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For Celeste, who was with me on that day, has been there every day since, and I imagine will be for all the days to come.







PART ONE








CHAPTER ONE


Williamsburg, Brooklyn

Mid-November, 2001

How did I get home last night?

The thought hit, abrupt and bracing, along with the near-firehose pressure stream of scalding water from the showerhead above. I jumped out of the way, reaching to adjust the temperature, though it didn’t do much good. The pipes were as old as the rest of the building, and finicky; the water was either near boiling or icy cold.

I managed to find a tolerable warmth and quickly scrubbed myself, trying to avoid the messy mound of hair piled on the top of my head. I was already so late for work, there was no time to wash and dry it, and it was too cold out to let it air-dry. The foul scent of cigarette smoke mixed with the steam from the shower, intensifying it. Funny how I loved the taste of cigarettes so much, but the later smell on my clothes and in my hair was disgusting.

How did I get home?

I paused, taking an extra moment I didn’t have to let the water blast my shoulders, and gingerly pressed my lips with damp fingertips.

They stung slightly.

The rest of me seemed fine, other than the usual symptoms of a raging hangover. My stomach roiled slightly at every movement and my head pounded in a steady, sickening rhythm.

I placed my hands against the slick tile wall and rested my forehead between them for a beat, mentally scanning the rest of my body, feeling if the water stung anywhere in particular, if I had any unusual aches or pains.

Nothing.

“Chloe.”

I started at the unexpected voice, then poked my head out from the shower curtain. My roommate, Vik, was barely visible in the steam, but I could still make out his frown.

“You said to make sure you were out after five minutes. It’s been seven.” He took a deep drink from the chipped “I HEART NY” mug we fought over. “It’s already nine o’clock.”

“Is that coffee?” I was pretty sure it wasn’t, but hope sprung eternal.

“Chai. You were going to get coffee yesterday, remember? You forgot, I guess.”

Right. I had planned to pick up a can of Bustelo after work on my way to Inga’s party but had stopped at Rosemary’s Tavern for a beer instead. One beer had turned into a few, and I’d wound up arriving at the party close to ten. An image emerged: Vik with his arm slung around Ben in a haze of smoke, his head thrown back and laughing.

Poof. There and gone.

“How late did we stay? I can’t remember.” I injected a little laugh into the question. Silly Chloe, drank so much she can’t remember getting home!

I turned the water off and stuck my arm around the curtain.

I waited for a response, which was slow in coming.

A towel arrived before an answer.

“Benny and I left around one,” he said cautiously. Ben was Vik’s boyfriend. I dried myself with the towel. It was one of a set of two I’d had since my freshman year of college, a pale-green-and-white-striped Laura Ashley that was pretty threadbare now.

“I don’t know what time you got back,” Vik continued.

“Well, I made it home somehow.” I infused as much nonchalance into the statement as I could. Vik stepped out of the bathroom as I swept the curtain back, towel wrapped around me. He stayed in the hallway, sipping his chai and studying me over the rim of the mug. “What is it?”

He shook his head. “Nothing. You’re going to be so late.”

“The price we pay,” I said. “What a party, huh?”

“Yeah, what a party. You were getting awfully friendly with some guy when we left,” he said with a shrug. I froze for a second, then reached for my body lotion. “We offered you a ride, but you didn’t want to leave. I don’t blame you; he was cute.”

Some guy? What guy?

I tried to remember but came up blank. I’d woken up naked, but that was indicative of nothing. I usually slept naked.

“Is Benny still here?”

“He’s been at work for an hour already. Okay, it’s 9:10 now.” Vik turned, businesslike, toward the kitchen. “Want some chai?”

“Nope. Thanks, though.” The smell of the spices coming from Vik’s mug was making my stomach turn even more. What I really needed was a giant, icy fountain Coke and a greasy bodega egg sandwich. I headed off to get dressed, lotion in hand, and tried to calculate if I’d have enough time to pick up breakfast. It wasn’t looking good.

I closed the door and paused, surveying my room. Everything seemed in its usual place: The salvaged kitchen chair piled high with clothes, the old dining table I’d borrowed from an ex and never given back that I used as a desk. My ancient Mac sat atop it, surrounded by coffee cups rimmed with dried residue, prompting the immediate thought, I need to soak those, even though I knew I wouldn’t. My bed was so rumpled it was impossible to tell if I’d had a guest or not. Our tabby, Groucho, was curled up in the middle of it, right in the warm spot where my sleeping body had been less than thirty minutes ago. The stack of books off to the side wasn’t disturbed, nor was my dresser top full of knickknacks: The fading half stubs of concert tickets, one rainbow-striped glove missing its mate, the bottle of Chanel No. 5 I hoarded and only wore on special occasions.

Nothing was different from the day before.

So why did everything feel off?

I pushed open the cheap folding closet door. Shoved in the back behind a tangle of summer shoes, I could just make out one corner of the blue-gray archival box. It looked undisturbed, resting, as always, under a wrinkled plastic bag containing what had once been my best dress.

I swallowed hard and pulled the towel tighter around myself.

“Nine-sixteen.” Vik’s voice floated through the door, full of disapproval.

Shit.

I dropped my towel to the floor and rummaged through the clothes pile on the chair until I found a dark denim skirt and a red, collared jersey top that didn’t reek too badly of a bar and wasn’t coated in cat hair. The top was a little more fitted than I liked to wear to work—I’d developed a decent-sized bust good and early and had been self-conscious of it since middle school—but beggars couldn’t be choosers. I pulled them on, unwound my hair from its knot, and spritzed it with a spray that was supposed to neutralize the smoke scent. It did a decent job, though I kind of smelled like a car air freshener. I shoved aside the mystery of how I got home as I lost myself in the minutiae of getting out the door: quick tooth brush, bag, boots, coat.

Four blocks later, I stopped to take one more drag and then stomped out my half-finished cigarette before entering the subway. The cigarette had calmed my stomach a little but my head was still pounding, desperate for caffeine. The whole world seemed muted today. The sky was a heavy, leaden gray, the sort that threatened sleet. The buildings that lined Bedford Avenue were shades of tan and light ochre, washed out and dull. I closed my eyes, steeling myself for the onslaught of noise and smells and motion that awaited me down the subway steps.

“Chloe.”

I turned, opening my eyes and blowing the smoke from my last inhale. Gio had come outside from his store holding a blue-and-white paper cup toward me, a bright and welcome splash of color. “You want a coffee?”

“Uh, yeah,” I said in surprise. “How did you know?”

He cupped his hand around the tip of a match to light his own cigarette, his brown eyes squinting. “Vik called, said to slip you one if you passed by,” he said out of the corner of his mouth before inhaling deeply. “Said to give you a breakfast roll, too, but we ran out a while ago.”

This was not a surprise. The sweet rolls at Ricci’s were the best in the neighborhood, maybe the whole city, and usually sold out before nine.

A strong wind gusted from the river but the coffee was hot and strong and sweet, just how I liked it. “Well, let me pay you.” I began digging in my bag for a single, but Gio held up his hand and shook his head.

“Nah, I put it on Vik’s tab,” he said, grinning.

I grinned back. I liked Gio, everyone did. He had a narrow, handsome face, with high cheekbones and expressive brown eyes so dark they were nearly black. His family’s bakery was a neighborhood fixture, one of the old-school places that had been on Bedford for decades, back to the 1930s maybe. Sometimes I caught him watching me as I passed its plateglass front window and thought maybe he liked me more than he should, but he never made a move.

Not even when he could have.

The ghost of a sensation arose, of Gio’s thin, muscular arms wrapped tightly around me, and for a second I could feel them, warming me despite the increasing wind.

I stomped the memory down.

I didn’t like to think about that night.

“You must be freezing,” I said instead. He wasn’t wearing a coat, just his dark green apron emblazoned with Ricci’s in white embroidery on the chest over a spotless white T-shirt. “Go back inside.”

He shrugged one shoulder, half a smile curling around his cigarette. “Nah, a little cold don’t bother me.”

“Hey, can I bum one?” I heard him before I saw him, and the familiar voice caused an instant eye roll. Bo was pretty high on the list of people I didn’t think I could handle this morning. But here he was, ambling toward us, one hand thrust deep in his pocket, the other holding a large Styrofoam cup. The sheepskin-lined collar of his jacket was turned up, and his shoulders hunched up by his ears from the cold. Didn’t any of these guys ever wear a hat?

“God, Bo, already?” I eyed his Styrofoam cup, surely from Rosemary’s Tavern across the street. “It’s not even ten.”

Gio gave a curt nod, taking a deep drag but pulling his pack out of his back pocket for Bo. I itched for another cigarette myself, but resisted.

“Still going from last night. Went out after the show, wound up here, haven’t made it home yet.”

Bo was trying to finish a novel and worked a variety of odd jobs, including as a freelance stagehand occasionally. He was currently working for The Producers and kept wonky theater hours. We slept together sometimes.

Okay, a lot.

Or we used to. I’d pulled back recently.

Bo flipped his lank coppery bangs off his forehead, accepting a light from Gio too. “You had quite a time last night, huh?” he said to me.

“What?” It was suddenly hard to speak. I dredged my brain, pictures and sounds from the night before jostling one another, but they were fragments and nothing formed a whole. Vik and Ben laughing in the smoke. A huge painting, splashed with color. And Inga, her eyes widening in what? Surprise? Fear?

I shook my head. The gesture felt a little furious. “You weren’t there.”

Was he?

Bo didn’t know Inga.

He jerked his head toward the bar. “Heard all about it.”

I stared at the windows of Rosemary’s, my favorite neighborhood dive and frequent hangout. Gaudy, glittering paper turkeys pressed against the glass—Rosemary herself decorated for every holiday—but it was impossible to see inside from this side of the street. Who was in there?

How the fuck did I get home?

“Don’t let Mike catch you with that.” Gio frowned at Bo’s beer, referring to the beat cop who walked Bedford during the day. Bo raised a brow and drained his cup.

“With what?”

Gio turned to me, mouth tight. “Vik also told me to tell you that you’re really late.”

“Yeah, he’s right.” Nausea surged again and I swallowed hard. It was on the tip of my tongue to press Bo, who was giving me a calculating sideways look, about what he’d heard, but the words died in my mouth.

Suddenly every nerve was tingling. I couldn’t bear standing on that sidewalk another second. I needed to get away, far from Bo’s knowing smirk, from Gio’s wary concern.

From whoever was in Rosemary’s.

“Better head off, then,” Bo drawled, crushing his cup into a ball with one fist.

“Thanks for this, Gio.” I raised the paper cup in a little salute and hurried to the subway stairs. I didn’t look back.






CHAPTER TWO


He’s already asked about you,” Carmen said as I rushed into the gallery. The jarring noise of the buzzer she’d pressed to let me in hung in the air.

“Shit, really?” I yanked off my hat and glanced at the red plastic watch on my wrist. It was almost 10:30, an hour past when I was supposed to arrive.

“Mm-hmm.” Carmen’s huge brown eyes, lined with the longest lashes I’d ever seen, swept over me. I knew I looked as bad as I felt, and I resisted the urge to check my hair, which was surely flying in a million different directions now that my hat was off.

“He called up about fifteen minutes ago, asked if you’d phoned in.” She shrugged, one black-turtleneck-clad shoulder brushing a giant gold hoop earring, making it sway.

“Thanks,” I said.

Carmen raised one perfectly arched eyebrow at me and answered the shrilly ringing phone. Her voice filled the sleek marble space, echoing into the tall ceilings and bouncing off the hard white walls, following me as I made my way toward the stairs. “Fletcher & Sons,” she said, followed by a pause. “Who should I say is calling?”

I forced myself to walk, not run, through the main gallery space. Even though my boss was waiting, I couldn’t help but pause for a beat at the top of the stairs in front of my favorite work in the current exhibition. It was a gorgeous drawing by Picasso, part of a show on nineteenth-and twentieth-century representations of dance. Delicate black lines of pastel swooped and dove, just a few strokes, capturing the energetic lift of the dancer’s leg. She had one arm extended forward, another reaching back. Broader swaths of color, white and yellow and the prettiest shade of blue, somehow conveyed the dancer’s motion, her tutu. It was simple and complex at the same time.

Something about the ease of the dancer’s body, the way she was about to take flight, made me feel a little lighter. Not entirely easy, but that ease and freedom were possible, if I could just find the right position. Most days, I took a few minutes in front of the drawing to soak it in.

Every day, I marveled that I got to walk by a Picasso.

Carmen cleared her throat noisily behind me, a clear signal to hurry up.

I wound down the circular staircase into the lower level of the gallery. Here, the decor diverged from the open, gleaming, bright rooms of the upstairs galleries, where the front windows of the old brownstone let in glorious light, to a cramped warren of small offices created from the original lower-floor rooms of the nineteenth-century structure, what had probably once been the servants’ quarters, an irony not lost on me. The only windows were placed high; small, barred rectangles that permitted a bare amount of sunlight to enter.

I wove through the bigger of the offices, past Olive, the gallery’s bookkeeper, and Sebastian, the registrar, the former who offered a cheerful good morning and the latter who gave the clock on the wall a pointed, disbelieving look.

Lou didn’t look up from his typing when I slunk into the narrow office we shared, unwrapping my scarf and shoving it into my coat sleeve. I slid into the chair at my tiny desk and fired up my computer.

“Do me a favor,” Lou said, his voice low and doleful, his long face matching his tone. I flinched and waited, listening to the hum of the machine as it woke up. Lou still hadn’t looked my way, his rotund frame hunched forward as he kept his eyes on his screen. “Do me a favor,” he repeated. “Get here on time.”

I hunched over my own keyboard in response. “I know. I’m sorry, I—”

“They’re going to be mad,” Lou interrupted, shoving back from his desk and swiveling to face me as he pushed his longish salt-and-pepper hair off his forehead. It was something he only did when stressed. I turned in his direction, overwhelmed with guilt. There was no need to clarify who “they” were. Lou was talking about Henry Fletcher and his daughter, Sloane, the eponymous Fletchers of Fletcher & Sons.

Or daughter, as the case was these days.

Lou deserved better. He’d taken a chance on me, pushed Henry and Sloane to promote me to his assistant from my old position as receptionist, Carmen’s job, when his former assistant, who had been a total flake anyway, finally quit after 9/11. I wasn’t sure if the Fletchers agreed because they, like Lou, seemed to sense some promise in me or because they felt guilty, but I was grateful all the same. The promotion had meant a big jump in pay, and far more interesting work than answering phones and scheduling meetings. Now I got to research museum-quality works of art, like the Picasso. It was exhilarating.

“I stayed at the party too late,” I admitted. “I’m really sorry.” My stomach tangled again. Lou had been at the loft last night too. Had I done or said something stupid in front of my boss? Embarrassed myself somehow? Did Lou see me make out with that guy, the one Vik mentioned? Heat rose to my cheeks at the thought. How could I have been so stupid, to get wasted at a work party, risk the first job I’d ever really liked?

Lou heaved a gusty sigh and gave me an appraising look. I remembered my reflection before I left the apartment this morning: dark circles under my eyes no amount of concealer could cover, sallow skin, my face puffy and exhausted from too much alcohol and not enough sleep. Normally I considered myself moderately attractive, dark blond hair and light blue eyes in a heart-shaped face, but today, with my cracked lips and stupefied expression, I knew I looked only haggard and hungover.

“You want some coffee? Let’s get some coffee.”

I nodded a meek acceptance and followed him to the kitchen on the other end of the floor. A pot had just finished brewing, and Willa, the housekeeper, turned a beady eye in my direction.

“This pot is fresh, Mr. Lou,” she said in the light, musical accent that revealed her Caribbean background. “Looks like you need some, girl.” Willa snorted in laughter, shaking her neatly braided head.

Lou pulled two mugs from a cupboard, smiling. “Thanks, Willa. We were at a party at that new artist’s loft last night. Inga Beck? Guess Chloe stayed kind of late.”

Willa pulled out the milk and sugar, arranging them on the counter. “Those big paintings, all the swirly colors?” Her mouth turned down. “They’re not to my taste, those.”

“A new direction for the gallery, that’s for sure.” Lou doctored his coffee with lots of milk and sugar, until it was so light it looked more like weak tea. I stirred a generous heap of sugar into my own, watching it disappear.

“You need anything else, Mr. Lou?”

“We’re good, Willa, thanks.”

“All right then.” Willa swept from the kitchen, but not before giving me a warning glance. I knew the look; it was to put the kitchen back to rights before we left. Willa was a stickler about her domains.

Lou leaned back on the counter. The way he eyed me over his mug reminded me of Vik this morning, equal parts censure and concern. I turned away and took a deep, grateful slug. Willa made good coffee.

“So how late did you stay?”

I mimicked Carmen’s one-shouldered shrug. “Late.” I didn’t dare tell him I actually had no idea how late, because I couldn’t remember getting home.

He gave a neutral nod. “Seemed like it was getting kind of wild when I left.”

“A little.”

Lou waited a few beats. I waited, too, anxiety taking root in my brain and starting to swirl.

Wild? What did he know that I didn’t? Was he gearing up to have a talk about something I’d done, something he’d seen?

But he didn’t say anything else about the party. Instead, he fished a clean spoon out of a drawer and stirred his coffee again. “You doing okay, kid?”

I sipped my own coffee, relieved he wasn’t going to press. “Yeah. I drank a little too much is all.”

Another few beats. Lou’s look shifted, his face softening into an expression I’d come to recognize and dread.

“It’s okay if you’re not,” he started.

I held a hand up. “Lou, come on. I don’t want to hear it.” He didn’t need to clarify that he wasn’t talking about Inga’s party anymore. I knew what he meant. His expression gave it away.

Pity. A welcome stab of anger joined the other feelings roiling inside my chest.

“I know you don’t, but I’m gonna say it anyway.” His Brooklyn accent intensified, as it always did when his emotions ran high. “You need to talk about it,” Lou insisted.

He meant the day the towers fell.

“There’s nothing wrong with talking to someone,” he said. “A professional. I’ve done it, lots. In my marriages, by myself. It can really help.”

I gave him a look, forcing the anger back down. Lou was only trying to help.

“I know.” Lou sighed. “Didn’t help the marriages. But it helped me.”

“I don’t have insurance, Lou.”

“I bet they’d pay—”

“No.” The word came out harsher than I intended.

It was the same they Lou had referred to before. Henry and Sloane. He was right, they probably would pay for me to see a shrink. But then they’d know I was seeing a shrink. They were nice enough, the Fletchers, but they were my bosses. And very different from me, with their Upper East Side addresses and old money. The gallery had been in their family for almost a century. I was a college dropout from Ohio.

No, Henry and Sloane thought I was enough of a fuckup already. They were too polite to say anything to my face—also they valued Lou too much—but I could tell. Henry often looked mildly incredulous at my presence, as if he had forgotten I worked there and was newly surprised by it each time our paths crossed. I had more daily contact with Sloane, and she was closer to my age, but her lunches at Bergdorf’s and her Barneys shopping trips were as foreign to me as my world in Brooklyn was to her.

Besides, I only wanted to forget.

“Guess we’d better get to work,” Lou said after a short pause, dropping the subject of therapy. He headed back to our office, and I followed.

Gratitude surged again.

Lou was the only person I really felt comfortable with at the gallery. Like me, he didn’t come from this world. Unlike me, he had finished college. And graduate school, falling in love with art history while an undergrad at Brooklyn College, and then earning his PhD. He’d hopped around the museum world for a while but had been curator at Fletcher & Sons for over a decade. At first glance, he was an unlikely fit for the Fletchers. Lou was a little short, a little portly, his hair a little too long, and while his clothes weren’t quite mismatched, he was still scruffy and completely lacking in the style department. He had an open, friendly, almost hangdog face that belied his intelligence. But he was very, very good at what he did.

There was a stash of Advil in the bathroom, so I grabbed three of those and a giant glass of ice water before making my way back to my desk. Settling back into the office, I pulled up the document I’d been working on for the last week, a series of catalogue entries on Inga Beck’s paintings for our upcoming show of her work. It was a big step for me. Lou was writing the longer essay about her, but even these short entries would count as a publication under my name.

“Give it a try,” he’d insisted. “You’ve got a good eye, and you’ve pulled and read all the research for my essay. You know more than you think you do about this. You’re sharp, Chloe.”

The unexpected compliment had made me glow inside. And he was right; the more I did it, the easier it came. Lou was a good teacher and editor. Patient. And maybe more surprisingly, I actually loved the work. It had opened up a whole new world, of artists and movements, of color and light.

I was being extra careful with this essay, checking and rechecking sources, thinking about how I wanted to situate Inga Beck’s work. Winning her as a client had been a coup for the gallery, which normally specialized in work dating from around 1850 to 1950: French impressionism, American impressionism, early modern artists. People like Picasso. Sloane had been pestering Henry for years that Fletcher & Sons needed to modernize, take on some contemporary artists, and had somehow signed one of the most prominent up-and-coming painters in the city.

The catalogue needed to be perfect.

The Advil did its job and my headache receded from a roar to a mutter. I soon lost myself in the work, in the words, staring at the board on which Lou had tacked small color copies of all the pieces that would be in the show, tiny replicas of Inga Beck’s gargantuan, sprawling canvases. Willa was right: They were full of swirly colors, reminiscent of Abstract Expressionism, but softer somehow. Not as aggressive and textured as Jackson Pollock’s drip pour works, but not as fluid and muted as Helen Frankenthaler’s stained canvases.

I smiled to myself as I pondered the small cutouts, copies I’d made that were now clipped and tacked to the big bulletin board Lou liked to use to plan his shows. Names I hadn’t known a few months ago now felt familiar, thanks to the daily research I did for Lou as his assistant.

Maybe he was right. Maybe I did know more than I thought.

My smile faded as I thought of the huge canvas at the party last night. Inga’s painting Helpless. Lou had been staring up at it, I remembered suddenly. It was taller than he was.

The loud clack of heels rang on the marble floor of the hallway leading to our space, startling me out of my thoughts. Lou glanced at the doorway as Sloane’s sleek figure filled it.

“What’s up?” he asked, turning back to his screen.

“Lou,” she said. Something in her voice seemed to make him swivel back in her direction.

“Sloane? What is it?” Lou asked.

Sloane paused, her eyes darting between the two of us, then pursed her rosebud mouth.

“The police are here,” she finally said, her look settling on Lou.

A chill settled over me. I wanted to cross my arms across my chest but made myself hold still.

Her bright blue gaze shifted to me. It was piercing, pinning me in place.

“They want to speak with both of you.”






CHAPTER THREE


The police. An image of the box in my closet nudged at me insistently. I tried to ignore its pull. Nobody knew about the box, I was sure of it.

But why else would the police want me? Unless…

The black, yawning gap in my memory taunted me. Had something happened on my way home? Is that why I didn’t know how I’d made it from the loft to my apartment?

My heart thudded as I followed Lou’s short, broad back and Sloane’s taller, narrow one up the winding staircase into the bright white lobby, past Carmen, her eyes huge and greedy for gossip, then up another staircase to the third floor of the gallery, which housed Henry’s and Sloane’s offices. I rarely went up this staircase and didn’t like it, its narrowness making me feel like the walls were closing in. I held my breath until we reached the top step. This floor had been renovated but still retained characteristics of the original brownstone, with ornate molded cornices around the doors in gleaming oak and matching window frames. They also kept a bedroom on this floor, a guest space where wealthy out-of-town clients could stay.



“They’re in here,” Sloane murmured over her shoulder, leading us to Henry’s office.

I’d never been inside Henry’s office and had only peeked at it through his open door if I was bringing something to Sloane. It was a huge room, dominated by a giant fireplace and richly furnished with antiques and plush patterned rugs. Gorgeous nineteenth-century art graced the walls; one Millet painting of peasants in a field stood on an easel in the corner.

The place looked like a museum. All the art was for sale, of course.

“Here they are.” Henry rose from behind his desk and walked around it, gesturing expansively to me and Lou.

Henry was the type of man who often gestured expansively. He was wearing his typical pin-striped, three-piece suit and a tie in a shade just this side of loud. His brown eyes behind round tortoiseshell glasses, normally twinkling, were grave today.

The box. The box the box the box. They know.

A man and a woman rose from the chairs that faced Henry’s desk.

“Chloe Harlow, Dr. Louis Stern,” Henry introduced us. “These are detectives with the New York City police.”

It was obvious Henry had forgotten their names.

The female detective’s mouth twitched in a quick, wry smile, there and gone, as she extended her hand. “I’m Detective Anita Gonzales, this is my colleague Detective Harlan Downs.” I took her hand, then the male detective’s, after Lou, conscious of my sweaty palm.

“You had better sit down,” Henry said, still grave, nodding to a seating area in the front of the room.

Lou and I exchanged a look. He seemed in the dark. I wondered if his heart was pounding as fast as mine. My earlier nausea surged, and I swallowed hard, hoping I wouldn’t have to run from the room.

We arranged ourselves on the matching antique sofa and chairs. I surreptitiously wiped my palm against my skirt as I sat. There wasn’t enough room for Sloane, who stood to the side and behind her father.

“I’m afraid I have some upsetting news,” Detective Gonzales said. I blinked a few times, steeling myself. Lou and I had chosen the sofa, which was shallow and uncomfortable, forcing me to sit more upright than normal.

“Inga Beck is dead.”

It was the last thing I had expected to hear. The room tilted, objects blurring. I heard Lou’s gasp of shock next to me, but it sounded like it was coming from far away, like I was underwater.

“Ms. Harlow? Chloe? Are you all right?” The room snapped back into focus. Detective Gonzales was leaning forward in her seat, staring at me intently.

“I’m sure she’s shocked,” Lou said, putting a protective hand on my arm. He sounded shocked himself. “We were at a party at Inga’s place just last night. She seemed fine. Sloane was there too.”

Sloane nodded tightly.

“Yes, Ms. Fletcher told us about the party. It’s why we wanted to talk to you. It seems people at this party were among the last to see her alive.” Detective Gonzales’s face was full of careful sympathy, but her eyes were sharp and watchful. My emotions were a wild pendulum, swinging from relief that this wasn’t about me, to utter disbelief that Inga was dead, and back again.

I shot a glance at the male detective, Downs, a tall, lanky redhead. He hadn’t said a word so far.

“What happened?” I finally found my voice. “Did she have a heart attack or something?” I regretted the stupidity of the question as soon as it left my mouth.

Detective Gonzales kept those watchful eyes trained on mine. “We believe she was murdered.”

The chill I’d felt downstairs intensified. The image of Inga I’d recalled earlier, her face close, eyes growing wide, forced itself into my head again. But I still couldn’t remember what had happened next.

“Oh my god,” Lou muttered, slumping into the upright seat as best he could.

“A photographer who was scheduled to come to her loft this morning found the door ajar and discovered the body. He called it in.”

The body.

I could see the yawning, empty space of Inga’s Williamsburg loft. The concrete floors, the giant industrial windows. The noisy space heater that hung in the corner, the massive canvases stacked against the walls. Her futon, upright in a sofa shape, shoved against a wall, the kitchen area against the opposite wall, a hodgepodge of found and reclaimed appliances.

Where had she been when this photographer found her? Her body. Unbidden, images flashed: Inga lying face down on the futon, face up near the stove, half in and out of the curtained space that concealed the toilet. In each her pale skin was pristine, free of blood or damage.

Murdered. How?

A shudder racked me, and I shoved the thoughts away.

I didn’t need the details.

Detective Downs was leaning back in his chair, a fussy-looking thing with gilding on the arms and legs covered in peacock-embroidered upholstery, his relaxed posture in opposition to Detective Gonzales’s tense one.

“You had an existing relationship with Ms. Beck prior to her representation by the gallery, didn’t you, Dr. Stern?” Gonzales had produced a notebook from some pocket and was consulting it, glancing between the pages and Lou.

Lou’s arms folded over his midsection. “I knew her a little.” He sounded bewildered, like he was still processing what he’d been told. “My girlfriend, Debra, knew her better. She’s an artist too.”

Detective Gonzales made a note on her pad. “We’ll need her information. Was she at the party also?”

“No, she has a bad cold, stayed home last night. Oh my god,” he repeated.

“Were they close, Ms. Beck and your girlfriend?”

“Not particularly. Inga was one of the crowd, you know? Artists, they know one another.” Lou circled a hand in the air, like he was trying to convey a sense of community. “We were all thrilled when she started getting so much attention.”

“And you brought her work to the attention of the Fletchers?”

“I did,” Sloane interjected. “That was me.”

“Yeah, that was all Sloane,” Lou said. “Inga mounted a show in a space out in Williamsburg—what, last February?” He looked to Sloane, who nodded her agreement. “Some critics got wind of it, and, I don’t know, it just exploded. Suddenly she was the next big thing. Everyone wanted to represent her. Mary Boone, Gagosian. We’re not known for contemporary art, I didn’t think of her for us.” Lou shook his head.

“I saw the show,” Sloane said. “The work was brilliant. We’d been wanting to expand into contemporary art for a while, and I convinced Henry we needed to pursue her. In the end, she picked us.”

Detective Gonzales twisted her head to look at Sloane. “You call your father by his first name?”

“She does,” Henry said in a mild voice. “It keeps things professional.”

The detective untwisted and tapped her pencil on her pad exactly one time. “You said earlier Inga Beck has been with your gallery for six months now?” It wasn’t clear which Fletcher the question was for, but Henry answered.

“That’s right,” he said. “We are planning a big exhibition, due to open early in the new year. We’ve secured space in SoHo for it. The canvases won’t fit our walls downstairs.”

“And what about you, Ms. Harlow?”

My head snapped up. I hadn’t even realized it had dropped, but I’d been zoning out the past few minutes, breathing deeply to help my stomach settle, staring at my fingers in my lap, and letting the others’ conversation wash over me.

“I’m sorry, what?” I asked. My voice sounded shaky. I didn’t like it.

“How did you know Ms. Beck?”

“Through the gallery.”

The detective stayed quiet, her sharp eyes seeming to take in every inch of me.

Was I supposed to say more?

“I went with Lou to her loft after she came on board in the spring. I think it was May. He’s writing the catalogue essay for the exhibition. I’m his assistant. Well, I was the receptionist then, but his assistant was out so I was helping. So I went with him and met her then.”

Another long silence. I didn’t know what else to say.

Detective Gonzales glanced at her pad again. “But you knew her well enough to be invited to this party last night?”

I shrugged a little, glancing at Lou for help. What did the detective want from me? “I saw her around the neighborhood after we met. I live nearby. We were, I guess, friendly acquaintances. Everyone was invited last night, the whole gallery.”

“What was the party for?” Detective Downs spoke for the first time, making me start in my seat. His voice was deeper than I’d expected, and harsher. “Looked like a pretty big blowout. It her birthday or something?”

“She had just finished a new series. The pieces for the January show,” Sloane answered, sounding a little prim. “She wanted to celebrate.”

“Party that wild, on a Thursday night?” Downs’s New York accent was thick, much more so than Gonzales’s evenly tempered voice. Something about his pale skin and slightly oversized nose gave me the impression of a bookworm, like he should be buried in a library somewhere, but his raw speech was pure cop. He chuckled a little. “We’re in the wrong line of work, right, Gonzales? Lotta empties in that loft. Other stuff too.” Downs maintained his easy posture, but his eyes, like his partner’s, were hawkish.

And trained on me.

I swallowed.

“What time did you all leave this party?” Gonzales had picked up the questioning again. “You didn’t attend, Mr. Fletcher?”

“No, no. It was for young people,” Henry said, though he was probably only ten years older than Lou.

It was hard to not roll my eyes, despite how anxious I felt. As if Henry Fletcher would soil his suit by stepping foot into a Brooklyn loft party.

“Ms. Fletcher?”

“Around ten,” Sloane said. She cut her eyes toward me. “Chloe was just arriving when I left.” I nodded my agreement.

Another image from the night emerged: Sloane wrapped in a trim camel coat, sliding out the door moments after I’d come in. Giving me a look I couldn’t interpret as she shut the door. “And Dr. Stern?”

“You can call me Lou. I left about an hour later. Eleven.”

Gonzales scribbled on her pad. “Ms. Harlow?”

“I’m not sure.”

That sharp gaze flicked up to my face and stayed there. She waited.

My palms grew sweaty again, but I didn’t dare wipe them.

“It was late.” It sounded lame even to my ears.

“Late,” Gonzales repeated in a deadpan.

“Yes. Definitely after one. Maybe two? I wasn’t wearing my watch. And—well, I’d had a lot to drink.” I dropped my head again, not wanting to see how either Fletcher took this.

You didn’t do anything wrong, I insisted to myself. You’re a grown-up, it’s not a crime to get drunk and stay out late on a Thursday night. “And how did you get home, that late?” the detective asked after a short silence.

I looked up again. She hadn’t asked Lou or Sloane how they’d gotten home.

Did she know? Had this Detective Gonzales, with her slicked-back hair and her stylish, charcoal-gray suit, somehow intuited that I couldn’t remember? That I blacked out?

That it wasn’t the first time?

That it had been happening more and more?

I opened my mouth, unsure of what I was going to say until it popped out.

“I walked.”

An ever so slight narrowing of her eyes. “You walked? At two a.m.?”

“I don’t live that far. I’m on the north side, Inga is by the river. I’ve never felt unsafe there.”

It was partially true. I had walked around the neighborhood that late at night, plenty of times, but rarely alone. And while I’d never felt threatened, the sheer emptiness of the streets at that hour, the stillness, no sound except that of your own feet, was unnerving in a way I didn’t like to think about.

Detective Gonzales eyed me for another moment. I met her gaze, not daring to look at Detective Downs.

Finally, she gave a thoughtful nod. “Did anything unusual happen at the party? Anyone there who shouldn’t have been? Anyone who had any problems with Inga?”

Sloane, Lou, and I looked at one another. We all said no, nothing out of the ordinary had happened.

“Know if she had any enemies? Anyone jealous of her success, old boyfriends, something like that?”

Again, no.

Detective Gonzales nodded again, her face impassive. “We’re going to need a list of everyone you remember who was at the party. We’ll have to talk to all of them.”

My mouth went dry.

Who had been at the party? I strained to recall, but only came up with the same images.

Vik and Benny laughing. Lou and the canvas. Sloane closing the door.

Inga.

The only other memories I could dredge up were more sensations than images: someone’s hot breath on my ear, the whir of the overhead heater as it kicked on, the strident rasp of the shower-curtain-cum-bathroom-door being pushed open.

The detective flipped her notebook shut with a snap.

“That’s all we need for now. Thank you all, we’ll be in touch.”






CHAPTER FOUR


I stared at Lou as Sloane and Henry led the detectives from the office. He held up his hands in a gesture of disbelief, shaking his head.

“I think we should close up for the day,” Henry said, once again grave. “I’ll tell Olive and Sebastian. Lou, can you inform Douglas?” Douglas was the preparator, who oversaw the packing and crating of the work at the gallery. His office was on the far side of the downstairs, near the kitchen. I hadn’t seen him yet today.

It was past lunchtime, I realized with a start. Early afternoon.

“Of course,” Lou murmured.

“I don’t think we can pull out of participating in the auction tomorrow,” Henry continued. He folded his hands and rocked back on his heels, eyeing Lou carefully. “Do you?”

I’d forgotten about the auction. The gallery was planning to attend an important sale at Sotheby’s. Sloane and Henry were meant to bid on several major pieces coming to sale on behalf of one member of a divorcing couple, longtime clients of the gallery.

Lou had invited me along to watch. “It’ll be good for you, see how these things work,” he’d said. “Besides, auctions are fun.”

Now, Lou frowned. “You could bid by phone,” he suggested. “Instead of being there in person.”

Henry thought this over. “No, I won’t be able to read the room that way. We’ll go ahead. Inga’s death is a tragic shock, but we can’t inconvenience our other clients.”

“Did they say how she died?” Lou asked, his voice low.

Henry’s brown eyes flicked my way, then back to Lou. “She was shot,” he said, matching Lou’s tone. “Twice. Just brutal. Likely a botched robbery, they said. It’s not the safest area.” Another eye flick toward me, this one apologetic.

Shot. The images from earlier tried to crowd my brain again, only now with blood pooling under Inga in a misshapen oval, now with dark red matting her fine blond hair, now with half her face missing.

They morphed and merged into other bodies, piles of flesh and hair and clothing unrecognizable as human.

Stop it, I ordered myself.



“You still want to come tomorrow?” Lou asked once we were back in our office. My hands shook as I shoved things back into my bag.

“Tomorrow?”

“To Sotheby’s.”

I stopped packing my bag, my heart sinking. I’d been so excited to go to the auction. Now, I wasn’t sure. “You really think it’s appropriate for Henry and Sloane to be there and bid on stuff, after what happened?” I folded my arms over my chest to hide my trembling hands.

He shrugged a little. “Henry’s right. Our other clients are counting on us. We really can’t afford to upset these people.”

I frowned. What did Lou mean, we couldn’t afford it? “Is the gallery… in trouble?”

Lou sighed. “The whole art market is in trouble. It’s been volatile since the attacks. This auction, it’s a big deal. If it goes well, it could help things. Set the tone for the market, you know. Investors might start buying more art again.”

I turned back to my bag. I had no concept of the complex financials of the business, but if Lou thought the gallery needed this auction somehow, I guessed that was that. It still seemed in extremely poor taste, to go bid millions of dollars the day after one of their artists was murdered.

“Can I let you know about the auction tomorrow?” I finally said. “I’m pretty freaked out. I don’t know if I can just, you know, pretend like nothing happened.”

“Nobody’s asking you to do that,” Lou said in a gentle voice. “And I’m pretty freaked out too. Oh god. I’ve got to tell Douglas. Wait for me, we can walk to the train together.”

As soon as Lou’s footsteps had turned the corner, I grabbed my desk phone and dialed my home number. I knew Vik wouldn’t be there—he was in class on Fridays—and listened with impatience to his recorded voice formally asking the caller to please leave a message, my fingers clenching and unclenching the handset.

“Vik,” I said into the static silence as soon as the beep ended, “it’s me. Something truly fucked-up has happened. Can you meet me at Rosemary’s? I’ll tell you what’s up in person, okay? I’m leaving now.” He’d either call our machine and get the message or hear it when he got home. Either way, I was sure I’d see him sooner or later that evening.



Despite the early dismissal, it was dusk by the time I walked into Rosemary’s, my face stinging with cold. I was shaken from the news of the day and the lengthy commute had made things worse. Lou and I had trekked the long walk from the gallery’s location at Seventy-First Street and Fifth Avenue to the Lexington subway, then we missed the chance to transfer to an express. Lou groused that he should have taken the bus, and I secretly wished he had. I was incredibly fond of Lou, but I hadn’t wanted chitchat. I had wanted to allow the anonymity of the city to wrap itself around me, to blast music through my headphones in the packed train car, and to surreptitiously survey the bodies pressed close to mine. Could one of these average-looking people have killed Inga? Someone in this city had done it; someone had walked through her large steel door, pulled out a gun, and shot her. That man, with the hood of his sweatshirt shrouding his face? The woman hunched in the corner seat, muttering to herself?

I left Lou at Fourteenth Street to catch the L but had to let two trains pass that were too full to board. Once I finally did get on a train, it stopped underneath the East River for a long time. I paused the Radiohead CD I was listening to so I could hear the conductor’s voice over the scratchy system: We were paused due to train traffic ahead of us, and we’d be moving shortly. I looked around; nobody seemed particularly concerned. People sighed and rolled their eyes, then reburied their heads into books and magazines.

My finger hovered over the play button on my Discman tucked into my bag.

I rested it there, but didn’t press it.

We sat in the tunnel longer than usual. After ten minutes, people were shuffling their feet and anxiously checking watches. The conductor’s voice came through again, and we looked at the ceiling in unison. The message hadn’t changed: Train traffic ahead of us, we’d be moving shortly. The repeated announcement was now met with aggrieved expressions and pursed lips.

I thought of the two trains that had passed by me at Fourteenth Street, bodies pressed so tightly there hadn’t been room to wedge myself in. Our car was only half full, some passengers sitting, some, like me, standing and holding a pole. The few available seats were flanked by other people; I’d wanted space around me.

My finger stroked the raised plastic button of the Discman, but I pushed my headphones down around my neck instead.

We sat. We waited. Another ten minutes passed. I could feel my shoulders tightening, creeping toward my ears, and willed them back down. I made myself take a deep breath.

Inhale, exhale.

Unease began to creep through the train car, first barely perceptible, but catching and spreading like dry tinder.

“You think something’s wrong?” one Latina woman asked another. The second shook her head strongly, but worry etched her face.

“If there is, they need to tell us,” the second woman answered as she pulled her coat tighter around herself, peering at one of the train windows in vain.

There was nothing to see. Just the tight, dark walls of the tunnel. I removed my headphones from around my neck and shoved them into my bag.

Beyond those walls, above our heads, the invisible weight of the East River pressed down.

“What the fuck is happening?” a hipster guy in a Carhartt jacket muttered to nobody in particular.

The unease rippled across the car now. It spun past me and caught me in its wake. What was going on up there, above the river, where we couldn’t see?

I wasn’t the only one who felt it. I looked around, and it was as though I could read the other passengers’ thoughts.

Were we really paused due to train traffic? Or was something happening again? A bomb, another terrorist attack, another skyscraper imploding?

I tried to focus on my breath.

Inhale, exhale.

The train is just stopped. Nothing is wrong.

My breath wanted to come in short, shallow pants and it took all my effort to keep it regulated. All I could think of was being trapped in the stairwell at the North Tower, of the agonizingly slow descent, of wanting to run and scream but knowing it wouldn’t do any good.

I closed my eyes and made myself focus on how Maya’s hand had felt in mine, in that stairwell. I imagined her holding my hand now, telling me that it would be okay, that we just had to keep moving.

“Fuck this,” I heard. My eyes flew open. A large, burly man with a thick Polish accent had stood up. “They can’t keep us in the dark like this. I’m going to find the conductor, I’ll be back.” He stomped off through the door to the next car amid approving murmurs.

“We’re just stopped, it’s nothing to be concerned about,” said an elderly Black woman sitting in one of the designated handicapped seats, clutching a large knit bag on her lap. “Maybe there’s a sick passenger.”

“Then they’d say sick passenger,” rebuked a young Black man. “This is too long, this shit ain’t right. If something’s going down, I want out of here.”

I tightened my grip on my pole. The train car’s walls felt like they were closing in along with my throat. I’d lost the feeling of Maya’s imaginary hand in mine, and I couldn’t get it back.

Inhale, exhale.

The young man pushed on one of the subway doors experimentally. One or two people yelled at him to stop. “You can’t go out there,” someone said from the opposite end of the car, I couldn’t see who. Another few, including the two Latina women near me and the hipster guy, gathered behind him like he was the Pied Piper.

I braced myself for something to happen, though I wasn’t sure what that could be. Would they evacuate us and actually have everyone walk down the long, dark tunnel under the river? Would a fight break out between those who wanted to go and those who wanted to stay? Tension in the car was thick, and I wanted no part of it.

I just wanted to get out. I couldn’t be stuck, couldn’t be trapped here under the river. I gripped the pole tighter, my arms starting to tremble, and right when I thought I couldn’t handle being in the train another second, the speaker crackled to life.

“Ladies and gentlemen, we have received the all-clear. This train will be moving shortly. Bedford Avenue next stop, Bedford Avenue.”

The train gave a sudden lurch. The group gathered near the door hastily braced themselves, then slid back to their original positions as the lurch turned into smooth motion.

Several of the passengers exchanged relieved smiles. The elderly Black woman tried to catch my eye to offer a reassuring nod, but I looked down, still clinging to my pole with a death grip.

Inhale, exhale.

Less than a minute later we pulled into the station.



Rosemary’s too-warm interior was a welcome shift from the cold wind outside as I pulled off my hat, glad that the bar kept the heat blasting. The last vestiges of fear from the stopped train were slipping away, my shoulders receding from my ears yet again, the anticipation of a Big Gulp–sized Styrofoam cup of beer helping move my emotions along.

Still, a slight prickle ran along the back of my neck as I entered. Was the person who had been telling Bo about the party here? I wondered if they knew what had happened last night. But from a quick glance around the bar, there was nobody who had been at Inga’s, at least that I could remember. Which, of course, was the problem. I couldn’t remember.

I slid onto the stool next to my friend Edward, curled around his cup as he studied its contents with a morose expression.

“Hey,” I said. I waved at Rosemary, cigarette dangling from her mouth, and to Frank, another regular, who was in his usual spot halfway down the long side.

“Hey,” he said back. He’d been moody ever since his girlfriend, comedian Amy Sedaris, dumped him two weeks prior. Edward was among the more successful of our friends, a writer who regularly had pieces accepted for The New Yorker and Vanity Fair. He was almost too handsome, all sharp cheekbones and bedroom eyes under a swoop of thick, mussed golden brown hair. We’d never hooked up, but I’d thought about it.

Rosemary slid a beer in front of me without being asked. You could get anything at Rosemary’s, but why would you when you could get a massive beer for only three dollars?

Dusk turned to night outside the big plateglass window at my back as the bar slowly filled. More of my friends wandered in: Penny, a fashion designer with her purple-streaked hair tied into Bjork-like knots on her head, and her boyfriend, Calvin, a guitarist in two bands who sometimes played at a bar on the Lower East Side and waited tables on the side, sporting his usual porkpie hat. Lisel, a graduate student at Pratt in 1950s-style cat-eye glasses and one of her signature vintage dresses, found us next, and was soon teasing Edward out of his slump with her big laugh. By the time I was finishing my second beer Bo had arrived, squeezing himself in between Lisel and Calvin so he was pressed against my side.

Rosemary plunked a beer in front of him, its contents sloshing a little on the bar. I studied Bo’s profile closely. Should I ask him who he had talked to—god, was it just this morning? I looked over my shoulder, hoping to see Vik behind him, but there was nobody. Where was he? The beer and the company had helped, our crowd taking up the whole short end of the bar, laughing and drinking and smoking, trading stories of our weeks as the big window fogged from our breath and collective heat, but one part of my brain was constantly focused on the door, willing it to open and Vik to walk through.

I had to share what I’d learned today with someone. Someone outside the gallery, and definitely not Bo. Vik was my closest friend, my confidant. He had helped me get my initial job at the gallery, he knew Inga.

A rush of cold air swept in, and I twisted in my seat, heart leaping, expecting to see Vik striding through, concern from my message streaking his face.

It wasn’t Vik.

I stiffened on my stool, so much so Bo felt it. He looked at me and then the door in alarm.

“What’s wrong? You know those guys?”

I did. One of them.

Or I had met him once, when he was alive.

A ghost had just walked into the bar.
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