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For Percy






Prologue

Marriage is a mirror.

Your spouse, the first person you see when you open your eyes. The last you touch as you slip into bed. The person who knows you better than anyone else. Who shares your public joys and private sorrows. Who beds you and you alone. Who makes children with you and builds those children into adults.

How it’s meant to be, anyway. The deal you’ve made. Both of you.

Call your spouse your best friend, if you must. Your partner. Really your spouse is your reflection. That face, always there. That body, reaching when you do. Inescapable. A comfort mostly, a burden sometimes. Haven’t we all dreamed of different faces, different bodies? Taller, fitter, darker, lighter, more beautiful in a hundred different ways?

But we have our own, and that’s enough. It has to be.

Nothing lasts forever. Time cuts, the wounds barely visible at first, then obvious. Bellies sag. Gray hairs pop. Skin loses its glow. Muscles soften. Still you’re you. You’ll always be you.

So you think. So you tell yourself.

Then one day you look in the mirror. And you can’t recognize yourself.

You can’t recognize anything.



To have and to hold, from this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish, till death do us part.

This is the story of how I broke my vows. Broke that mirror.

Don’t judge me until you’ve finished.






I KIRA AND REBECCA


(NOW)
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Barcelona, Spain

Have fun! See you at midnight like we agreed! XXX Mom

Kira Unsworth swiped left, stung the red delete box. Goodbye. She didn’t remember agreeing. She remembered Rebecca saying Midnight, okay?

Not okay. Not even close. Even if Jacques didn’t show… and Jacques was going to show… she wasn’t Cinderella and she wasn’t going to be home at midnight. Not in Barcelona. People came from all over to party here, the ultimate late-night city.

She could say the time difference had confused her, though Mom wouldn’t bite. Did it confuse your phone too? Rebecca could smell fibs from ten feet away. You do remember your dear old mother works for the FBI. Trying to sound like she was joking, though they both knew she wasn’t. The words a challenge: Don’t even try it.

Mostly Kira didn’t. She’d learned the best lies were the ones she didn’t have to tell. Tonight she would play it cool, no excuses. I’m nineteen, I’m not a baby, come on.

Dad would be fine as long as she made it back by one. Maybe even a little later. Good ol’ Bri, part of him still wanted to be nineteen. With his microbrews and Nirvana T-shirts.

Even Becks would lighten up once Kira got back to their Airbnb. She knew midnight was ridiculous.

Reediculous, Kira mouthed at the girl in the mirror behind the bar. The room around her was long and dark and stuffed with torn leather couches and paintings of long-gone Europeans that had been covered in graffiti and sliced up. The net effect was a castle post–zombie apocalypse. But with better music. MGMT shading into Twenty One Pilots shading into Fleet Foxes. Even the occasional band Kira didn’t know, and she knew just about everything. She loved new music. She loved music, period. The bar was called The Mansion—lots of Barcelona bars had English names—and was supposed to be one of the coolest places in the city. Though it was still mostly empty.

Kira should have been intimidated to be here alone. She was, a little. But she felt more confident than she’d expected. Probably because she already knew she was meeting someone.

She was drinking sangria from a battered copper cup. Dark and sweet and it didn’t seem to have much kick, but she felt soft after one drink. She tipped the dregs into her mouth and set the cup down. The bartender slid over. He had wide dark eyes, nice arms poking out from his black T-shirt.

“One more?” Everyone in Europe insisted on talking to her in English. Of course not too many Spaniards had blue eyes. But couldn’t she pass for German? Swedish? They all knew she was American before she opened her mouth.

“Stella, por favor.” She didn’t want to be drunk when Jacques got here.

“Try the Estrella, it’s local. Better.”

She nodded. The bartender turned around, leaned over the mini-fridge. He rummaged around a little longer than he needed to, made sure she had time to check out his cute butt—in his cute black jeans. At last he pulled a brown bottle, popped the top with a flourish.

“First time in Barcelona?”

“First night in Barcelona. Where is everyone?”

“Only ten forty-five. You’ll see. Okay, first night, the cerveza, you don’t pay.” He tapped his chest.

“Thank you.”

He winked, American girls are good for business. She sipped her beer, washing the sticky sangria from her mouth. Nice to be in a country where she could drink legally, no fake IDs, no frat basements. Civilized.

Her phone buzzed. A text from a number starting with thirty-three. The country code for France, as she’d just learned. Jacques. Though she hadn’t put his name in her phone. He’d have to earn that.

See you soon

Here, she typed, then deleted it. She didn’t want to seem too eager. Though she was.



Jacques was a graduate student at the Sorbonne. Kira had met him the night before, in Paris. She and her brother, Tony, were at this café on the Place de la République, this big square where French students hung out. Tony had dragged her there. Tony was seventeen. Tony was tall and skinny. Tony was… a dork. The classic Tony story: A week into ninth grade a bee flew into a Coke he was drinking, stung his mouth. The next day he came to school with his mouth swollen and grotesque, his lower lip the size of a tire. He looked like a washed-up model who’d cheaped out on plastic surgery. Why did everybody make fun of me, he said that night in Kira’s room, I didn’t want to drink a bee. Kira could only shake her head. She’d never even had acne.

Worse, Tony desperately wanted to escape loser prison. Kira knew the effort would only make matters worse. Despite her advice, he’d even worn his hair in a ponytail for a while in tenth grade. He was still living that one down. Maybe he could start fresh in college.

Poor Tony. Kira looked out for him, truly, but she could only do so much. The worst part, he was funny and smart and nice. She wasn’t saying so because she was his sister. He was. And he was going to be handsome once he grew into his face and gained about twenty pounds. A couple of her friends had said so. Wait until he’s twenty-five, we’ll all be sorry we missed out.

A forecast that hardly helped him now.

Anyway, Tony had wanted to go to this Place de la République. Where the students protest, he told Kira.

Kira had no idea what French students might have to protest. Paris looked pretty good to her. But she was glad Tony made her go. Because afterward they stopped in this café for a bière pression or whatever, and in walked tall, dark, and yummy. In general French dudes were good-looking, but they came off as too stylish for her taste. Even though it was July they hardly sweated. Kira didn’t want to worry that the guy she was with had better hair than she did.

Not this guy. His hair was cut close to his head like he didn’t want to have to think about it. His stubble didn’t look planned. It looked like he’d forgotten to shave that morning. He was big, broad-shouldered. He looked like a Marine. A French Marine. When he caught her looking at him he didn’t play it cool and pretend he hadn’t noticed. He tilted his head, stared back. Then smiled.

Thirty seconds later he was at their table. Her table. Tony might as well have been invisible.

“What’s your name?” In English, of course.

“Kira.”

He extended his hand, the gesture oddly endearing. He had big hands, gorgeous long fingers. “Kira. I’m Jacques. What’s your favorite thing in Paris so far?”

The question was blunt enough to flummox her. The Louvre? The Eiffel Tower? She didn’t want to sound like a tourist. Dumb, she was a tourist. “Kind of unfair, don’t you think?”

“How so?”

“Run it on an American girl to throw her, and you’ve got some cool answer ready.”

“Swear I’ve never asked before.”

“Ever been to America, Jacques?”

“Maybe.”

“If I came up to you on your third day in New York and I said what’s your favorite thing—”

“The subways. Not like our little Métro, with the tickets and the air puffs. Steel submarines that never stop running.”

Not a bad answer. “Well I’m from D.C., and our subway sucks.”

“We’re actually from Maryland,” Tony said.

“This is my brother, Tony.”

“Hi-oh.”

“Hi-oh,” Jacques returned. Like Tony was a parrot that had spoken for the first time and needed reassurance.

“Tony was just going outside to see the protests.” She felt guilty for getting rid of him, but only a little. Having him watch her flirt would embarrass him and throw her off her game. Besides, they’d been hanging out nonstop for three straight days.

“Ahh, the protests. I forget what they’re protesting this time.”

“Universal basic income,” Tony said.

As he stood up, he spilled his beer, sending a bubbly river Jacques’s way.

Jacques grabbed a napkin more quickly than Kira thought was possible and mopped the beer before it could soak him.

“Sorry.”

“It’s okay.” Jacques seemed unflustered, and Kira liked him all the more. “I’ll take care of it.”



They watched him go.

“Your brother,” Jacques said.

“He’s a good kid.”

He nodded. She could feel them deciding as a pair not to mention Tony again.

“That was amazing.”

“What?”

“Your reflexes. With the beer.”

“Oh.” He didn’t seem to know what to say.

“Have you decided your favorite thing yet?”

Really, her favorite thing so far had been the women here, the way they dressed and walked and held themselves. The way they ate and smoked. They all looked so confident, even if they weren’t pretty, even if they weren’t young. They were stylish without even trying. Unlike her mother. It wasn’t that Rebecca wasn’t successful. But she never made anything look easy.

Kira wasn’t going to explain any of this to Jacques. “Let’s say I like keeping my options open.”

He smiled. One of his top teeth had a tiny crack. “That how it is? French boy, good story for your friends?”

“Dumb American girl? Fresh meat?”



She’d grown used to standing around kegs in dirty basements, yelling over the music. That new Kanye song sucks, or Yeah, I know pre-med is a ton of studying but if I get in doctors have it made. The conversation was juvenile, just something to get out of the way before they fooled around. She felt different with this guy. More grown-up. Like she’d enjoy hanging out with him even if all they did was talk.

“So what brings you to Paris?”

“My parents’ twentieth anniversary. They decided to take us to Europe.”

“My parents got divorced when I was eight.”

“I thought mine might. There was like five years when they hardly spoke…”

He stared steadily at her with his gray-green eyes.

“Don’t know why I’m telling you this, it’s not something I talk about.”

“Because you’ll never see me again and my parents, they stunk too.”

“Don’t be so sure.”

“Don’t be sure my parents stunk? I am quite sure, Kira.”

She liked the sound of her name in his mouth. “That we’ll never see each other again.”

He closed his eyes, opened them again. “Now we have.”

Cheesy but good.



He told her he was twenty-six, studying for a PhD in economics.

“You don’t look like any of the grad students I know.”

“A personal trainer too.”

“Full service for middle-aged Paris ladies?”

“It’s mostly men. And, too bad, some of them think like you.”

“I’ll bet.” She expected him to smile. Instead he frowned.

“My job is to provide motivation for people who want to lose weight, be healthy. Make sure they stretch, do the exercises properly. Why must I deal with being pinched by some husband?”

He looked so serious, so offended, so French, she couldn’t help but laugh. “Poor baby.”

He touched a finger to her lips. “Ferme ta bouche, mademoiselle.” But he was smiling.



Tony proved he wasn’t completely clueless by giving them almost an hour before he came back. “Kira, we promised we’d be back by twelve thirty. The hotel’s way on the other side of town.”

“Paris isn’t that big.”

“It’s pretty big.”

“Five minutes?”

He walked outside again.

She and Jacques stared comfortably at each other across the table. A smile played over his lips.

“Tomorrow I take you to the best place in the whole city.”

“Your apartment, right?”

He shook his head like she’d disappointed him. “Canal Saint-Martin. It’s a beautiful walk. You’ll see.” He reached across the table, squeezed her hand. A flame of pleasure lit her arm.

“Can’t. I’m sorry.”

“You have zee boyfriend at home?” He put on a ridiculous accent. To hide his disappointment, she thought. “You have zee promise ring. For zee chastity.”

“We’re going to Barcelona.”

“Stay. Take a train on Sunday.”

“If you knew my parents—”

“Then I will come to you. Tomorrow night.”

“That’s silly.” Shut up, shut up, she told herself. Don’t blow it.

“Americans, you have no idea what romance is. Romance, it’s seeing a beautiful girl and knowing that if you have to get on a train to see her again, no problem.”

“We know what romance is. We just don’t have time for it.”

“Exactly. Besides, I love Barcelona. All those Catalan girls.” He winked. Not too many guys could pull off a wink, but he could. “Tomorrow then? Unless you don’t want me to.”

She knew what her mom would say: He seems pretty aggressive, K.

“It’s just a drink. Maybe dancing. Give me your number. I’ll text you in the morning.”

So she did. He stood, leaned across the table. Kissed her once, lightly, and ran his fingers down her cheek. Then he was gone. She watched him walk out with what she knew was a silly dazed smile.



He didn’t make her suffer. He texted before breakfast. They arranged to meet here, The Mansion, at 11 p.m. She told Tony but swore him to secrecy. She didn’t want her parents to know. Rebecca would insist on hearing everything about Jacques. And she wouldn’t be happy with what Kira told her. Twenty-six is too old, K. Did you tell him you were nineteen? No, she was keeping this date from Mom.

A lie she didn’t have to tell.

Ten fifty-two, her phone said now. Kira ran early, she was Rebecca’s daughter that way. Build in a few extra minutes, you won’t be stressed. A little edge but every edge matters. Another of Mom’s annoyingly accurate life lessons. She should write a book. The Seven Habits of Highly Effective FBI Agents.

Kira took a pull of the Estrella, felt the room blur a little more. She wasn’t a huge drinker. But she liked the temporary softening in her edge, yes. Her mom had drilled the lesson, Life is tough, especially for a woman, you can never stop paying attention…

Mmph. Rebecca was usually right, but that didn’t make the constant prodding any easier. She might as well be here if they were going to talk in Kira’s head all night. Maybe they should try it. Hang out for a few hours. Would Becks chill, flirt with this bartender? Did she have any game? Kira had never known her mom to flirt, though she’d seen pictures from back in the day that suggested the possibility.

She took another swallow of the beer. She didn’t have to worry about drinking and driving, anyway. This bar was a max twenty-minute walk from the apartment they’d rented. Three bedrooms and two bathrooms in this cool old building up in Eixample, not too far from La Rambla.



She’d made sure to give Tony the bedroom next to her parents. The trip was their twentieth-anniversary present to each other, no doubt they’d be enjoying each other’s company. So to speak. Lucky for Tony, he was a heavy sleeper. Kira looked at herself in the mirror, remembering the only time she’d caught her parents truly going at it.

She was in a strange mood tonight. Maybe drunker than she thought. She rarely let herself have this memory. It shamed her.

She was a sophomore in high school, a month short of sixteen. The middle of the night, and she woke up famished. She was in her not-eating phase. Five nine, almost five ten, Kira was, aiming for one hundred twenty pounds. The target seemed reasonable enough, the numbers drumming in her head. Five nine one two zero, the zip code of the promised land. If she lined them up a whole world would open for her. Beverly Hills, that’s where I want to be…

She never went full anorexic, she and her skinny-ass friends liked to joke, You never go full anorexic, the line stolen, repurposed, from Tropic Thunder. No, you starve yourself just enough so everyone says how good you look. You turn the boys’ heads and the girls’ too. Not so much that you can count your ribs. Not all of them, anyway. Good anorexia, they called it.

But good anorexia was a balancing act. And Kira tipped far enough the whole world treated her differently that fall. Like she was a crystal; Baccarat, shiny, precious, easily shattered. She watched her parents watching her at breakfast and dinner, dancing around the issue. They snuck looks at her plate, asked if she wanted more yogurt or carrots. They never knew what to say. Looking back, Kira had to admit that watching Becks—sure-footed Rebecca—turn wobbly and tongue-tied had been part of the appeal. Cruel and selfish in retrospect. Maybe even at the time.

Lucky her, even if she didn’t think so back then, she liked to eat too much to starve herself. She never went below one-two-two, maybe one-two-one on the digital scale she bought. And she was past all that now. She hadn’t even needed to see someone—a phrase that Mrs. Daye, her kindly physics teacher, tossed out after she nearly fell over one morning—to get her head on straight.

She just decided she was tired of being hungry. She wanted to be strong. She wanted to play soccer without worrying she was going to collapse. She was about one hundred thirty-eight now, one-three-nine, though she tried not to weigh herself too often. When the numbers lined up in her head she swiped them left.

But on that fine December night, morning, whatever 3 a.m. was, her parents and brother asleep, she’d woken up hungry. That month was the worst of it, her lowest point. She’d always liked eating at Thanksgiving and Christmas, not just the turkey but the desserts, all those carbs and gooey fillings.

She snapped awake with one thought, the leftover pumpkin pie, creamy and sweet. She stepped out of bed. Every light in the house was off, her dad liked a completely dark house. She’d learned how to move in the black. She heard Tony snoring in his bedroom on the other side of the wall and behind it a murmur she didn’t recognize.

Until she opened the door and stepped into the hall.

And realized Becks and Bri were most certainly not asleep. What she had stumbled on was not the nonsense all parents got on with from time to time, Go to sleep kids, Mom and Dad need a little time together. No. Rebecca was moaning, low and wordless and involuntary. Like she wanted to catch her breath and couldn’t. Like something inside her was breaking loose and taking her with it.

Kira was a virgin back then. She’d spent the fall playing around with a cute senior named Jared. He was gentle, never pushed her. She was just realizing he might be gay. She didn’t care. One strange part of not eating: though she got more male attention than before, she was less interested. And her friends who’d had sex said things like I’m glad it’s over, It didn’t hurt that much, It was fine fun actually. Though Leigh—the soccer goalie, who had more experience than the others—had refused to say much, just, Oh, you’ll see, her eyes stunned and quiet. Kira hadn’t understood why. Now she did.

Because what she heard in that hallway was not fine fun actually but something she hadn’t known existed, a pleasure she had thought was a fantasy that YouPorn proffered to horny boys.

She stood frozen, feet locked to the hallway carpet. Suddenly her mother groaned, a long low sound. Kira couldn’t imagine what could make Becks make that noise. Couldn’t imagine, though she knew. Whatever her father was doing or saying she couldn’t hear, a minor blessing.

She sidled back to her bedroom, shut the door firmly.

Though now that she knew what was happening she couldn’t help but hear. It went on another fourteen minutes, she clocked it. And who knew how long before? She was almost proud of them; they were both over forty.

By the time she fell asleep, she knew she’d never think about sex the same way again. Not now that she knew what it could be. She dumped Jared that afternoon. Maybe she wasn’t ready to lose her virginity, but she was done hanging out with a guy who was more interested in his fellow baseball players than her. She started eating again too—she remembered a couple months later seeing her parents grin as she insisted her father fire up the grill on a cold February night and barbeque a steak.

In fact, Kira saw now what she never had before. That night had marked the beginning of the end of her anorexic episode. You couldn’t have the pleasures of the flesh if you were a skeleton.

Great talk, Kira.

Kira Unsworth, nineteen, five foot nine inches tall, majoring in who-knows-what at Tufts University. Volunteer at Boston Children’s, and not in a half-assed way: She never missed a week. She made the kids forget themselves for a little while. Secret reader of romance novels, the old Harlequin ones. Bit of a smart-ass.

She wasn’t perfect. She’d spent a month flirting with a pretty lesbian in her Introduction to Women’s, Gender, and Sexuality Studies class just to see how it felt. When the girl finally tried to kiss her, Kira had said, Oh, no, I’m straight, like the girl couldn’t possibly have thought otherwise. She’d dumped her last boyfriend by text. He’d deserved it.

She was okay, really. Not the worst.

Ten fifty-nine.

Right on time Jacques showed up.

With a girl.
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Rebecca and Brian and Tony found the wide stone apartment building just where they’d left it on Carrer de València. Twelve twenty-three a.m.

No Kira.

No shock, either. Rebecca had expected Kira would want to prove her independence by running late. She’d be back soon enough. Or maybe she’d text, Promise 1.

Rebecca didn’t love the idea of a nineteen-year-old girl out alone in a foreign city. But Barcelona was safe—safer than Boston—and Kira had insisted she wanted a few hours to herself. She was cool-headed for her age, trustworthy. She had survived her first year at Tufts without much damage, one cheating boyfriend and one stolen jacket notwithstanding. She was the one her friends texted when they found themselves stumbling out of the party with the quarterback and his two best friends: find me plz they say its cool idk…

Rebecca couldn’t imagine being the mother of a quote-unquote difficult teenager. The easy ones were difficult enough.

Still, she was faintly disappointed Kira wasn’t waiting. She’d imagined maybe they’d go for a drink, leave Bri and Tony at the apartment. She should have said so before dinner. But she’d worried Kira might give her a half-pitying Mom, you’re way too old for these places look.

The foolish pride of the fortysomething woman.



She walked hand in hand with Brian up the sweeping marble staircase to their second-floor apartment. “A Grand Apartment,” the listing had promised: a living room with twelve-foot ceilings, a crystal chandelier, a Juliet balcony, and yes, a grand piano. Four hundred sixty euros a night. But they said they wouldn’t worry about money on this trip. Rebecca said, anyway. Let’s do it right. I’m budgeting a thousand dollars for every year we’ve been married, she had told Brian.

Twenty K? His nostrils twitched the way they had in the lean years. Bet you’ll have no problem spending it.

She hadn’t.

The big problem with the apartment: no air-conditioning. After fifteen years in Birmingham and Houston and Washington, three cities where ice-cold air was practically an entitlement, Rebecca wondered how she would sleep. No wonder the Spanish stayed up so late.

Still, she liked Barcelona better than Paris, which felt like a theme park. All those Americans and Brazilians and Chinese shuffling around Notre Dame, hoovering up skirts at the Galeries Lafayette, We’re not so different, we all love to shop. Someone needed to create a Disney World–style app to beat the lines, optimize the experience. She should tell Brian.

Barcelona had tons of tourists too. Still, it felt a little more real. And the Gaudí architecture was fascinating. Buildings that seemed to be melting. Maybe they were. Maybe she was. She mopped the sweat from her forehead, flopped on the couch, kicked off her low black heels, stretched out her legs. Still good. Legs were the last to go. Ask any coroner. Based on her calves she might be as young as twenty-five, but her neck proves she’s forty-three. Forensics!

She was buzzed, she realized. If not flat drunk. Besides the pitcher of sangria the three of them had shared, she and Brian had split a bottle of wine. She hadn’t had this much to drink in a long time.

Maybe since that last dinner with Todd Taylor.

All at once she could see his face. His hazel eyes and creased tan skin. She shoved the memory down. In the garbage. Where it belonged. Especially at this moment.



“Wine?” Brian said. They’d bought two bottles at a convenience store. With fluorescent lights. Even in Barcelona not everything was cool.

“The white is cold, right?”

“Coldish.”

“Rhymes with goldfish. Sold.”

“Can I have a beer?” Tony said.

Rebecca: “No.” Brian: “Yes.”

Brian liked to be the cool one, make her play the villain.

“It’s Barcelona.”

She had a feeling she would hear that answer a lot on this trip. It’s Barcelona. It’s Madrid. It’s our anniversary.

“You think he doesn’t drink at home, Becks? Remember that morning, we picked him up—”

She remembered. Tony had texted, I’m in Silver Spring please get me please. When they arrived they found that someone had written I LUV DICK! AND BEES! in orange on his forehead. “AND BEES!” seemed especially cruel.

Tony Let me wipe that off.

Wipe what off?

“He needs to learn to hold his booze,” Brian said now.

“Okay, one beer. You pour it in a glass though and drink it like you’re civilized.”

“It’s actually slower to drink it from the bottle.”

“Quit while you’re ahead, my number one son.”

“Anyone see an opener?” Brian yelled from the kitchen.

She looked at the wine bottle. “It’s a screw top.”

“My favorite kind of top.” Brian reappeared with three wineglasses.

“Dad!” Tony said.

Any sexual banter between them creeped Tony out. Rebecca supposed the reaction was normal. Kira had never seemed as bothered. Instead she looked at them with her cool blue eyes—Brian’s eyes. A look that shut the jokes down in a hurry, as Kira no doubt intended.

Brian poured the wine, handed Tony the third glass. Tony raised his eyebrows, Beer from a wineglass?, but wisely kept his mouth shut. Brian sat beside her. “Cheers.”

“I love you, husband.” She did, too. Even if she’d forgotten for a while. A long while.

His eyes flashed. She wondered if he too was thinking about the years they’d spent wandering the marital desert. He kissed her lightly. “Here’s to twenty years. And three months.”

“And twenty more with these rug rats out of the house so we can do what we like.” She put her glass to his harder than she had intended. The clink echoed off the high ceilings and wine slopped out.

“Glad I didn’t splurge on the twelve-euro bottle.” He nodded at the piano. “You should play.”

“I’ll be terrible.”

Not true. She’d be excellent. She’d played growing up, lessons four times a week for eleven years. She was skilled enough to impress people who didn’t know better, but also skilled enough to know how big a canyon lay between her and greatness. She played the piano. The true artists felt it, melded themselves to it.

In college she’d quit. Cold. She’d told herself playing was as effete and pretentious as every other part of her life at the time. Though she knew it wasn’t, knew she’d earned her skill and she ought to protect it. Knew the real reason she quit was that she couldn’t accept she wasn’t good enough to get into Julliard. Brian was the one who’d sent her back to playing, and for that she would be forever grateful.



She slid across the polished wood floor in her stocking feet and sat at the piano.

“Remember this?” She hadn’t played the Schubert in years but the notes came back effortlessly.

The sangria made her sloppy, and this piano hadn’t been tuned in a while. No matter, she played with flair, half-drunk melodrama, raised her hands high, pounded the keys. Made sure the neighbors would hear and the cats on the street.

Then the Schubert was done and she slid into the Beethoven, lush and romantic. Now and again she turned her head toward Brian. He leaned against the wall and sipped his wine and watched with his unreadable smile, the one she’d loved until she hadn’t and now did again.

When she finished he came to her, stood behind her. Put his hands on her shoulders and leaned over and kissed her.

“Bed,” he murmured in her ear.

“Tony,” she whispered back.



Across the room Tony stood from the couch like he’d heard his name.

“Mom. You know it’s like one twenty.”

She loved Tony more than anything, her only son, et cetera… but he seemed to have no idea that she and Brian were having a moment. He desperately needed a girlfriend, or just a girl friend.

“Yes, so?”

“Where’s Kira?”
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“Kira.” Jacques kissed her cheek. “This is Lilly. Lilly, Kira.”

Lilly was early twenties, brown eyes, with a long platinum-blond wig.

Kira’s stomach knotted. Jacques had brought his girlfriend?

“My sister.”

Now Kira saw the resemblance: the strong chin, the narrow mouth.

“You didn’t think…”

Tonight he was wearing a baseball cap with a big unbroken bill and a logo she didn’t recognize. She didn’t like the hat. It made him look like a bro. “I didn’t bring my brother.”

Lilly said something in French.

“I don’t speak French.”

Lilly smirked. “I said, American heartbreakers, better keep an eye on you.”

That fast Kira couldn’t stand this hipper-than-thou Paris chick. Lilly wore a black Violent Femmes T-shirt, purple velvet pants tucked into knee-high black boots, and a sneer. Jacques’s eyes tracked between the two women as if he’d just realized his mistake.

“Let’s have a drink.”

Kira lifted her Estrella. “I’m okay.”

The place was filling now, louder by the minute, the bartenders busy. They were stuck at the bar for a while before Jacques could order. Kira had dressed for a date, an off-the-shoulder white peasant top, a black flowered skirt, mid-calf gladiator-style sandals for an edgy touch.

“Nice sandals.”

Was Lilly being sarcastic? Better to be polite, Rebecca always said. Be the higher mammal. “Thanks.”

“So popular in Paris two years ago.”

At least now Kira didn’t have to wonder.

The bartender handed Jacques a pitcher of sangria and three copper mugs. They squeezed around a circular table in the back. Lilly gabbed at Jacques in French. No doubt intentionally, knowing Kira couldn’t understand. Kira didn’t mind, she had to figure out her next move. She was torn between wanting to ditch them and making sure Lilly didn’t win without a fight.

Jacques poured sangria. “To new friends. Salud.”

“First time in Europe, yes?” Lilly said.

Kira wished she could spin a fable about her globe-trotting youth. “Oui.”

“Here I thought you didn’t speak French.”

“You at the Sorbonne too, or do you spend all your time looking for velvet pants?”

“They don’t sell these at Abercrombie.” Aber-crombie.

During Kira’s anorexic days she’d found she could be nasty. No surprise, hunger didn’t improve her mood. Now that she lived on full rations she didn’t usually play the mean girl.

Except on special occasions. Like tonight. She poked at Lilly’s Violent Femmes T-shirt, just above the waist of the pants. As she’d expected they were a touch too tight, giving the French girl the hint of a muffin top. “Pro tip. Up a size next time.”

Lilly muttered under her breath, stood up, and walked off.

“Why is she here?”

Jacques shrugged and an oddly helpless expression crossed his face. “I promise you she’ll find a guy, she won’t bother us.”

“Hope she finds somebody soon, because I can’t stay out all night.”

“What time?”

“I turn into a pumpkin at one.”

“One? That’s barely one hour and a half.”

“One thirty maybe. But you’ll be here tomorrow, right?”

“Yes, but I have to go back in the afternoon. I have clients.”

Easy come, easy go. What had seemed like true love barely twenty-four hours ago had turned into a one-night stand before they’d even properly kissed. Lilly’s fault. Or maybe the baseball cap’s. Either way, Kira wasn’t sure how to undo it. More sangria, maybe. She raised her mug. “To Barcelona.”

He smiled. She looked at his cracked tooth and nearly forgave him for his terrible sister. “Yes, Barca.”

The bar was nearly full now, cool kids shouting in multiple languages. “They know how to have a good time.”

“We’re lucky, aren’t we?” Jacques said abruptly.

“How so?” She hoped he wasn’t going cheesy, I’m so glad we found each other—

“To be so privileged, live in peace, have the money to do what we like, all the knowledge in the world on a computer in our pockets, bip bip boop—”

“You are aware that’s not how they sound—”

Lilly came back, poured herself a fresh cup of sangria. “I always feel better after a nice piss. How about you, Kira?”

Kira ignored her.

“What were you talking about, anyway?”

“The benefits of late capitalism,” Jacques said.

“Oh yes, Americans never think about capitalism, do they? Early, late, or in the middle. It’s just the foul water they drown in.”

“Don’t see you volunteering at the soup kitchen tonight, Lil.” Kira sipped her sangria, promising herself this cup would be her last.

“It’s not about volunteering, it’s about a just society. So poor people don’t depend on charity to survive.” She spat the word like charity was the worst idea possible.

Kira flashed to Ayla, the seven-year-old she’d been visiting all spring at Boston Children’s. A tiny girl with ringlets and big brown eyes. Barring a miracle, leukemia would kill her. She didn’t need a just society, she needed someone to hug her and paint her face like a tiger’s.

Only someone who had never volunteered could dismiss the notion so airily. Kira was almost starting to enjoy Lilly in her awfulness.

Jacques said something in French. Lilly snapped back, stood, walked off again.

“I tell her I know what she’s doing, it won’t work—”

“Are you sure she’s your sister?”

He laughed like the question had surprised him. “Unfortunately yes. Listen, I have an idea. Let’s go to another place, called Helado—”

“Doesn’t that mean ice cream?” She’d seen a sign on La Rambla.

“Frozen, yes. It has a dance floor. You like to dance?”

“Now and then.” She loved to dance.

“Then yes, really great music, the best, I think.” He waved to Lilly, Come over—

“Can’t we just ditch her?”

“It’s not worth it, trust me.”



The lights outside hit Kira harder than she expected.

Lilly pulled a silver cigarette case from her purse. “Brother?”

Jacques shook his head. A small victory, anyway. Kira had only kissed a smoker twice. The sour acrid taste had made her vow never again.

“I’d ask you, Kira, but I know Americans hate to smoke, they want to live forever.”

“You’re gonna look great with a trach hole in your throat.”

Jacques led them left and right, through the narrow streets of the Gothic Quarter, the old neighborhood east of La Rambla—the famous pedestrian boulevard—where the city’s bars and clubs were concentrated. Kira thought they were headed toward the harbor, though she wasn’t sure. No matter. She had her phone, as well as a city map. Rebecca always insisted Kira and Tony carry maps. In case you lose your phone. Though Kira couldn’t imagine losing her phone. It was never more than a couple feet from her even when she slept.

Anyway, Jacques wasn’t exactly leading them into some deserted alley. The streets grew more crowded as they walked, men and women clustering around tiny bar fronts, leaning out windows, drinking beer in the heat.



After fifteen minutes or so they crossed a street that was two lanes wide, a superhighway by Gothic Quarter standards. Kira wasn’t sure but she thought maybe they’d left the Quarter behind; these streets were just as narrow but not quite as busy.

“Five minutes,” Jacques said.

Sure enough, after another five minutes, they came to a windowless three-story brick building. The thump of bass leaked through its walls. She couldn’t have found this place on her own. The club had no sign, only a single red bulb in front of a black-painted door. A trim man in a blue T-shirt stood in front, a discreet bouncer.

The man said something to Jacques as they approached.

“Forty euros, twenty for me and ten each for you two.” Jacques reached for his wallet. “Let me pay.”

Normally Kira would have insisted on paying her own way, but she was still annoyed with Jacques for spoiling their date.

Behind the black door, a cashier sat in a glassed-in booth. Jacques handed over a fifty-euro note and then they were inside. Strobes flashed in the darkness, and an old-school Studio 54–style disco ball spun overhead. A twentysomething woman sat at the DJ station at the back of the dance floor, her hands constantly moving among two iPhones and three turntables. She reminded Kira of those multiarmed Indian statues from her Introduction to World Religions class, the Whateversvada. But the woman was fantastic; really good DJs found connections in the music that weren’t obvious until they made them. They turned beats into waves, dancing into surfing. Endless summer. The Beastie Boys slid into some kind of African drumming into Cold War Kids into the briefest cut of Adele, a transition that should never have worked, but it did, yes it did. Plus, the place had a fantastic sound system… pure, clean, the music seemingly coming from everywhere without being overwhelming.

Kira wanted to put her arms up and move, open the gates to the rhythm flooding through her.

Or maybe she was just drunk. No matter. Jacques and Lilly turned for the bar, but she grabbed them both and led them to the floor and they danced, hips swaying, nothing mattered but now, and Lilly felt it too. She smiled, and Kira grinned back, recognizing a fellow traveler.

Finally, she didn’t know how long, Jacques led her off. “Beer?”

“Yes, please.”

Lilly stuck out her lower lip as they walked off, an exaggerated pout, You’re leaving me, but even before they reached the bar, a Spanish guy took her hand and pulled her deeper onto the dance floor.

Kira wanted to pay for their beers, but Jacques insisted. “I owe you. I’m sorry, I know my sister wasn’t what you expected.”

She couldn’t disagree. They found a couch in the corner. Jacques sat next to her and put an arm around her and they watched the dancers writhing in pleasure.

“What would aliens think, if they came down and saw this?” Drunk question alert!

“I think they would park their spaceship, yes?” Jacques said, “and join in.”

“Intergalactic peace. Well, if me and your sister can get along”—she snuck a look at his watch. About one. Ugh. Kira hated to end this night now that they’d finally unlocked it. But she’d better text Becks, check in. She’d promise to be home by two. Two thirty, maybe. She knew she was pushing her luck, but how mad could they get?

She reached into her purse. Gone. Her phone was gone. No way. It must have fallen out somehow, this wasn’t her usual purse. It was a little date-night black one, a snap instead of a zipper, and she’d overstuffed it. Stupid. She checked again: three twenty-euro notes, credit card, driver’s license—her passport was back at the apartment. Lipstick, mints, condoms. Three condoms. Might as well think positive. A rape whistle courtesy of the Tufts Women’s Center and pepper spray courtesy of her mom, If somebody grabs you, whistling won’t cut it.

No phone. She wondered if she should retrace her steps, but forget it, it was an iPhone, not even a year old, no way was anybody giving it back.

“Can I borrow your phone?” she asked Jacques.

He unlocked it, handed it over. She couldn’t remember Rebecca’s number for a minute, embarrassing. She always depended on her phone for it. Then she did, sent off a quick text, Mom its K at helado dance club lost my fone home soon 2ish.

Okay, not the greatest message but whatever. Now they knew where she was. She clicked Send, watched the text go through. She gave Jacques back his phone. “If she texts let me know.”

Just then Lilly showed up, followed by her new dance partner. He was older and rougher than he’d looked from a distance. In his thirties, muscular going to fat. The strobe lights revealed his pitted skin.

Jacques stood and Lilly sat next to Kira on the couch. “This is Rodrigo.”

“Hi, Rodrigo.”

“He’s got a present.”

Rodrigo reached into his pocket, came out with a plastic bag. Inside, a glass vial, a tiny silver spoon, a bottle of nasal spray.

He unscrewed the vial, tilted it at them so they could see the white powder inside. His nails were painted black, Kira noticed.

Okayyy then. Kira shook her head, No thank you. She’d never even seen the stuff before.

“It’s just cocaine,” Lilly said.

“Oh, just cocaine.” Kira figured coke was just as illegal in Spain as in the United States.

“It’s fun.”

“You first.”

“I thought you’d never ask.” Lilly took the vial, spooned out a little bump of white powder. She leaned forward, snorted, and the powder disappeared. Poof.

Lilly followed up with two quick hits of nasal spray, leaned back against the couch. “Oh, that’s nice. Your turn.”

This is where you leave. Kira heard Rebecca’s voice in her head, clear and loud. Get out of there, joke’s over. “Not for me.” She waited for Lilly to say something snide.

But Lilly only grinned. “One hit and we’ll dance, you’ll see, dancing on coke is the best—”

“Like Adderall?” She’d taken Adderall a few times, mainly to help finish papers. She had to admit she liked the wide-awake sensation, feeling like she could see around corners. Though the day after, she felt gray and cold, a dementor camped out in her bedroom.

Poor girl’s coke, one of her friends had said.

“Try and see.”

Suddenly a snippet from this old Killers song was playing:

He doesn’t look a thing like Jesus / But he talks like a gentleman / Like you imagined…

“When You Were Young,” it was called.

Kira loved The Killers. First band she ever cared about. First concert she ever saw. Her drunken brain slid the pieces together: the song was a sign, she was in Barcelona, and young and nothing could touch her—

Don’t, Rebecca warned, don’t—

Kira took the spoon and vial from Lilly, dipped the spoon deep into the vial—

“Not so much, first time,” Lilly said. She patted Kira’s arm, I’ll be your spirit guide.

Kira tapped the spoon against the top of the vial until most of the coke was gone. “Good?”

“Perfect.”

Kira lifted the spoon to her nose, pushed her left nostril shut—

You don’t even know these people—

And inhaled.
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Where’s Kira?

Rebecca had been so busy banging at the piano that she’d forgotten her daughter. She grabbed her phone, expecting a text.

Nope. She found herself looking at the usual lock-screen picture of her kids, Kira and Tony standing together, fireworks overhead, red, white, and blue strings across the night sky. Even during the bad years in D.C. Rebecca had insisted they spend Independence Day on the Mall, go in the early afternoon with a blanket and picnic basket. The tradition had taken hold. Rebecca could track their progress as a family by their faces. In this year’s photo, only a couple of weeks before, the two wore big mock-goofy smiles and looked relaxed. Happy.

“Bri—”

Her husband was already holding his phone. “Nothing.”

She looked to Tony. He shook his head.

“I’m sure she’s fine,” Brian said.

“Oh, you’re sure?” Rebecca knew she should control her temper, but the alcohol was coursing through her and fifteen years at the bureau had taught her to hate meaningless reassurance.

Especially since Brian didn’t know what she did.

“It’s Barcelona. Not Beirut. And it’s not like it’s five a.m. Just getting started out there.”

“She always texts.”

Rebecca called Kira. The phone rang until it went to voice mail. “Tony, try her please?”

“Voice mail,” Tony said.

Rebecca texted Kira: K where are you? Call me now please.

“Maybe she met a guy,” Brian said. “Or is that what we’re afraid of?”

“What was the bar she said she was going to?”

“The Mansion,” Tony said. “Supposed to be cool.”

Rebecca hesitated. She imagined Kira sitting in the corner of the bar, making out with some hot Spanish guy. Was she really going to be a helicopter parent? Thwack-thwack-thwack, I’m not letting you out of my sight for more than an hour… Kira was nineteen. Soldiers went to war at nineteen. People got married at nineteen.

“How about we give her until two and if she’s not home by then we go over there and drag her out by her hair,” Brian said. “Even in D.C. the bars don’t close until two.”

“Okay, two.”

Brian sipped his wine, crisis averted.

“Umm…” Tony said.

Rebecca looked over. Her son had the unmistakable look of a teenager about to confess, sheepish and defiant at once. She hated when her kids kept secrets. Unreasonable, she knew. Teenagers were entitled to their own worlds. Pushing too hard only caused a backlash. Yet she couldn’t help herself.

“You know something, Tony? Now would be a good time to share.”

“Don’t be mad.”

“We’re not mad,” Brian said. “We’re listening.”

Brian reassured. She too often slid into anger.

“She had a date tonight,” Tony said. “I promised I wouldn’t tell.”

“We were with her all day,” Rebecca said. “When did she make a date?”

“His name’s Jacques. She met him last night in Paris.”

Now she was genuinely confused.

“He wanted to hang with her up there. She told him we were leaving this morning. He said he’d come down to see her.”

Rebecca closed the windows against the street noise. The room was instantly hotter, airless. She felt the sangria washing through her and made herself focus. “This guy yesterday, he was by himself?”

“Yeah. A grad student at the Sorbonne.”

French grad students weren’t Kira’s type. Not as far as Rebecca knew. “What was he studying?” Like it mattered.

Tony shrugged.

“When exactly was this?” Brian said.

“Last night, this café on the Place de la République, the Toucan, I think it’s called. We were sitting, he came in, like a minute later he was with us. I left, but they talked for an hour at least. She was totally into it.” Tony spoke with the dull envy of a virgin who expected he’d be that way forever.

“And this guy, Jacques, he came down here to see her?”

“That’s what she told me, that was the plan. He texted her this morning.”

“Why didn’t she tell me? Us?” Though Rebecca could already guess the answer.

“She said you’d freak. He’s older, like twenty-six.”

“Do you remember what he looked like?” Rebecca said.

“Short hair, almost like a military cut.”

“Was it black?”

“I think brown. He was good-looking. Tall. Ripped. White. He didn’t really look like a student. Kira said he was a personal trainer on the side.”

At least Rebecca understood Kira’s interest better. Tall and ripped was more her type.

“Did she say anything else?”

“Just that they were going to meet at that place at eleven.”

Timing that meant Kira hadn’t planned to come back here before one at the earliest.

“Do you know if she told him anything about us, about me? Like where I worked?”

“I told you, I left them alone, but I don’t think you were a big part of the conversation, Mom.”

“Can you give me and Dad a second?”

“Really?” Tony looked dismayed, no surprise.

“Really.”

“Yeah whatever.” He walked out.



“Did you notice anything weird in Paris?”

“The baguettes were stale that one place.”

Brian had a habit of joking at the worst possible times. She told herself he deflected tension with humor. Though she wondered whether at his core he had some unmeltable male immaturity. Even after they were married and had kids, so many men worried more about fantasy football than becoming fully formed adults.

But she was only distracting herself from the conversation they had to have.

“I’m serious, Bri. Did you notice anything weird when we were there?”

“I don’t know what you mean by ‘weird.’ ”

Sometimes she feared marriage was nothing more than endless simultaneous gaslighting. You’re immature! No, you’re crazy!

“Because a month ago the agency”—the CIA—“passed us a tip that the Islamic State was looking to kidnap the family of an American diplomat or any USG personnel in Europe.” The FBI loved acronyms; USG was standard shorthand for “United States government.”

“How come you didn’t tell me?”

“It wasn’t actionable. Didn’t mention a specific country. Plus, the story was they were looking for a kid, snatch-and-grab, maybe on the way to school. I didn’t want to bother you with it.”

Plus, she knew what he would have said: Come on, Becks. The Islamic State barely exists anymore. If you changed your mind about the trip you don’t need a fake terrorist plot.

“Okay, you got this tip.”

“But that was the end of it, pretty much. No follow-up. I basically forgot. But the reason I mention it, yesterday in Paris, I swear I felt like somebody picked us up outside the hotel—”

“As in we had a tail?”

“Two. Male and female. I saw them on the Métro near the Arc de Triomphe and then at Sacré-Coeur. Then I thought maybe I saw the woman later.”

“You didn’t say anything.”

“What was I supposed to say? Anyway, the guy I saw wasn’t tall and had black hair. It can’t have been the guy Kira met.”

Now that she’d told him, the story sounded ridiculous to her own ears, the product of too much sangria. In the unlikely chance that this kidnapping plot was real, the original version made more sense. Grab a kid. She figured Brian would tell her to relax, finish her wine.

Instead he stood. “Come on. Let’s check the bar.”

She realized she’d hoped he would tell her to relax. “You sure?”

“Better safe than sorry. Hey, Tony…”

Tony popped into the room like he’d been listening in the hall. Maybe he had. Not that it mattered.

“We’re gonna go find your sister,” Brian said. “If she texts you, tell her to stay where she is and text us right away.”

“And promise you won’t go anywhere,” Rebecca said. “Promise.”

“I promise. Is everything cool?”

“Kira’s about to get grounded for the rest of her life,” Brian said. “But it’s fine.”

“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you—”

“It’s fine, Tony.”

The tension in Brian’s voice suggested he feared otherwise.



As they left the apartment, she pulled out her phone—nothing, ugh—and found The Mansion on the map. “You think she’s there.”

“Of course she’s there. Don’t get too mad at her, Becks.”

“Just a little mad.” She saw neither of them wanted to consider the possibility that Kira had left the bar without telling them. Because Jacques might not be an Islamic terrorist, but he was still a guy…
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Kira knew it wasn’t cocaine as soon as it went up her nose.

She felt no acceleration. No rush. Only the sweetest pleasure imaginable, an orgasm, five, ten, her body loose and soft. Like staring into the sun. Only instead of blinding her the light made her so very warm.

What, she tried to say, but her mouth didn’t work. She flopped back against the couch, her head dropped, tongue lolled.

She knew she should care but she couldn’t think at all, the words melted into a silver sea. Her mind slid into neutral; she couldn’t follow the strobes or the music, the lights and noise were a million miles away and in her fingertips all at once.

Someone grabbed her, arms under her, pulling her up.

No wait—

But she couldn’t speak.

Anyway, it didn’t matter. She wanted to feel like this forever.

Even breathing felt like too much work—she had to pull the air into her lungs, and she couldn’t figure out how.

The hands held her and, unknowing, she moved through this place to another.

A long, dark hallway, a door open…

A car.

Inside it.

Her eyes closed and she knew she was going to die; the dark rose in her. She couldn’t breathe at all; the air was thick as cotton.

She fell.

Into the black…



Her eyes sputtered open.

Her nose. Something jammed in her right nostril. Her head back. A puff of liquid spurted into her.

Her shoulders shuddered. Her head twitched. She opened her mouth to breathe again—

Another squirt of the spray and another.

The seconds passed and the ecstasy faded; her first thought, how badly she missed it. But slowly she came back to life, the pieces fit.

She was in a car. Moving. A city at night, barely visible through dark tinted glass.

Men on either side, squeezing her.

Her wrists cuffed together in her lap. A big hand on her right forearm, gripping it.

“She’s coming to,” the man on her left said. She knew his voice.

Barcelona. The club. Dancing.

The cocaine that wasn’t cocaine.

And one final squirt up her nose. What was left of the pleasure fled her body. In its place, fear. Nothing made any sense. Maybe she’d fallen and hit her head. Maybe she was dreaming.

She didn’t feel like she was dreaming. She tried to raise her arms. Jacques held them in place. She didn’t speak. As long as she stayed quiet she could pretend nothing was real, nothing was happening.



“Kira. Nod if you can hear me.”

She opened her mouth to scream, but the man on the other side put a hand over her lips.

Jacques jammed something into her belly. An electric pain stabbed her. She tried to writhe away but they were too strong, they held her as the fire coursed through.

Jacques lifted his hand. The agony ended. Tears jumped to Kira’s eyes. The other man’s hand stayed on her mouth. The strange smell of nail polish on his thick fingers. Rodrigo. The car turned left, picked up speed.

“Stun gun.” Jacques’s voice was flat, almost robotic. Nothing like the man she’d met in Paris. “Understand? Make a fist.”

She tried to look at him, plead with her eyes. The palm over her mouth kept her still.

“Make a fist if you understand.”

She squeezed her left hand into a fist. The tears kept coming. Stop crying stop crying stop. Her own voice, no one else’s.

“You’re ours now. Behave, you’ll be fine. Don’t, I’ll hurt you. Make a fist if you understand.”

She made a fist.

“That powder you snorted was heroin. A little fentanyl for kicks.”

Now the pleasure made sense.

Sophomore year, soccer, she’d run full-out on a breakaway, tripped on a muddy patch, broken her left ankle and tibia. She had never known what pain meant until then. The orthopedist had prescribed her Oxycontin. I’m only going to give you ten days, be careful with this stuff, what you hear is true. The pills put her on a cloud. This stuff had sent her straight into space.

“We gave you naloxone as an antidote.” Jacques sounded like a doctor now, not a graduate student. He was probably neither, she realized. She had no idea what he was. “We were gone from the club in less than a minute. No one noticed. If they did they would think you overdosed and we were getting you help. Happens all the time. Make a fist if you understand.”

She made a fist. And thought of the text she’d sent her mom, her parents would be at Helado soon enough.

“My phone was rigged.” As if he could read her mind. “The text you sent didn’t go through. Your phone is gone. Even if your brother told your parents about The Mansion, they won’t find it. Or you. Your parents have no idea where you are. No one does. Make a fist if you understand.”

She looked for a hole in what he’d told her. Couldn’t find one. She didn’t make a fist this time. He didn’t seem to care.

“This car, the doors are locked. If you scream we’ll punish you. We’ve done this before. Make a fist if you understand.”

She hesitated, made a fist.

“Good. No screaming. Rodrigo—”

Jacques nodded, and Rodrigo lifted his hand.

Immediately a scream rose in her.

She swallowed it down.

Her first test, her first decision. They were still in the city. If she screamed loud enough maybe someone would hear. But probably not. Jacques and Rodrigo were far stronger than she was. She couldn’t fight her way out. Be good. Do what they say. Watch and wait.

“Why?”

The only word she could manage.

“Pourquoi? Only an American would ask. For money, of course. Why else?”

“Money money money money,” Lilly said from the front seat. “Bitcoin, gold, diamonds, pearls. Makes the world go round. An American should know that.”

“Bitch,” Kira said, before she could stop herself.

Jacques punched her in the stomach.

She gasped, bent over, desperate for air. In the front seat Lilly laughed.



Back when the Unsworths lived in Houston, Becks had helped out on a serial killer case the bureau investigated in South Texas. Kira was ten or eleven. Old enough to understand the snatches of conversations she overheard.

The Border Bandit, the killer was called. A cute name, a not-cute-at-all case. He stuck mainly to undocumented immigrants and first-generation Mexican Americans. No one put the murders together until a rancher’s plane in Dimmit County crashed practically on top of a grave where he’d left three new victims. All with bullets in their skulls, all raped. The local cops asked the FBI for help.

Her parents hadn’t been good at the time. The case had made them worse. It had pulled Rebecca out of the house. Maybe made her hate men a little. Brian had been angry, too. You want to spend weekends working for free.

He’s killing women. For fun. Cool with that, Bri?

Maybe don’t talk about it in front of the kids.

Maybe Brian was right, Rebecca should have tried to keep Kira innocent. But later, Kira realized Rebecca wanted her to know, women really did disappear. Defenseless women. Mexican girls crossing the desert to work at chicken plants. Runaways selling themselves, meeting truckers at gas stations in the night. Some vanished for years before anyone even noticed.

They weren’t always poor. Sometimes they were middle-class secretaries who’d gotten pregnant by a married boyfriend who hated kids as much as child support. Who went out for runs and never came back. Those women were reported missing right away. Volunteers trampled forests for them. But their bodies never turned up. The suspects had carefully concocted alibis the police couldn’t shake. Eventually everyone except the victims’ families forgot.

Years later, Kira had asked Rebecca about the Border Bandit case. No joy, Rebecca said. The FBI never found a plausible suspect, never even figured out how many victims he had. Eventually the murders ended. Maybe because the killer had gone to prison for some unrelated crime. Or died. Or maybe he’d moved to a new state, started a new spree. Serial killers rarely woke up one morning and said, Hey, this is wrong, better stop.



A single thought: I’m going to die.

Jacques would kill her. Or sell her to someone who would. A super-rich psychopath who had decided he wanted something different, something fun, an American girl.

The idea seemed impossible. But here she was, vanishing into the night, Barcelona falling away as they came to a more American-looking stretch of road, strip malls on either side. The airport was around here somewhere, she thought. Minute by minute, mile by mile, she was leaving her mother and father and brother behind.

Then what? Would they take her to the coast? Throw her onto a yacht?

No. She couldn’t think that way. Rebecca and Brian would be looking for her even now. They’d wonder why she hadn’t texted. They knew her, knew disappearing wasn’t her style. They wouldn’t waste time. Rebecca was a senior FBI counterintelligence officer. She’d get the whole United States government on the case. These idiots would find out they’d kidnapped the wrong dumb American girl.

But Kira better try to make her own luck, too.

If it ever gets rough, Rebecca had told her a couple of years before, the last time Kira asked about the Bandit, don’t show him any mercy. Because he sure AF won’t show you any.

Kira would have plenty of time to be terrified. Beg for pity. Right now she needed to think.
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At 1:50 a.m., the line outside The Mansion was a United Nations of the cool. Tall Nordic women, a stick-thin girl with blue-black skin, a Japanese couple in matching white silk shirts. Even a few Spaniards.

At the front, a man in a black T-shirt guarded the wooden front doors.

“Excuse me,” Rebecca said.

“Line starts there.”

His English was unaccented American, mid-Atlantic. Maybe they’d caught a break. “You from D.C. too?”

“I’m a citizen of humanity.”

You’re an idiot. “We’re looking for our daughter, she’s not answering her phone—”

“Probably just can’t hear it.”

“Please, I’ll leave my driver’s license if you like.”

“Line starts there.” He gave Rebecca a you are dismissed look.

Pissant. Rebecca reached into her purse for her FBI badge, then stopped. In the United States, flashing it would have gotten them in, no questions asked. A century of branding had given the three letters an almost magic power. Rebecca doubted they carried the same weight here. They might even put the guy’s back up.

Step two: lying. “She has diabetes. She sent this weird text, it didn’t make sense, we just want to be sure she’s not passed out in a bathroom stall.”

“For real?”

“We’re not here to harsh your mellow,” Brian said.

“Harsh my what?” The guy smirked, nothing funnier than old people saying uncool things. As Brian had known, Rebecca thought. “Okay, ten minutes. Give me your licenses.”



Inside, the place looked like a tornado of hipness had hit it. A make-out session at the bar. Three shirtless boys dancing on a table. A confident beat backed a reedy voice: So let’s set the world on fiiiiire / We can burn briiiiiighter than the sun… The song had been in a Super Bowl commercial a few years back, Rebecca remembered. Taco Bell. Old people dancing crazily.

The place was fifty feet deep, twenty feet wide, a second smaller room at the back.

“I’ll go back,” she said to Brian. “You stay here.” Clear the room, box the target.

The FBI agent in her calculating. But her motherly sixth sense already told her Kira was gone. If she’d ever been here. Cologne and perfume mingled with sweat and beer. Girls sat on boys’ laps, boys whispered in girls’ ears, all swimming in the endless present. Rebecca wanted to be twenty again.

But the feeling passed even more quickly than it came. If she’d been here with Kira she could have afforded sentiment, nostalgia, even jealousy. Not now. Now she wished she could send all the revelers home, clear the room to see Kira more easily.

She swiveled her head left and right. SIPDE: Scan Identify Predict Decide Execute. Another bureau acronym. Her fingers brushed her hip for her Glock. A reflex. But it was back home. She missed it. Even FBI agents couldn’t bring weapons to Europe without diplomatic bags. Uncle Ned had told her when she joined the bureau, You’ll be surprised how used to it you get. After a while it’s like it’s part of you. As usual, he was right.

Rebecca stepped into the back room, saw Kira’s head, her honey-brown hair.

No. As the woman turned, Rebecca saw she was ten years older than Kira.

The bathroom next. Rebecca pushed by the women waiting outside, ignoring their complaints. Two stall doors swung open simultaneously, revealing women who weren’t Kira. The third stall, the one in the corner, stayed shut until Rebecca rapped on it.

“Kira?”

“Uno momento!” a female voice said. Not Kira. Rebecca turned and left.

She worked her way carefully back through the bar. Just to be sure. Because as soon as she reached the front door, she would no longer be able to avoid the fact that her nineteen-year-old daughter was missing in a foreign city after meeting a man she’d known barely a day.

Forget the strange couple she’d seen in Paris; forget the terrorist chatter. Kira wasn’t the type to vanish that way. She just wasn’t. Rebecca knew her daughter.
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