nervously. She didn’t like his tone.


“After all the trouble I put you through when I was unemployed, I finally found a way to turn things around. Now I can take care of you. You don’t have to worry about money anymore … or cleaning an apartment.”


He makes it sound ridiculous.


“Do you think … I’m ungrateful?”


He said nothing and started playing with his fork again.


“Danny, I just need some time to settle down … To let everything sink in … It’s just happened—”


“Too fast, I know,” he cut her off.


Henry appeared in the archway, carrying a big wooden bowl. “Time for starters,” he announced cheerfully. His smile disappeared at once when he saw their faces. “Sorry, I hope I’m not interrupting something.”


Alice smiled at him. “No, don’t worry. Thank you so much, Henry!”


The cook began loading their plates with a mouthwatering salad. “Daniel said you like Rapunzel salad, so there’s lots of Rapunzel in there. I also added some tomatoes and herbs from the garden.”


“We have a garden?” Alice asked, surprised.


Henry nodded enthusiastically. “For sure, haven’t you been behind the house yet?”


She shook her head.


“Well, you should add it to your to-do list. Right now, most veggies are gone. It’s been too wet and cold these days. There are still some herbs though and lettuces. Feel free to just take whatever you need.”


Beaming, Alice thanked him.


“You’re welcome.” He bent down to put some bruschetta and garlic bread on their plates. “Enjoy!”


“Wow, these look amazing, thank you, Henry!”


After giving Alice another wide smile, the cook went back to the kitchen. For a moment, Alice almost forgot about her conversation with Danny. The food on her plate made her mouth water. She grabbed a piece of garlic bread and started chewing on it. Danny hadn’t touched his food yet, but he gave his glass a champagne refill. Again, he emptied it at once, to her distaste. Was he trying to get drunk at dinner?


Not daring to say anything though, Alice focused on her plate and eventually, Danny began eating as well. They ate in silence for a while.


When her plate was almost empty, Alice looked up and met his eyes. She tried to read his expression. There was pain and sorrow on his face, a sadness in his eyes, yet he was trying hard to hide it. It made him appear a bit stubborn and irritated.


“Danny,” she began, and put her fork down.


“What?”


Hearing the anger in his voice made her sad. “I just want you to know that I really am thankful for what you’ve done for me … for us. I do appreciate it.”


Doubt flickered in his eyes.


“I mean it. I can see that you’ve been under a lot of stress lately. I understand that you meant well. It just makes me sad that you didn’t open up to me or ask for my help …”


“Why? So you could be in control again?”


Why is he always attacking me?


“No …” She shook her head sadly and felt her eyes tear up.


Don’t cry. Henry’s next-door.


Trying to blink back the tears, she watched Danny fill his glass anew and chug it. Wasn’t it obvious that he didn’t want her anymore? Could he not stand her presence without being drunk? But why had he made her move in with him again?


The tears now started running down her cheeks and Alice angrily wiped them away with the back of her hand.


Henry appeared again, to collect their plates, though this time, he remained quiet and left quickly.


Danny let out an irritated sigh. “What do you want, Alice?”


Avoiding his eyes, she stared at the spot where her plate had been. “What do you want, Danny?” she muttered quietly. “Why did you even bring me here? You don’t want this.”


“What don’t I want?”


“Me.”


He seemed surprised. “What are you talking about?”


“You’re always mad at me. Admit it. You … you didn’t buy a big house to give me some privacy. You bought it so you can be away from me! Why can’t you just be honest?”


Danny seemed taken aback. “You’re the one who was always in a bad mood, Alice. My door was always open, but you never came in, did you? And now you’re blaming me again?”


Alice forced a sob back down. “Your friends were always there! How can you not get that I don’t feel comfortable with them around all the time? We were never alone together—”


“They are a part of my life now, Alice,” Danny said coldly. “Get over it. And don’t even think of making me choose between you and them.”


“What?” Alice stared at him, shocked at how shamelessly Danny twisted her words. “That’s not … that’s not what I’m saying!”


With a cold flicker in his eyes, Danny leaned back again, arms crossed. “Then what the fuck do you want, Alice?”


For a long moment, Alice could do nothing but stare at him. Every desperate attempt to avoid making him mad was a waste of time. If he despised her so much that no matter what she said was perceived by him as criticism or provocation, why in the world was he still with her?


Alice hid her face in her hands, unable to bear the look on his face anymore.


When she heard him get up from his chair and walk around the table, she expected him to leave the room. To her surprise though, he crouched down beside her.


“What do you want, Alice?” he repeated softly. All harshness had left his voice.


Carefully, Alice took her hands away from her face and looked at him. His expression had softened. Now, he looked mainly concerned.


“Just you,” she breathed. “I miss you, that’s all.”


Something in Danny’s eyes shifted, as if a veil were removed from them. Behind all the sadness, suspicion, and anger, Alice could finally see affection and love again. Slowly, Danny put his arms around her and pulled her head onto his chest. His grip was firm and comforting, like he wasn’t planning on ever letting go of her again. It felt good.


They kept their fingers laced while eating the main course.


Having opened up was a great feeling and Alice couldn’t remember the last time she’d been this happy. Henry had brought them white wine to go along with the risotto, but Alice was still sipping her champagne. Danny was already on his second glass of wine, and as much as Alice wanted to ignore it and focus on how good the warmth of his hand felt on hers, she couldn’t extinguish the acidic feeling of apprehension in the pit of her stomach. If Danny only drank when he was stressed out or unhappy, that was one thing. But if he couldn’t even withstand the temptation to get intoxicated on an evening like this, he was in much deeper trouble than Alice had assumed. Also, practically emptying the bottle of champagne plus two glasses of white wine did not seem to have an effect on him yet; and that was truly alarming.


When their plates were empty once again, Alice finished her glass of champagne and watched quietly, as Henry collected them.


“What is it?” Danny asked, having clearly noticed the look on her face. “Something is still bothering you.”


Alice started chewing her lip again and watched her boyfriend reach for the wine bottle.


“That is,” she muttered.


He raised one eyebrow.


“The drinking,” Alice explained. “I know you don’t like talking about it, but it really worries me.”


“We’re celebrating, aren’t we?” he said defensively. “How come you drink so little?”


“I just want to … keep a clear head.”


“What for?”


Alice felt a knot build in her throat, leaving her unable to speak. How in the world was she supposed to address the fact that Danny had turned into a maniac the previous night? She didn’t want to make a big deal out of a little yelling and bottle-throwing, but she couldn’t deny that his behavior had really scared her. Having to tiptoe around him, think twice about everything she wanted to say, afraid something might make him snap, was exhausting.


Danny’s frown got deeper the longer Alice remained quiet. Worried, he leaned forward and took both her hands in his.


“Tell me,” he urged.


“It’s nothing, really.”


“You don’t look like it’s nothing.”


Sighing, Alice tried to lean away from him, but he kept her hands in his. “It’s really no big deal … you just scared me a bit last night, that’s all.”


Danny’s grip around her hands grew stronger and Alice looked up at him. The look on his face made her wince, but then she realized that the contempt in his eyes wasn’t directed at her this time.


“Did I hurt you?” he wanted to know.


Alice wondered how much he remembered of their fight. Apparently, he did take the possibility that he might have hurt her into consideration, so he couldn’t be completely oblivious to his outburst.


“No, of course not. You’d never. You just threw a bottle at me, that’s all.” She chuckled, but it sounded more like a cough.


Self-loathing made Danny’s eyes glint dangerously and he seemed to be grinding his teeth.


“You do remember that, right?” she asked quietly.


Taking a deep breath, Danny took his hands off hers and wiped them on his pants. He eyed the wine bottle with a disgusted look.


“I wish I didn’t,” he muttered. “I suppressed it, but I found the shards today when I was back in the apartment, and it all came back.”


“It’s no big deal—”


“Yes, it is!” he cut her off. “I shouldn’t have lost my temper like that. I should be in control.”


Alice watched him clench his hands into fists until the knuckles turned white.


“You usually are … it’s just the alcohol. That’s why I don’t like it when you drink that much.”


“That’s why you want to keep a clear head,” he concluded. “So you’d know how to react.”


Alice said nothing, but when his eyes bored into hers with an intensity that made her heart race, she nodded.


“I’m sorry.” Danny’s voice was sincere and firm, yet a bit shaky as well. He put his hand back on hers and gave it a squeeze. “I feel awful.”


“I know,” Alice said softly. “Don’t. It’s fine.”


“It’s not, Alice. But I’ll make it better, I promise. I’ll make an effort.” Now, his voice was truly shaking, and his eyes glistened wetly. Alice got off her chair to give him a hug. She wrapped her arms around him, feeling the ice between them melt at last.
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Alice awoke to Danny kissing her forehead. She kept her eyes shut and smiled. There was nothing she wanted more than to stay in bed with him all day long, just cuddling.


But then she realized drowsily that there was no one on the mattress beside her. She blinked and opened her eyes to see Danny standing next to the bed, fully dressed, buttoning up his shirt.


“What you doin’?” she muttered, her tongue still half asleep.


“Gotta go. Already too late. They’re waiting for me,” he said quickly, taking his phone from the nightstand and shoving it in the back pocket of his jeans.


“Why?” Alice pushed herself up on her elbows.


“Got a business meeting and totally forgot to set the alarm last night,” Danny explained while fumbling with his shoelaces.


Alice pouted at him, and he chuckled and brushed a strand of hair behind her ear.


“It’s Tuesday, Allie, I have to work.”


Hearing the nickname, he hadn’t used on her in months, made her smile. “But … what am I supposed to do?” she asked, watching him walk toward the bedroom door.


“Sleep until noon, and then eat lunch with me.” Danny winked and blew her a kiss, and then he was out through the door, closing it behind him.


Sighing, Alice dropped back down onto the pillow. Sure, she usually liked to sleep in on her days off, but they had gone to bed quite early last night and now she didn’t feel tired anymore.


A glance at the digital alarm clock on the nightstand revealed that it was 8:42 a.m.


Being unemployed made her feel uneasy, especially since Danny had quit her job for her. But she didn’t want to be mad at him, not anymore, not with everything going so well at last.


Not knowing how many people were in the house at this time, Alice put on her clothes from before instead of walking out into the corridor in her underwear. She didn’t like it that Danny wanted to provide for her, but right now there was nothing she could do about it.


After two hours of letting her skin turn wrinkled in the bathtub, Alice got dressed and went downstairs. Danny’s office door was closed, and the living room was empty. Muffled voices were coming out of the office, but it was impossible to understand what was being said.


Sunlight fell through the windows. It seemed to be a nice autumn day for a change. A fresh breeze played with Alice’s still wet hair when she stepped outside into the yard. Around the corner she found Henry working in the vegetable garden. The garden looked quite generous, as if you could live off it. There were overgrown cauliflower plants, tomato plants, and lots of herbs. The cook was busy cutting off a lettuce when Alice greeted him. He beamed at her and nodded to the lettuce in his hand. “I’m going to make that one for dinner.”


Alice helped him prepare the vegetable garden for winter, even though he objected at first. Having been raised in a tiny house without yard, Alice didn’t know much about gardening, but Henry had answers to all her questions. He was a nice person to have around and Alice enjoyed helping him. He wouldn’t let her help in the kitchen, however, so she went to sit on the swing instead and blinked into the sunlight.


Soon enough, lunch was ready, and Alice found Danny sitting at the table in the dining room. His friends, or colleagues, or whatever he liked to call them, were eating in the living room.


He didn’t look as happy as this morning, Alice noticed. He seemed tense, but he smiled weakly when he saw her entering the room. After planting a quick kiss on his lips, Alice sat down opposite him.


“Rough morning?”


He nodded and took a sip of his sparkling water.


“How did the meeting go?”


Danny sighed. “Waldo wasn’t pleased with me being late and gave me attitude.” He put down the glass again and started to wipe off the fog with his thumb. “And we’re facing some unexpected problems.”


“What kind of problems?”


“That’s not important, just … stuff.”


Henry appeared with two plates and set them down in front of them, then he went back to the kitchen to fetch a bowl of salad.


Danny began cutting his steak, and Alice took a bite of her spinach polenta. It was delicious.


“What are you going to do this afternoon?” she asked him.


Danny chewed and swallowed. “More work, more meetings. Potential client’s coming over. Hope we’ll get him to sign a contract.”


Alice was disappointed. But what had she expected? It was unlikely he’d have an afternoon off.


“What did you do this morning?” he asked while taking a mouthful of his mashed potatoes.


“I took a bath and read a book, and then I helped Henry in the garden.”


“You don’t have to do that.”


“I know. I wanted to. He taught me about gardening. It was very interesting.” She smiled and took his hand, the one that wasn’t busy delivering food to his mouth.


He grimaced back at her. “Sounds good, then.”


Alice drank from her glass of tap water and finished her dish quietly.


“Uh, Danny,” she began after Henry had collected their plates. “I was wondering if there’s something I could do for you, maybe?”


“I thought you’d be glad to have some time to relax.”


“Of course, but I can’t just sit around and do nothing for hours.”


“Right, I forgot. The TV’s gonna be delivered today. We’ll put it in our bedroom. The guys have their own in the basement. The box with our DVDs is in the bedroom closet. We’ll also have Netflix as soon as the Wi-Fi’s installed.” He chugged the rest of his water.


Alice stared at her glass. “Are you sure I can’t help you with anything?”


Danny frowned at her.


“Some administrative work, maybe. Bookkeeping and stuff …”


He shook his head. “I really don’t think so.”


Frustrated, Alice sighed. “Fine, I’ll find a new show to binge-watch then.”


“You could finally catch up on Game of Thrones, so we can watch the rest together,” Danny suggested.


Alice grimaced. “I read the books. Show’s too bloody for my taste.”


“Shame. Guess we’ll have to find something else to watch together.”


“Shame’s that you’re not into comedies. You miss out on the good stuff.”


Danny took her hand in his. “Not really into it. I need blood and violence to be entertained.”


“I know.” Alice rolled her eyes. “Too bad, really. Funny, how you’re a pacifist in real life but you love watching people slaughter each other on screen.”


Danny raised an eyebrow. “Pacifist? Me? Nah, Alice, guess you don’t know me as well as I thought.”


“I thought you oppose war?”


“Of course. But if there was a war already going on and the wrong people were being killed, I’d gladly join the fight.”


Alice sighed. “The white knight saving them all. You just want to be a hero, don’t you?”


“Don’t we all?” He grinned.


“Not me. I’d be the first one to get killed.”


Shaking his head, Danny squeezed her hand. “I don’t think so. You’re smart enough to survive.”


After checking his wristwatch, he sighed. “Gotta go back to work.” He pushed his chair back and gave Alice a kiss before she had time to object.


“Are we gonna have dinner together again?” she asked him quickly, before he left the room.


“I hope so,” he replied.


After brushing her teeth, Alice went to sit on the swing again. There were still people standing around in front of the house, men she didn’t know. One guy was sitting on a plastic chair next to the gate. He seemed to guard it, or maybe he was there to open and close when people wanted to leave or enter by car.


It was weird living in that house. Especially because it didn’t feel like hers. It wasn’t, technically. Danny owned it and used it as a workplace, so there would always be people around. And not to forget Henry and Anita. As nice as it was, not having to do any cleaning or cooking, it felt strange to have them around.


Alice watched two men in leather jackets smoking and having a discussion.


If they had at least seemed nice, things would have felt different. But somehow, they made her uncomfortable the way Jonas and Danny’s other friends did. They all looked mean and aggressive. Well, if they were there to guard the house, that wasn’t surprising. Couldn’t really use nice guys to scare intruders off, could you?


But what intruders? They were in the middle of nowhere. The only neighbors they had were farmers, and Alice couldn’t quite understand why anyone would take a big interest in Danny’s company. He developed video games, so what?


Noticing a movement in the corner of her eyes, she turned her head and saw Jonas stepping out of the house, lighting a cigarette. He glanced in her direction for a second, then continued walking toward the two men in leather jackets. Were they friends? They all looked similar, a bit like a gang of bikers, only without beards and bikes.


Later that afternoon, their TV was delivered, along with some other boxes whose content Alice didn’t know. She watched the delivery people install the big flat screen in the bedroom. When they were done, she went through the box with DVDs and chose one to watch.


That evening, when Alice went downstairs for dinner, Danny’s friends were sitting around the table. They were talking in loud voices but stopped immediately when she entered the room.


Feeling uncomfortable, she sat down hesitantly. Having to eat with the whole gang was not something she had expected. Plus, the sudden silence, for which she was obviously responsible, made her feel very uneasy and unwelcome.


Danny kissed her though and put his arm around her shoulder, which managed to make her feel a bit better.


“Hi, Alice,” said Tee. “How’re you today?”


“Fine, thanks,” Alice answered.


Paul was staring at the air in front of him. Jonas was wearing his usual poker face; his eyes seemed to look right through her.


“And what did you do today?” Waldo wanted to know. It sounded somewhat accusing.


“Uh … some reading, gardening …” Alice didn’t like talking to Waldo.


“Gardening, huh?” He nodded. “Sounds useful. That house is big enough to keep busy.”


Danny shot Waldo an irritated look. “I don’t want her to do anything. We have staff for that.”


Waldo arranged his napkin on his lap. “Just saying. Must be boring to have nothing to do.”


Danny ignored that and turned back to Alice to put a kiss on her cheek.


“Alice, you should come to the basement with me,” Tee offered.


Danny frowned.


“I mean, to work out. Everything’s arrived this afternoon.”


Curious, Alice looked at Danny. “Do we have like a private gym?”


He opened his mouth to answer, but Tee was faster. “Oh yeah,” he said eagerly. “There’s weights, lots of ‘em.”


Alice grimaced. “I’m not really into weight-lifting.”


“We could add some girl stuff, right, Dan?” Tee said.


“Girl stuff?” She scowled at him.


“You know, treadmills, home trainers, stuff like that.”


“Girl stuff,” Alice repeated, shaking her head scornfully. “Though a treadmill does sound nice.”


Tee grinned. “Wouldn’t mind watching you sweat on the treadmill while lifting weights.”


Danny gave him a warning look.


Tee quickly took a sip of his beer to stop himself from talking.


“Would you like a drink?” Danny asked her, gesturing toward his own beer bottle.


Alice let her eyes wander over the table. Danny, Tee, and Paul were drinking beer, Waldo red wine, and Jonas water.


“No thanks.”


He raised his eyebrow. “You like beer!”


The more he drinks, the less I feel like drinking.


“It’s Tuesday,” she pointed out.


“You don’t have to work tomorrow.”


Alice knew that all too well and she still hadn’t figured out how to feel about it, so she just shrugged.


Henry brought their food, and the guys began eating noisily while emptying more beer bottles and talking heatedly about some game they’d watched.


Then they started talking about video games, which caught Alice’s attention. “How are yours going?” she asked.


The men fell silent and stared at her.


“The games,” she explained. “The ones you’re developing.”


Danny cleared his throat. “Good, actually.”


“So … how does it work?” she wanted to know.


“Well,” he thought for a while. “I do the programming, Paul’s really good at drawing. We … discuss our ideas together and try to make something out of it. But it’s not games, it’s game. You know, it takes a hell lot of work, and we only just got started.” He took a sip of his beer. No one else talked.


“Then … how come you’re already making so much money?”


Danny rubbed his chin with his thumb and index finger, and licked his lips. “Funds.”


“Funds?”


He nodded. “Investors who already paid a generous sum because they know it’s going to be a … blast.”


“But … isn’t the market full already?”


Danny shook his head. “Nah, there’s always new ideas, and graphics keep getting better. Now with the whole virtual reality thing, things get more … realistic.”


For some reason, Tee almost choked on his food and had to take a drink of his beer to refrain from spraying the table with his spit.


“I read about it,” Alice told him. “VR-porn … sounds like something you would like, huh?”


He grinned at her. “For sure.” He gulped down some more beer. “And what would you like, Lizzy?”


Alice frowned at the new nickname. “I’d like a female main character with clothes on.”


Tee and Danny laughed. “You should play more, Alice. There’s lots of them already,” said Danny. “Even Lara Croft wears more clothes with every new version of Tomb Raider that comes out,” he continued.


Tee donned a sad face. “Shame.”


They laughed again.


“Why do people call you Tee?” Alice asked to change the subject.


“His name’s Timothy,” explained Danny.


“They used to call me Big T because I was fat, but then I lost fifty pounds and now I’m only Tee.”


“Is that a good or a bad thing?”


“I haven’t decided yet.” He winked at her.


When they were all done eating and Henry had collected their plates, Danny was on his fourth beer already. The topics got more heated and more perverted, and it began to annoy her. Only Jonas and Paul hadn’t said a word throughout the whole time, but that didn’t help much.


When Danny opened his fifth beer bottle, Alice pushed back her chair and got up. “I’m going to watch TV. Are you coming too?”


Danny looked at her and then he looked at his friends. “I think I’ll stay for a while, but I’ll meet ya later, okay?”


Alice grimaced and said goodbye to the others though only Tee replied.


Back upstairs, she went to brush her teeth in her own bathroom and changed into her pajamas. She had to take them out of one of the moving boxes, which reminded her about the occupied closet.


I forgot to ask Danny about those clothes . . .


And she’d also forgotten to ask him about the status of her cell phone.


When she stepped out of her room, she saw Jonas coming out of one of the guest bathrooms, wearing only boxers. She quickly turned away and hid in the bedroom.


They’d placed the TV opposite of the bed, which allowed her to cuddle into her blankets while zapping through the channels.


Danny didn’t show up throughout the whole movie, and when the alarm clock showed 12:30 a.m., Alice decided to sleep.


This time, it was only a light sleep, and she awoke immediately when the bedroom door was opened.


A large shadow moved into the room, then something hit the bed and she heard an “ouch.”


The clock showed 1:38 a.m. Alice bit her tongue and pretended to sleep while Danny got undressed and fell into bed next to her, shaking the whole thing with his weight. He smelled of alcohol and sweat. “Alice?” she heard him whisper close to her ear. “You awake?”


She tried to ignore him, but he started fumbling with her T-shirt. “Stop that,” she snapped and pushed his hand away. He sighed deeply and turned onto his back.


“Are you going to work tomorrow morning?” she asked.


Danny moaned. “Of course … someone has to.”


She ignored that remark. “It’s late. You won’t get enough sleep.”


He moaned again.


“And then you’ll get irritable and stressed out. Sleep is important.”


“Yes, Mommy.”


Alice sighed. “Whatever.”


He started snoring.


Alice slept badly afterward. Danny seemed restless. He kept tossing and turning and mumbling things in his sleep.


Only when dawn came did she finally manage to drift off into a sleep so deep, she didn’t even wake up when Danny got up to go to work.


It was almost noon when she awoke once more, so she took a quick shower and went directly downstairs to meet him for lunch.


He was sitting on the same chair as the day before. Dark shadows framed his eyes, but he seemed to be in a good mood.


“Morning Allie,” he said cheerfully when he saw her.


Alice forced herself to smile and sat down opposite him.


“Don’t I get a kiss?” he asked.


When she didn’t reply, he stood up and bent over the table to kiss her. She kissed him back but not enthusiastically.


“God, I’m tired today.” Danny rubbed his eyes with both of his hands.


“You came to bed quite late.”


“Ugh, I should’ve just listened to you and come upstairs . . .”


“Hangover?”


He shook his head. “Didn’t have that much to drink last night.”


“How much did you have?”


He thought for a moment. “Some beer and then some whiskey but not much.”


Whiskey … him and his whiskey.


“How long did your friends stay?”


“They uh… well, Waldo went home before midnight, taking Tee and Paul along. Jonas went to bed shortly after you.”


“So only he stayed here?”


“Waldo has a wife and kids at home, you know.”


Poor bastards.


“Tee has a cat to feed and Paul lives with his mother,” Danny continued.


“So, what did you do when they were all gone?”


Danny grinned. “I shared a bottle of whiskey with the gate guard. Nice guy, by the way.”


“So, all your friends decided to be responsible … why not you?”


Henry came in and put their plates on the table.


“I got carried away … It was such a great evening with my buddies, and it was great having you there as well. I didn’t want the night to end.” He loaded a big pile of rice onto his fork and put it in his mouth.


Alice said nothing. Danny’s words evoked a queasy feeling in her stomach. He’d stayed up and gotten drunk with someone he didn’t even know … just to artificially prolong his happiness. Like he didn’t want the next day to begin; didn’t want sobriety to strike again. His sadness really seemed to have deep roots and Alice wondered where it came from and why she hadn’t noticed it sooner.


They ate in silence for a while until she asked, “How was work this morning?”


Chewing, Danny rolled his eyes. “Was late again. The others didn’t like it. Wasn’t as bad as yesterday, though.”


“I’ll set your alarm for you next time, okay?”


Danny smiled. “Thanks … and if I don’t wake up, just kick me out of bed.”


“With pleasure.”


That evening they all ate together again. Tee made some stupid jokes, but Alice was glad. At least, he was talking to her. Everyone except her and Jonas drank some alcoholic beverages, but no one as many as Danny.


Jonas was the first one to go to bed and the others left at around 10:00 p.m.


Alice had sat through the whole dinner and the annoying conversations to make sure that Danny came to bed with her this time. By the time she got up from the table, he was already drunk.


“Why now? It’s so early!” he protested when she pulled at his arm.


“Because if you don’t come now, there’ll be no one around to make sure you go to bed at all.”


Pouting, he gave her a pleading look.


“Come now,” she insisted.


He moaned but obeyed and followed her.


As promised, Alice set the alarm for him when they were lying underneath the sheets.


Danny started to fumble her T-shirt again.


“Why are you always so horny when you’re drunk?” Alice sighed.


He kissed her. “It’s you that’s making me horny, ain’t got nothing to do with alcohol.” He kissed her again. “And I’m not that drunk.”


Again, Alice found it hard to fall asleep next to a mumbling and sweating Danny, who appeared to be having very troubling dreams.
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