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CHAPTER ONE


SHAY




Numbers never lie. Statistics, charts, percentages—they don’t contain hidden agendas or shades of gray. They’re pure and true.


It isn’t until people start meddling with them, spinning and shaping them, that they become dishonest.


—Data Book, page 1





TWO WINEGLASSES ARE ON the coffee table, evidence of a romantic night. I clear them away, rinsing the ruby-colored stains pooling at the bottom of the goblets. The coffee is brewing, filling the galley kitchen with the aroma of the dark roast beans Sean introduced me to when I moved into his Murray Hill apartment eighteen months ago.


I turn my head at the sound of a key in the lock, and a moment later he comes in, stepping out of his flip-flops. He’s humming, like he does when he’s happy. He’s been humming a lot lately.


“Hi there,” I say as he sets down a shopping bag from Whole Foods with a bouquet of purple tulips peeking out of the top. “You’re up early.”


His thick, gingery hair is sticking up a bit in the back, and I suppress the urge to reach out and run my fingers through it.


“Thought I’d pick up breakfast.” He unpacks eggs and croissants and strawberries.


As I reach for the carafe of coffee, Sean’s bedroom door opens.


He quickly gathers the tulips as his girlfriend, Jody, walks into the kitchen.


“Good morning,” she says, stretching. She’s wearing a pair of Sean’s boxers, which are almost covered by one of his big hoodies. Her curly hair is up in a high ponytail, and her toenails are painted bright pink.


Sean gives her the tulips—and a kiss. I quickly turn away, busying myself opening the fridge and pouring almond milk into my travel mug.


“Enjoy breakfast,” I say. “I’m heading out to get some work done.”


“On a Sunday?” Jody crinkles her pert little nose.


“I want to revise my résumé. I have an interview tomorrow.”


I grab my tote bag containing my laptop off the bench by the front door. Beneath the bench, Jody’s sandals are nestled next to the flip-flops Sean just removed. I use my toe to nudge apart their shoes.


Then I descend a flight of stairs and step outside into an already-muggy August morning.


Not until I’m at the corner do I realize I left my travel mug on the kitchen counter. I decide to treat myself to an iced latte instead of going back to the apartment. These days, I spend as little time there as possible.


Because numbers never lie. And two plus one equals . . . too many.


I pull open the heavy glass door to Starbucks, noticing it’s packed. Not surprising: Seventy-eight percent of American adults drink coffee every day, with slightly more women than men consuming it regularly. And New York is the fourth-most coffee-crazed city in the country.


I can’t help myself; I often see the world through stats. It’s not just because as a market researcher I analyze data to help companies make decisions about the products they sell. I’ve been this way since I was a kid. I started keeping data books at age eleven, the way other kids kept diaries.


Wow, you gained twelve pounds since your last visit, my pediatrician told me when I went in for a strep throat test the summer before middle school.


Shay, you’re the tallest—can you stand in the back row? my fifth-grade teacher instructed me on class photo day.


Neither said it with a negative tone, but those comments, along with others I often heard, made me aware that numbers affect the way people see you.


I used to chart my height, my weight, and the number of goals I scored in each soccer game. I collected other data, too, like the categories of coins in my piggy bank, the number of library books I read every month, American Idol voting rankings, and how many gold, silver, and bronze medals the United States won in the Olympics. These days, I’ve come to mostly accept my body—I’ve turned my focus to my health and strength—and now, instead of what the scale shows, I record my 10K race times and the pounds I can deadlift.


I glance around the coffee shop. A woman leans over her laptop, typing purposefully. A couple sits side by side, her leg draped over his, the New York Times splayed across their laps. A father and a young boy sporting matching Yankees caps wait at the counter for their order.


Lately it seems like the stats are against me: I’m thirty-one years old, and I’m not dating anyone. When my boss called me into his office last month, I thought I was getting promoted. Instead, he told me I was being downsized. It’s like I’m caught in a slow spiral.


I’m fighting as hard as I can to turn things around.


First, a job. Then maybe I’ll join a dating site. There’s a void in my life Sean used to fill. Before he met Jody, we ordered in Chinese food at least once a week and binge-watched Netflix. He’s forever misplacing his keys; I instantly know from the way he calls “Shay?” when he needs help finding them. He waters the plant we named Fred, and I bring up the mail.


Sean’s the first guy I really liked since I ended things with my college boyfriend. I began to fall for Sean months ago. I thought he felt the same.


When the barista sets my latte on the counter, I scoop it up and push my way through the door.


Even at a few minutes after nine A.M., the heat is thick and oppressive; it engulfs me as I head to the subway station on Thirty-third Street. When I feel my hair sticking to the back of my neck, I stop to dig an elastic band out of my bag so I can tie it up.


That simple act costs me twenty-two seconds.


As I descend the stained stairs into the tunnel, I see the train I just missed speeding away from the station. A few people who must’ve disembarked from it climb the steps opposite me. I reach the platform and feel the last of the train’s breeze in its wake. A fluorescent light above me flickers, and trash overflows from a garbage bin. Only one other person is waiting, about ten yards from me.


Why didn’t he catch the train that just left?


When someone conjures unease in you, there are usually good reasons behind it. A man with a goatee and backpack lingering on a deserted subway platform on a Sunday morning isn’t enough to make my pulse quicken.


But the way he’s looking at me is.


I watch him out of the corner of my eye, alert for any sudden movements, while my brain spins: The stairs are directly behind me. If he wants to harm me, I might be quick enough to run up them. But I could get stuck at the turnstile.


I can’t identify any other escape route.


The man takes a slow, deliberate step toward me.


I whip my head around, hoping someone else is coming.


That’s when I see we aren’t alone after all. A woman in a green dress with white polka dots stands farther down on the platform, in the opposite direction of the man. She’s partially camouflaged by the shadow of a large support beam.


I move closer to her, still keeping the guy in my peripheral vision. But all he does is continue walking toward the stairs, eventually disappearing up them. I chide myself for overreacting; he probably mistakenly entered the downtown platform instead of the uptown one, which I’ve done before. Odds are, he was looking at the exit the whole time, not at me.


I exhale slowly, then glance up at the green-hued LED display. The next train is due in a couple minutes. A few more people drift onto the platform.


I can hear the distant rumbling of the wheels of the inbound train—it’s a familiar soundtrack to my daily life. I feel safe.


The woman glances my way and I notice she’s about my height—five feet ten—and age, but her hair is shorter and lighter than mine. Her face is pleasant; she’s the kind of person I’d ask for directions if I were lost.


I break eye contact with her and look down. Something is glinting against the dull concrete of the platform. It’s a piece of jewelry. At first I think it’s a bracelet, but when I bend over and scoop it up, I realize it’s a gold necklace with a dangling charm that looks like a blazing sun.


I wonder if the woman dropped it. I’m about to ask her when the roar of the incoming train grows louder.


She steps close to the edge of the platform.


My mind screams a warning, Too close!


In that instant, I realize she isn’t there to ride the subway.


I stretch out my hand toward her and yell something—“No!” or “Don’t!”—but it’s too late.


We lock eyes. The train appears in the mouth of the tunnel. Then she leaps.


For a split second she seems frozen, suspended in the air, her arms thrown overhead like a dancer.


The train shoots past, its wheels grinding frantically against the tracks, the high-pitched shriek louder than I’ve ever heard it.


My stomach heaves and I bend over and throw up. My body begins to shake uncontrollably, reacting to the horror as my mind frantically tries to process it.


Someone is yelling over and over, “Call 911!”


The train stops. I force myself to look. There is no sign of the woman at all.


One second she existed, and the next, she’d been erased. I stagger over to a bench by the wall and collapse.


During everything that follows—while I give my statement to a police detective with an impassive face, am escorted past the crime-scene tape up to the street, and walk the seven blocks home—I can’t stop seeing the woman’s eyes right before she jumped. It wasn’t despair or fear or determination I saw in them.


They were empty.









CHAPTER TWO


CASSANDRA & JANE


AMANDA EVINGER WAS TWENTY-NINE. Single. Childless. She lived alone in a studio apartment in Murray Hill, not far from Grand Central Station. She worked as an emergency room nurse at City Hospital, an occupation so consuming and fast-paced it prevented her from forming close ties to her colleagues.


She seemed like the perfect candidate, until she threw herself under the wheels of a subway train.


Two nights after Amanda’s death, Cassandra and Jane Moore sit together on a couch in Cassandra’s Tribeca apartment, sharing a laptop computer.


The clean lines of the living room furniture are upholstered in dove gray and cream, and accented with a few bright pillows. Floor-to-ceiling windows invite plenty of light and afford sweeping views of the Hudson River.


The apartment is sleek and elegant, befitting its two occupants.


At thirty-two, Cassandra is two years older than Jane. It’s easily apparent the women—with their long, glossy black hair, gold-flecked brown eyes, and creamy skin—are sisters. But Cassandra is composed of sleek muscles, while Jane is softer and curvier, with a high, sweet voice.


Jane frowns as Cassandra scrolls through potential pictures. The only ones they possess of Amanda are recent—within the past few months: Amanda sitting cross-legged on a picnic blanket in Prospect Park; Amanda lifting a margarita in a toast at Jane’s birthday party; Amanda crossing the finish line of a charity walk for breast cancer research.


In most of the photos, she’s surrounded by the same six smiling young women—the group the Moore sisters have methodically been assembling. The women have different occupations and hail from vastly diverse backgrounds, but they have more important, hidden qualities in common.


“We need one of Amanda alone,” Jane says.


“Hang on.” Cassandra pulls up a picture of Amanda holding a calico cat, sitting in a pool of sunlight spilling in through a nearby window.


Jane leans forward and nods. “Good. Crop it a bit and no one will be able to tell where it was taken.”


The sisters fall silent as they stare at the photo. Just a few weeks ago, Amanda was sprawled in the gray chair adjacent to this very couch, which was the spot she usually chose when she came over. She kicked off her shoes and stretched her long legs over the chair’s arm as she talked about the elderly hit-and-run victim she’d helped save with four hours of frantic treatment. His daughter brought in dozens of homemade cookies today and left us the sweetest card! Amanda had said, her words tumbling out with her usual exuberance. It’s times like this when I love my job.


It seems impossible not only that Amanda is gone, but that she chose to end her life in such a spectacularly violent way.


“I never saw this coming,” Cassandra finally says.


“I guess we didn’t know Amanda as well as we thought,” Jane replies.


For the sisters, Amanda’s suicide triggered frantic efforts to answer questions: Where had she gone in the days before she died? Who had she talked to? Had she left any evidence behind—like a note of explanation?


They searched her apartment immediately, using their spare key to gain entrance. They retrieved Amanda’s laptop and asked one of the women in their close-knit group, an operational security consultant, to unlock it. She ran a dictionary attack, cycling through thousands of possible passwords until she cracked Amanda’s. Then the sisters examined Amanda’s communications. Unfortunately, Amanda’s phone was destroyed by the subway, so it couldn’t be scrutinized.


Within two hours her building was put under surveillance. The first visitor to it, Amanda’s mother, who took the train in from Delaware, was invited to tea by one of Amanda’s grieving friends. No helpful information was gleaned, even though Amanda’s mother changed the venue to a bar and stretched the conversation over two hours, during which time she consumed four glasses of Chardonnay.


The memorial service, which will take place on Thursday evening at a private club in Midtown, is a precautionary measure. It was Cassandra’s idea to hold the simple, nonreligious ceremony. Anyone connected to Amanda will likely show up.


The sisters, who now have access to Amanda’s contacts, will invite everyone Amanda corresponded with during the past six months.


Cassandra and Jane also plan to post printed invitations on the main door to Amanda’s apartment building, in the nurses’ break room at City Hospital, and in the locker room of the gym Amanda frequented.


At the memorial service, a guest book will be used to gather names of the mourners.


“We’ll get through this, right?” Jane asks Cassandra. Both sisters are exhausted; faint purple shadows have formed beneath their eyes, and Cassandra has lost a few pounds, making her cheekbones even more pronounced.


“We always do,” Cassandra replies.


“I’ll get us a glass of wine.” As Jane stands up, she gives Cassandra’s shoulder a squeeze.


Cassandra nods her thanks as she fits the photograph of Amanda into the template of the memorial-service notice on her screen. She proofs it a final time, even though she knows every word by heart.


Will it be enough? she wonders as she hits the print key.


If Amanda revealed something she shouldn’t have to someone—anyone—in the days before her death, will that individual feel compelled to come to her service?


The phrasing below Amanda’s smiling photograph was debated by the sisters before this simple message was agreed upon as bait: Please Join Us. All Are Welcome.









CHAPTER THREE


SHAY




NYC Subway System Stats: More than 5 million daily riders. Open around the clock. 472 stations—the most of any subway system. Seventh busiest in the world. More than 665 miles of track. 43 suicides or attempted suicides last year.


—Data Book, page 4





I LET MYSELF INTO the apartment and look around. It seems impossible that I’ve been gone only two hours. The violet tulips are in a cobalt vase. The frying pan soaks in the sink. Sean’s and Jody’s shoes are missing from beneath the bench.


I walk straight into the bathroom and strip off my red T-shirt and khaki shorts. As I stand under a stream of hot water in the shower, all I can think of is her. Her pleasant face and pretty polka-dot dress. And those empty eyes.


I wonder how long it will take for someone to miss her. When her husband arrives home to a dark apartment? When she doesn’t show up for work?


But maybe she wasn’t married. Perhaps she didn’t have colleagues she was close to. It might take a while for her absence to register.


Just as it might take time for anyone to notice mine.


As I lie in bed that night, I can’t stop replaying the scene, starting with the moment I edged toward the woman to get away from the guy with the goatee. I keep berating myself for not doing something differently. I should have reached out to grab her or yelled “Don’t!” sooner.


When I spotted the woman with the pleasant face, I only thought about how she could save me. But I should have been the one to save her.


My room feels like it’s closing in on me in the darkness.


I reach over and flip on the nightstand lamp, blinking against the sudden sharpness. I have to sleep—my big interview at Global Metrics is at nine A.M., and if I don’t get this job, I’ll have to keep temping. I’m lucky to have a part-time gig in the research department of a white-shoe law firm, but the pay isn’t great, plus the health benefits I carried over from my old job expire in a few months.


But I can’t rest. I reach for my phone and try to listen to a TED Talk to distract myself, but my thoughts keep creeping back to her. Who was she? I wonder.


I type “NYC 33rd Street Subway Suicide” into a search engine. The tiny news brief that appears doesn’t answer any of my questions. I only learn she was the twenty-seventh person in New York to jump in front of a subway train this year.


So much suffering, hidden like a current beneath the loud bustle of my city. I wonder what compels someone to cross this final, desperate line.


Was it a sudden tragedy that led her to the edge? Or maybe she also felt like she was caught in a slow spiral?


I put down my phone. Enough, I tell myself. I need to stop looking for comparisons between the two of us. She isn’t my future.


I wait until seven A.M., then I brew extra-strong coffee, put on my favorite gray suit, and dig out the little Sephora makeup palette my mom got me for Christmas.


As I close the apartment door behind me, I realize I never updated my résumé. I tell myself it didn’t need much tweaking, and that I can compensate with a strong interview.


While I’m walking, I’m rehearsing how I’ll explain being let go from my last job—five of us were downsized, which I hope will put me in a better light—when I glimpse the familiar green subway pole marking the tile stairs that descend underground.


I rear back, feeling as if I were electrocuted.


“Hey, watch it,” someone says, brushing past me.


It’s like my feet are stuck in cement. I see other commuters disappearing into that dark hole, just as I did yesterday—as I’ve done thousands of times before. But now, splotches form before my eyes, and a rushing sound fills my head. I can’t even bring myself to walk over the steel grates between me and the entrance.


The longer I stand there, trying to will myself to move forward, the more my panic swells. When I hear the muffled sound of a subway train pulling into the station, it’s hard to breathe. My armpits dampen and my glasses slip down on my nose.


I pull out my phone: 8:25 A.M.


I walk on shaking legs to the corner and hail a cab, but it’s rush hour and the streets are clogged. I arrive at Global Metrics ten minutes late, rattled and jittery. I take deep breaths and wipe my palms on my suit pants while the receptionist leads me to the office of Stan Decker, the head of human resources.


People generally form an impression about others within the first seven seconds, so when I meet him, I make sure to stand up straight, offer a firm handshake, and maintain eye contact—signals that convey confidence.


He looks to be in his early forties, with a receding hairline and a thick gold wedding band, and a lot of framed photos are on his desk. They’re all facing him, but I imagine they’re of his wife and kids.


“So, Shay, why do you think you’d be a good fit here?” he begins once we’re seated.


It’s a softball question, and one I anticipated. “I love research. I’ve always been intrigued by how unconscious factors affect people’s habits and decisions. I majored in statistics, with a minor in data analytics. I can help your company by doing what I do best: gathering and deciphering the information you need to craft messages that will resonate with your target consumers.”


He nods and steeples his hands. “Tell me about a few of your most successful projects.” This is another of the top ten most common interview questions.


“At my last company, one of our clients was an organic-yogurt company that wanted to expand its market share by wooing millennials.”


My phone buzzes inside my bag. I flinch. I can’t believe I violated one of the most important rules of a job interview: Turn off your cell phone.


Stan Decker’s eyes flit to my tote.


“I’m so sorry. I must have forgotten to turn it off after I phoned to let you know I’d be a few minutes late.”


I want to kick myself as soon as the words leave my mouth: Why remind him of that?


I fumble in my tote for my phone. Before I can turn it off, a notification pops up on the screen. I have a voice mail from an unfamiliar number with a 212 area code.


I wonder if it’s the police detective who took my statement yesterday. She’d said she might need to follow up today.


“About the yogurt company?” Stan prompts.


“Yes . . .” I feel my cheeks grow hot; they must be blazing red against my fair skin.


I try to regroup, but it’s impossible to focus. I’m acutely aware of the message waiting on my phone.


It seems like that call uncorked the noises and sights of yesterday—the grinding screech of the train wheels, the flutter of the light green polka-dot dress as the woman jumped. I can’t stop reliving it all.


I fumble through, managing to finish the interview, but I know even before I leave the building that I won’t get an offer.


As soon as I’m on the sidewalk in front of Global Metrics, I pull out my cell phone.


I was right: It’s Detective Williams. She wants to go over my statement on the phone again. Once we’re done, I ask for the dead woman’s name; somehow it feels important for me to know it.


“Her next of kin has been notified, so I can do that. It’s Amanda Evinger.”


I close my eyes and repeat it to myself silently. It’s such a pretty name. I know I won’t ever forget it.


I walk the forty blocks home, forcing myself to craft a plan for the rest of the day: I’ll update my résumé and send it to a new batch of headhunters. Then I’ll go for a run for a hit of mood-boosting endorphins. And I should pick up a little baby gift to give my friend Melanie, who invited me over later this week for a drink.


I do one other thing on my way home: I plan my route to avoid stepping over any subway grates.









CHAPTER FOUR


CASSANDRA & JANE


A FEW DAYS AFTER Amanda jumped in front of the train, Jane receives an urgent call: Someone other than Amanda’s mother has shown up at her apartment building.


Jane rushes into Cassandra’s adjoining office, clutching her phone. It’s a busy morning at Moore Public Relations, their boutique firm on Sullivan Street. Up until now, their workday appears to have been business as usual—they’ve met with an up-and-coming purse designer, fine-tuned the details on a gallery opening for an artist they represent, and assembled a list of influencers to spread the word about a new Asian-fusion restaurant.


But all the while, they’ve been on high alert, their cell phones always within reach.


Stacey, who at twenty-nine is the youngest member of their group, is on the other end of the line. Stacey dropped out of school after the eleventh grade but later earned a GED and has taught herself so much about technology that she is now in demand as a cybersecurity consultant. With a small, wiry build that belies her physical prowess, and a rough, occasionally profane way of speaking that distracts from her razor-sharp mind, Stacey is often underestimated.


The sisters agree she was one of their most valuable selections.


Stacey was the one who hacked into Amanda’s laptop. She’s also savvy enough that she was able to install a security camera on a streetlight just outside Amanda’s building and remotely access the live video feed. From a coffee shop a block away, Stacey has simultaneously been working and surveilling.


While Stacey rattles off information—“She didn’t stay long, didn’t speak to anyone”—Jane rushes through the open door of Cassandra’s office.


Cassandra’s long, elegant fingers, poised above her computer keyboard, freeze as she catches the expression on Jane’s face. Cassandra leans forward in her chair, her hair spilling over her narrow shoulders.


Jane shuts the door and puts Stacey on speakerphone.


“I’m with Cassandra,” Jane says. “Take us through it from the beginning.”


The Moore sisters learn that at 11:05 A.M., a woman—thirtyish, tortoiseshell glasses and brown hair, tall and athletic looking—climbed the steps of Amanda’s apartment building. While the visitor stood looking at the old brownstone, which had been cut up into small apartments, her actions were captured by Stacey’s camera. Stacey didn’t recognize her, which set off alarm bells.


The visitor didn’t press any of the buzzers. After approximately ninety seconds, she lay a single yellow zinnia on the corner of the top step, just a few feet from the laminated memorial-service notice created by the sisters.


Then she turned and left. Stacey—who was already packing up her things in an effort to run toward the apartment and follow the woman—was too far away to catch her.


“Please send the video immediately,” Cassandra directs. “If she comes back—”


“I got it,” Stacey interrupts. “She’s not going to give me the slip again.”


The video is scrutinized the moment it comes in.


Cassandra pauses on the clearest frame of the young woman. It fills her computer screen, just as Amanda’s image recently did.


“Their coloring is different, but she’s tall, like Amanda was, too,” Cassandra says. “Could she be a relative we never heard about?”


Jane shrugs. “Amanda had secrets. Maybe this woman is one of them.”


Taking in the mysterious visitor’s widely spaced blue eyes and the faint cleft in her chin, Cassandra leans closer. She reaches out, tracing a fingertip along the curve of the woman’s cheek.


Cassandra’s voice is whisper soft, but her gaze is intent and unblinking. “Who are you?”









CHAPTER FIVE


SHAY




552 suicides were reported in New York City last year; approximately one-third were female. 48 percent of the women were single. Among women, white females had the highest suicide rate. And within the five boroughs, suicide was highest among Manhattan residents.


—Data Book, page 6





A FEW NIGHTS AFTER my botched interview, I’m in the kitchen of Mel’s Brooklyn apartment, twisting off the cap of the bottle of Perrier I brought.


Her colicky baby daughter, Lila, is strapped to her chest, and Mel gently bounces up and down to soothe her while I fill a glass for each of us and take cheese and crackers out of my shopping bag.


Her place is cluttered but cheery, with a pink-and-yellow Boppy pillow on the couch and burping cloths stacked on the kitchen counter. An electric swing is wedged next to the small round dining table. The Beatles’ “Yellow Submarine” plays in the background, on the record player Mel’s husband bought last year.


I hate bringing the horror of Amanda’s suicide here, but Mel knows something is wrong. I’ve never been good at hiding my emotions.


“Shay, I can’t even imagine how awful that must have been,” she says, shuddering, as I finish the story. She hugs Lila closer.


I don’t reveal that I took a bus, then a twenty-five-dollar Uber, to get here instead of the subway. The panic descended again tonight, just like it did when I tried to ride the subway to my interview on Monday and my temp job yesterday. As I approached that forest-green pole, my heart exploded and my legs refused to move forward.


Logically, I know I’m not going to witness another subway suicide—the stats prove how rare they are. But the one I did see keeps replaying in my mind.


“I went to her apartment this morning,” I say. “Amanda’s.”


Lila spits out her pacifier and Mel pops it back in, jiggling faster. “You did what? Why?”


Mel looks tired, and I’m sure I do, too. Last night a bad dream jarred me awake. The onrushing rumbling of wheels was the backdrop of my nightmare. I looked up Amanda’s name on the white pages website when I couldn’t fall back asleep, which is how I found her address.


“I wanted to know more about her. To kill yourself that way is so violent . . . so extreme. I guess I’m just trying to make some sense of it.”


Mel nods, but I can tell from her expression she thinks my behavior is odd. “Did you learn anything?”


I toy with the Fitbit around my wrist. My steps have nearly doubled in the past few days now that my usual mode of transportation has been eliminated.


“There’s a memorial service tomorrow night,” I say instead of answering Mel directly. “I’m thinking about going.”


Mel frowns. “Is that a good idea?”


I can see why it seems weird to her, here in the cozy apartment with three-bean chili warming in a pot on the stove and a postcard for a Yoga with Baby class affixed to her refrigerator.


Amanda wouldn’t have haunted Mel; they have nothing in common.


I fight the compulsion to touch my Fitbit again. The devices used to be ubiquitous; now not many people seem to still wear them. But in the photo of Amanda by the front door of her apartment she had one strapped to her wrist, too.


When I noticed it, my stomach dropped. Yet another link between us.


I don’t tell that part to Mel, either. Mel used to know me better than anyone; we were roommates our freshman year at Boston University, and we shared an apartment when we first came to New York. But our worlds don’t intersect anymore, and not just because of geography.


“Let’s talk about something else,” I say. “How do you feel about going back to work? Did you find day care yet?”


“Yeah, there’s a great one a block away from my office. I can visit Lila every day during my lunch hour.”


“That’s perfect!” I say. “Just promise me you’ll eat more than strained carrots.”


She laughs and we chat awhile longer, then Lila’s fussing grows louder. I can tell it’s hard for Mel to focus when her baby is upset.


“I should let you go.” I put down my empty glass.


Mel picks up the little stuffed elephant I brought Lila and waggles it at me. “You know you can call me anytime.”


“And vice versa.” I give Mel a kiss on the cheek, then I lean over to kiss Lila’s sweet-smelling head.


I walk toward Manhattan until it begins to grow dark, then I call an Uber. The driver has on the air-conditioning, for which I’m grateful.


My mom left me a message while I was with Mel, so I dial her number.


She answers immediately. “Hi, sweetie. I wish you were here! We’re having Mexican night. Barry and I made guacamole and skinny margaritas!”


“Fun!” I try to match her enthusiastic tone.


I can picture her in cutoff jeans and a tank top, her wavy chestnut hair pulled back with a bandanna, lounging on the brick patio Barry built a few years ago. My mom is petite, with an olive complexion. I inherited my father’s broad-shouldered, rangy frame. Growing up, I sometimes wondered if people who saw us together realized we were mother and daughter, not just because we looked so different, but because she was much younger than the other moms at my school.


She had me when she was only nineteen. She was a receptionist in Trenton and my father was a twenty-one-year-old economics major at Princeton. They broke up before I was born. He comes from a wealthy family, and he paid child support. But I’ve only seen him a handful of times in my life because he went to business school at Stanford and has remained in California ever since.


My mom’s life is so different: She worked for a construction company and married Barry, who was a foreman, when I was eleven.


“What have you been up to?” my mom asks now. “I haven’t talked to you all week.”


“She’s probably too busy napping at that cushy temp job,” Barry calls from the background before I can answer.


Barry’s the main reason I don’t go home to see my mom as often as I should.


I pretend to laugh at his comment. A minute later, when Barry calls my mom to come eat quesadillas, I’m glad for the excuse to hang up.


I remove my glasses and rub the bridge of my nose, then put them back on and lean against the seat, taking in the Manhattan skyline as we cross the Brooklyn Bridge. It’s a sight I never grow weary of, but at twilight, with the majestic buildings rising into the purple-and-orange-tinged sky, it seems especially beautiful.


Every year, people are drawn to this bridge to enjoy the beautiful views or a relaxing stroll.


Or jump to their deaths.


The thought zings through me like an electric shock.


I jerk my gaze away from the steel beams and shimmering darkness of the East River below.


I keep my eyes fixed down, staring at the Uber’s rubber floor mat, until the bridge is well behind us.









CHAPTER SIX


CASSANDRA & JANE


AN HOUR BEFORE AMANDA’S memorial service begins, five women assemble in a private room at the Rosewood Club to mourn the emergency room nurse with the effervescent personality who tracked her steps on a Fitbit to offset the sweets she loved.


They sit on sofas and chairs in a semicircle, softly talking. One weeps, her shoulders shaking, as another comforts her by stroking her back.


They’re the same women who appeared with Amanda in Cassandra’s photographs.


Only one is missing; she isn’t attending the memorial service because she has a more important assignment tonight.


Cassandra and Jane survey the room. Everything is in place: The corner bar is stocked with plenty of alcohol—which will loosen tongues. The buffet holds a cheese board and tea sandwiches. Perched on an easel is the enlarged photograph of Amanda holding the calico cat. Beside it, the guest book is splayed open on a small table.


Cassandra closes the door, then strides to the center of the room and stands silently for a moment. Her ebony silk dress hugs her tall, lithe body. The only splash of color is her red lipstick.


Somehow the strain and pressure of the past days haven’t dimmed her sharp, unconventional beauty. If anything, her features seem even more finely chiseled, and her amber eyes are mesmerizing.


“I know Amanda’s death was as devastating to each of you as it was to Jane and me,” Cassandra begins. She briefly bows her head. “Amanda was one of us.”


The women murmur in agreement. Cassandra lifts her head and looks at each of them in turn:


Stacey, so small and scrappy and smart, who possesses at least a dozen Marvel T-shirts, a temper quick to flare, and a reservoir of loyalty that appears bottomless.


Daphne, who at thirty-two owns a chic boutique in the West Village and has the sort of innate sophistication that makes it easy to imagine her charming clothing designers and selecting styles that will entice her clients. Daphne always appears camera ready; her buttery-blond locks are professionally blown out twice a week, and her makeup is flawless.


And finally Beth from Boston, a thirty-four-year-old public defense attorney who often seems to be overwhelmed and a little flustered—her purse filled with crumpled receipts, half-eaten granola bars, hair bands, and loose change—but who possesses a sharp, uncanny intuition about people.


Cassandra admires these women greatly. They are smart and loyal. They have something else in common, too: All have overcome obstacles that range from job loss to assault to cancer.


“I just can’t believe it,” says Beth. Despite the strains of her occupation, Beth is quick to laugh. But today, tears glisten on her cheeks. “The last time I went to her place she baked the most amazing butterscotch cheesecake”—Beth pronounces it butta-scotch—“because, y’know, Amanda and sweets. And we made plans to see the new Julia Roberts movie. I’m still in shock. I keep thinking I shoulda done something differently—tried harder to get her to talk.”


“Look, I know things spiraled out of control,” Jane says. “It’s no secret that Amanda was upset by our . . . experience.”


“We all wish she’d come to us instead of shutting us out.” Cassandra clears her throat. It’s time to reclaim the women’s focus. “We don’t want to alarm you. But we have to consider the possibility that Amanda may have talked to someone about our group.”


What the sisters haven’t told the others is that Amanda’s necklace—the one Cassandra designed and created—didn’t disappear beneath the train wheels when Amanda died.


A GPS tracking device was inserted inside the sun-shaped charm the sisters had given to all of the women. It was a precaution, intended to protect them during the sometimes-dangerous work they performed—but perhaps it was also the result of a faint premonition. Other than the sisters, none of the women know that their necklaces aren’t simply a piece of jewelry.


When the sisters checked the location of Amanda’s tracker on their phones a few days after her suicide, they expected to see nothing: Surely the necklace had been destroyed.


But a gray marker on Jane’s phone screen revealed the tracker was transmitting from just a few blocks away from the Thirty-third Street subway station, in a small apartment building in Murray Hill.


Cassandra’s face had blanched when Jane told her the news. She’d grabbed Jane’s arm.


“Who?” Cassandra had whispered. “Who would Amanda have given it to?”


Two dozen people lived in that building. Any of them could have the necklace.


Now Jane distributes copies of a photograph of the young woman with tortoiseshell glasses who laid a single flower on Amanda’s doorstep.


Stacey glances at it. Her head snaps up. “Hey, that’s from the video I took the other day,” she blurts, then crosses her arms and stops talking. The streak of color in her blond hair is purple now—she changes it every few months—and her mouth is a thin, hard line.


Stacey isn’t typically one of the more vocal members of the group, and given her background and the recent events in her personal history, it’s unsurprising that she feels uneasy in this posh setting.


“Has anyone else seen this woman before?” Jane asks. One by one, the others shake their heads as they study the picture.


“Was this taken in front of Amanda’s apartment?” asks Beth. “I recognize the entrance.”


Cassandra awards her an approving nod. “Yes, this woman went to Amanda’s building yesterday and left a yellow zinnia by the front door.”


Jane’s gaze shifts to the bouquets on the buffet and mantel, composed of dozens and dozens of yellow zinnias. This was Cassandra’s touch. If the flowers are significant in some way, and the visitor appears, they may provoke a reaction.


Daphne—the member of the Rosewood Club who reserved the room for the occasion—lifts her hand, her Hermès cuff bracelet slipping down from her wrist. Until fairly recently, Daphne favored Hermès scarves, too, but she can no longer tolerate having anything around her throat, other than the most delicate of necklaces.


“Is this the woman you think Amanda talked to?” Daphne asks, her voice tight with anxiety.


“We don’t know if Amanda talked to anyone yet,” Cassandra replies. “But we need to find out exactly what links this woman to Amanda.”


Stacey speaks up again. “Seems weird she’s sniffing around right after Amanda died.” Her foot begins a rat-a-tat-tat against the hardwood floor.


“Agreed,” Beth chimes in.


Jane nods. “We can anticipate some of the people who will come today—Amanda’s mother and her aunt, of course. Maybe a few coworkers. Perhaps this mysterious woman. Or Amanda may have reached out to someone else entirely.” Jane pauses. “That’s where you all come in.”


“Mingle among the crowd,” Cassandra instructs. “Strike up conversations with questions like ‘How did you know Amanda?’ ‘Had you seen her recently?’ ‘Did she seem any different?’ If something seems off to you—not just a response, but anything you overhear—come find me or Jane right away.”


Cassandra’s eyes sweep the room, again landing on each of the women in turn. Jane watches the effect Cassandra has on them—it’s as if her gaze infuses them with a clear, bright energy. A few sit up straighter or begin nodding.


“And what if someone asks one of us how we knew Amanda?” asks Daphne.


“Good question,” says Jane.


“Let’s see. She used to go to Al-Anon, because of her mother,” Cassandra says. “That would be a natural spot for us to have met her . . . but, no. Let’s not go that route. She liked the sunrise yoga class on Tuesday mornings at her gym on Forty-second Street, so . . .”


Cassandra shakes her head. “No, that won’t work either. Someone from her gym may show up tonight. Let’s take the role of book club members. Everyone comfortable with that?”


“Sure,” says Daphne.


Jane continues, “We haven’t known each other long, but we’ve become close friends. Sticking to the truth will make it simpler. The last book we read is Pride and Prejudice.”


Stacey clears her throat. “Uh, I’m not really sure I’m the book-group type.”


“Don’t worry if you haven’t read it,” Cassandra replies. “A lot of people go to book clubs just for the wine and conversation.”


For the first time since they’ve assembled, a laugh ripples through the room.


Then Beth speaks up. “Should we add other details? Like those lemon bars Amanda used to make . . . should I say she brought them to book club?”


“Sure, that would be a nice touch,” Cassandra says. “We’re here today as mourners, too. Our feelings of loss and pain are real. Remembering the qualities that made Amanda special will help us honor them.”


Cassandra glances at her watch. “We have a little more time. Why don’t we have a private remembrance now?”


She sinks onto an empty chair, crossing her legs, and Jane claims the seat next to her.


Cassandra’s husky voice takes on a soothing tone. Her hands remain easily clasped in front of her. Her measured affect is a testament to her self-control.


“A loss like the one we’ve endured can cause fissures,” Cassandra begins. “Right here, right now, let’s make a vow that we won’t let that happen. With Amanda gone, it’s more important than ever we stay aligned . . .”


Cassandra reaches out to take the hands of Jane and Beth, who are closest to her. They in turn reach for Daphne and Stacey, forming a circle as they listen to Cassandra’s words:


“Let’s remember why we came together in the first place. Let’s embrace the safety in our sisterhood.”









CHAPTER SEVEN


AMANDA


Ten days ago 


AMANDA LAY IN BED, her knees curled tightly against her chest, her eyes squeezed shut.


Fresh memories pulsed through her mind: The smiling man clinking his glass against hers. The bitter taste of whiskey prickling her tongue. The two of them, hand in hand, stumbling slightly as they left the bar together, heading toward Central Park. A breeze cutting through the summer’s night air, raising goose bumps on her bare arms.


A loud buzzing sound interrupted the vision. She lifted her head. Someone in her lobby was insistently pressing the button for her apartment.


She tensed, barely breathing.


She pressed her hands over her ears, but the unyielding buzzer reverberated through her mind.


They won’t ever stop, she thought.


Then the noise abruptly ceased.


She looked around the shadowy apartment. Her shades were drawn, her windows locked, her door chained. All of her lights were off. She hadn’t left her apartment in days; it was possible that her place might appear empty to anyone watching.


There could still be time to save herself.


Her brain felt muddy due to lack of sleep and food, but she tried to formulate a plan: the call she needed to make, the supplies she’d take, the safest route to get there.


She had almost convinced herself it could work when a soft, chilling noise thrummed through the air.


Knuckles rhythmically tapped against her door. Then the scrape of a key turning in the lock.


A voice called out, barely above a whisper, “We know you’re in there, Amanda.”









CHAPTER EIGHT


SHAY




About 50 percent of people who try to kill themselves do so impulsively. One study of survivors of near-lethal attempts found that more than roughly a quarter considered their actions for less than five minutes.


—Data Book, page 7





I WEAR A SIMPLE black dress to my temp job on Thursday, even though I haven’t decided if I’m going to the memorial service.


At least that’s what I tell myself.


My supervisor leaves early to meet a client for dinner, but I stay a little longer, until I’ve finished proofing some new materials for the firm’s website. It’s not something he asked me to do, but I figure an extra set of eyes never hurts. I circle a typo on one of the sheets and walk into his corner office.


I leave the sheet on his desk and sneak a Reese’s mini-peanut-butter-cup from the glass jar he keeps on top of his desk for visitors. Then I take the elevator down to the lobby and step outside.


A late-afternoon thunderstorm has washed the sidewalks clean and broken the oppressive heat.


I should head to the grocery store—I’m out of everything—then go home and do my laundry.


But I’m already walking in the direction of the memorial service. The address is easy to remember. It’s a palindrome—the numbers are the same forward and in reverse.


Fifteen minutes later, I enter the Rosewood Club. Behind the plain exterior, the grandeur of the inside comes as a surprise. Thick, patterned carpets hug the floors, and an impressive spiral staircase winds to the second floor. Paintings with gold frames hang on the walls, each with a plaque beneath it.


I quickly read one—JOHN SINGER SARGENT, 1888—as a young man in a gray suit approaches me. “Are you here for the memorial service?” he asks in a tone that’s both authoritative and welcoming.


“Yes,” I say, wondering how he knows. Maybe it’s the only event here tonight.


“Second floor,” he says, gesturing to the staircase. “The room will be on your left.”


I’m only going to stay a few minutes, I tell myself as I tread soundlessly up the carpeted stairs. I can’t pinpoint exactly what I’m after. I guess I’m hoping to learn something that will assuage my guilt and close this chapter for me.


When I reach the landing, I turn to the left. The door to the room closest to me is open, and I can see people mingling inside. It looks like there are fewer than twenty. I’d imagined rows of chairs, with a speaker eulogizing Amanda. I’d thought I could slip in and take a seat in the back unobtrusively.


Coming to this intimate gathering was a mistake; I don’t belong, no matter what that flyer on Amanda’s apartment door said.


Before I can take a step back, a woman approaches me. Even in a city populated by models and actresses, she stands out. It isn’t simply that she’s beautiful. She radiates something indefinable, an aura that feels magnetic. She’s around my age and we’re both wearing black dresses. But she seems like she inhabits a different world.


“Welcome,” she says in a slightly throaty voice, reaching out to take my hand. Instead of shaking it, she folds it between both of hers. Despite the air-conditioning, her skin is warm. “Thank you for coming.”


It’s too late now. I have to muddle through this. “Thanks for having me.” I realize it sounds inane. It’s not as if she personally invited me here. She keeps my hand in hers.


“I’m Cassandra Moore.” Her almond-shaped eyes are golden brown, and her cheekbones are high and sharp. Her shoulders are pulled back, and her posture is so flawless I can almost imagine a book balancing perfectly on the top of her head.


I realize I’m staring, so I quickly say, “Shay Miller.”


“Shay Miller.” Cassandra somehow makes my name sound exotic. “And how did you know Amanda?”


I can’t tell her the truth—she’ll probably think it’s strange, just like Mel did. So I clear my throat and glance around the room frantically.


I notice two things: The first is that other than two men, everyone here is a woman—and almost all of them are around my age.


The second is the poster-size picture of Amanda holding a calico cat.


“We had the same veterinarian,” I blurt. “We both had cats.”


Cassandra releases my hand. “How sweet.”


I immediately wish I hadn’t lied. Why didn’t I just say we lived in the same neighborhood?


Before I can turn around her question and find out how she knew Amanda, she says, “Why don’t you have a drink and something to eat. There’s plenty.” She gestures toward the corner, where I see a bar and a buffet table. “And please make sure to sign the guest book.”


I smile and thank her.


“Shay?” she says as I turn away.


I look back at her, and I’m struck anew by her vibrant presence.


“It really is so kind of you to come tonight. We were expecting a larger crowd, but people are so busy these days . . . We’re all so disconnected, living our separate lives. But you took the time to be here.”


Her words do more than wash away the embarrassment and shame I felt only moments ago.


They make me feel like I belong.


My posture straightens as I head to the bar and ask for a mineral water, then I wander through the room. There isn’t a program, or any other photograph of Amanda. It’s such an odd memorial.


I do a double take when I notice the big bouquet of yellow zinnias next to Amanda’s photograph. This one, I remember thinking as my hand reached past the lilies and roses to select it to lay on her doorstep.


My heartbeat quickens. Why did I pick that particular flower over all the other options displayed in buckets at the corner deli I passed on the way to Amanda’s apartment? Maybe she shopped at that deli, too. Could it actually have been her favorite flower?


I tear away my gaze and sign the guest book, as Cassandra asked. I write my full name—Shay Miller—but leave the spot for my address blank. The information is probably being collected for Amanda’s family, maybe so they can send thank-you notes to her friends for attending the memorial, or simply to keep in touch with them.


I put down the pen, then walk over to Amanda’s picture. I stare at it for a long time.


My impression of her in the subway is confirmed: She looks kind.


I wish I could have helped you, I think. I wish I had noticed sooner. I’m so sorry.


I feel a tear slide down my cheek. Then I notice something: In the photo, Amanda is wearing a gold charm on a fine chain. The charm is shaped like a sun.


Goose bumps rise on my skin as the realization slams into me: It’s the necklace I found on the subway platform.


Where is it now? I wonder. The hours following Amanda’s suicide are a blur. Maybe I put it in my shoulder bag. I reach into my tote and try to discreetly feel around, but my fingertips don’t catch on any small, sharp edges.


I probably dropped the necklace in the shock of the moment, but just in case, I’ll check my bag again later, I decide.


By now, two other women have come up to look at Amanda’s photograph.


“I’m going to miss the way she always teased me about my accent,” one says.


“I can still hear her asking if ‘ya pahked ya cah in Hahvad Yahd,’” the other adds.


Then a third woman comes over and wraps her arms around the other two. Other than that they all appear to be around thirty, they have almost nothing in common physically. The woman with the Boston accent looks a little like an unmade bed—her shirt is rumpled, her red hair is untamed, and she’s holding a wad of crumpled paper napkins. The woman who imitated her accent is small and tough looking, with a purple streak in her dirty-blond hair. The third is the kind of woman I think of as a glossy girl—from the tips of her fingernails to the delicate straps of her blush-colored sandals, she’s perfectly put together.


The affection between the trio is tangible. And Amanda—again, appearing so different from all of them—was obviously part of their group.


Maybe they were all sorority sisters in college, I think.


I wonder if Amanda, who clearly had such loyal friends, reached out to them for help. They obviously cared deeply for her. But I guess whatever she was grappling with was too strong for her to overcome, even with their support.


I watch as the three women lean their heads close together again, talking, then the one with the purple streak in her hair turns to look at me, her close-set eyes narrowing. The two others do as well.


I quickly move away in case they intend to approach me to talk about Amanda. Even though Cassandra welcomed me, I’m still an impostor.


As I begin to walk toward the door, yet another woman appears in my path. “Are you okay?” She gives me a sympathetic smile and a dimple appears in her right cheek. “I’m Jane. You met my sister Cassandra earlier.”


I would’ve guessed they’re related: They share not only the same ebony hair and luminous skin, but the same magnetic quality. Jane is more petite than her sister, with softer features and a gentle voice.


“Thanks.” I take the tissue she offers. I reach beneath my glasses to dab at my eyes. “I guess . . . I just wish I could have helped Amanda.”


Jane takes a step closer to me and I inhale the sweet smell of her floral perfume. “I know,” she says, her voice confiding. “A lot of us are grappling with complicated feelings today. I certainly am.”


Perhaps everybody second-guesses themselves in the aftermath of a suicide, I think.


I’d give anything to take back my lie about how I met Amanda, but since I can’t, I’m honest with Jane now. “I didn’t really know her well, but I can’t stop thinking about her. I suppose I came here to learn more about her.”


“I see.” Jane cocks her head to the side, like something has just occurred to her. “You know, a bunch of us are going out for a drink after the service. You should come.”


“O-oh,” I stutter, so surprised by the invitation I can barely talk. “I, uh, have plans.”


She looks disappointed. “That’s too bad. I know we just met, but I have a feeling we might have a lot to talk about.”


Before I can reply, Cassandra breaks away from her conversation with a tearful older woman holding a glass of wine who looks like she could be Amanda’s mother. Cassandra gives the woman a hug, then strides toward us, her gaze fixed on me.


She touches my arm, keeping her hand there. “My sister and I know what it’s like to struggle with loss. Please reach out if you ever want to talk. Connecting with each other is one of the most essential things we can do. I only wish Amanda . . .”


I find myself nodding. “I would really like that.” Cassandra awards me a full, genuine smile.


“Here.” She’s holding out a business card with her free hand. The embossed black letters stand out sharply against the crisp white rectangle: CASSANDRA MOORE. Instead of any business contact information, there’s just a phone number and email address.


“I hope we’ll see you again, Shay.” Cassandra removes her hand, but I can still feel the heat of its imprint on my bare forearm. Suddenly I don’t want to leave.


It’s no longer about the connection I feel toward Amanda. It’s the connection I want to feel with her friends.









CHAPTER NINE


CASSANDRA & JANE


CASSANDRA AND JANE LEARN two things about Shay during their brief encounter with her.


She is a bad liar; her cheeks flushed and she avoided eye contact when she fabricated the story about the veterinarian.


And Shay has a strange and alarming attachment to Amanda.


Immediately following the memorial service, Shay walks to a bistro and sits at the bar. She is watched by Valerie, the sixth and final member of the group—and the only one who didn’t attend the service.


Valerie, who was an actress in Los Angeles before moving to New York, is employed by Cassandra and Jane at their PR firm. She assists them with many professional assignments, as well as personal ones.


There is little danger of Shay noticing that she is under observation. Valerie is a chameleon; tonight she wears a simple navy dress with her hair tied in a low ponytail. She stands near a high bar table populated by a group of tourists and effortlessly blends in with them.


Initially, Shay’s story about having plans appears to be true. But as the minutes pass and no one joins her, it becomes obvious this is yet another lie. Shay sips a beer and eats a burger and occasionally looks down at her phone.


After about an hour, she exits the restaurant. The credit card slip she signed was quickly retrieved by the bartender before her name could be verified.


Shay walks thirty-eight blocks to her apartment with a loping, athletic stride, not even pausing at several subway stops that would quicken her journey.


It’s another curious detail about her. Perhaps the subway carries a dark reminder of Amanda.


She disappears into a five-story white-brick residential building.


The same building that, according to the sisters’ tracking device, holds Amanda’s necklace.


Valerie continues to watch the entrance, but Shay remains inside, keeping with her any secrets she might be holding about Amanda.


Valerie is raising her cell phone to take a picture of a man as he enters Shay’s building—he might be a neighbor who could provide useful information—when an incoming call from Cassandra registers on the screen.


“I’m with Daphne,” Cassandra begins.


Valerie’s hand reflexively clenches the phone at Cassandra’s tone.
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