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One

“Jane, darling, you have to keep still.”

Darling.

I keep still. My muscles are screaming to stretch, release, contract, do anything but press my bones and blood into this pose for one more agonizing second, but I keep perfectly still.

“If you weren’t so beautiful, I wouldn’t have to be such a perfectionist,” Lucien mumbles.

My skin prickles. I stifle the cringe, but skin will be skin. “Maybe taking a picture would work better for this one,” I suggest.

Only half of his face is visible from behind the easel, but it’s enough to see his eyebrow think about raising itself. That single eyebrow holds enough disdain to be the most expressive barely moving eyebrow in the world. It’s saying: Ridiculous. A picture.

What’s ridiculous is that I was stupid enough to suggest it. I need to be necessary to his process. He has to find my presence as vital as breath and paint and canvas.

“I can’t paint from a photograph when it’s my living, breathing muse that inspires me,” he says, voice slippery and melodic like it gets when he’s about to wax poetic. Sometimes, like right now, there’s a hint of faux-British in it—just enough to remind people he went to boarding school in London, not consistent enough to sound remotely genuine.

It’s pretentious, but I prefer it to French, which he knows baffles me yet slides into anyway. He only does it every once in a while, to remind me how charmingly bilingual he is. Like everyone in Montreal doesn’t speak both. Aside from me, of course.

“Painting from a photograph isn’t an organic artistic experience,” he rambles on. “Rembrandt, Renoir, Matisse, Picasso—none of the great portrait artists painted from photographs. Can you imagine da Vinci infusing all that life and passion into the Mona Lisa if he wasn’t actually in the woman’s presence?”

I stare hard into the wall behind him to keep my eyes from rolling. He deserves to be mocked; I wish I could do it. The old me would do it. But Lucien has no sense of humor, so no ability to laugh at himself, and in the most literal sense of the word, I can’t afford to insult him. Instead, I say, “I’m no Mona Lisa.”

And Lucien is no idiot. He presses his lips together, clearly reading my thoughts—you’re no da Vinci—which is probably why he doesn’t respond with another affected monologue. He resumes painting, eyebrow back where it should be.

Lucien is not a terrible artist. The last two or three portraits have at least felt like me, if not actually looked like me. Dark hair, dark eyes, and I recognize the heart-shaped face because he exaggerates it every time. But honestly. Da Vinci. And as for referring to his muse as if she’s not present to hear how weird this is—it’s like he’s pulling me into his pretensions, making me complicit in his annoyingness.

Still, I say nothing. Some days the layers of make-believe are wrapped around me so thick, so tight, it’s hard to breathe.

Lucien tries to educate me because he thinks I’m a simple, ignorant girl living in a big city for the first time. If he knew that I grew up with a Klimt hanging in the dining room, a Dalí in my father’s study, and a Degas over my bed, he’d lose the smug smile. If he knew that I’d wandered galleries and auctions in London, Hong Kong, Buenos Aires, Dubai, that I know my Manet from my Monet and my van Gogh from my Gauguin, he’d stop trying to teach me something.

If I told him who my father is, pouring his knowledge of the art world into my sweet little head would be the last thing on his mind.

I stare at the wall. I keep still. I don’t think about Miami, or my father’s cigar-sweet smell and crinkled hands, or Emilio’s sad eyes. Instead I think about the ridiculousness of this pose, of the costume, of what I’ve become.

The pose, well, I’ve done worse as far as comfort goes. I’m sitting in the curve of a gleaming grand piano, on the hip, so to speak, leaning back on one palm, holding the other hand in front of me with a skinny, ebony cigarette holder between curled fingers. It’s cheesy and seductive, and my wrist is sore from the leaning, but at least I’m not perched on a diving board like last time. It’s the absurdity of it that hurts more than anything.

My costume is glitz and pizzazz, straight from the Roaring Twenties: black sequined flapper dress with a fringed hem and beaded spaghetti straps. It’s the kind of thing I would’ve worn to a party in my former life. Not to turn heads in the way my sisters love turning heads in their slinky cocktail dresses with slits up to there, but to be different. To stick out.

I don’t try to stick out anymore.

“Comfortable?” Lucien asks.

“Yes.”

A lie. As much as I’d love to love the flapper dress, it feels like I’m wrapped in sandpaper. Since I put it on I’ve been fantasizing about ripping it off my body and scratching my skin till it bleeds. It doesn’t help that the feather headband squeezes my temples and the plume flops over, tickling my cheek. But still, it’s better than the 1950s bathing suit, and the Regency gown, which, humiliatingly enough, actually took his help getting into.

“Don’t sigh like that. It changes the slope of your shoulder.”

I un-sigh, but he frowns, so I half sigh. Half-un-sigh? He scowls. It’s all so polar and intense, the way he responds to me. I’m either something to be fawned over or annoyed by; there is no in between.

Nobody from my old life would believe this of me, this subordination. Valentina Cruz was sub-nothing. She had no idea that spitfire and spunk and guts were a luxury. I miss being her.

“I’m serious,” Lucien says. “Stop sighing.” There’s a glint to his voice, a flash of something metallic and unyielding, reminding me of what my costume and his flattery occasionally make me forget. Power. I hand it to him at the door of this lavish loft. But sometimes I start acting and he starts acting, and the whole charade makes me forget. I shouldn’t forget. This is business.

Lucien pulls his brush across the canvas and glares at it.

When I really look at him, I have to admit it: Lucien isn’t ugly. But he’s one of those people whose personality is so pungent it soaks through his skin from the inside out. That first day outside the Metro station, maybe, I saw lemony hair, blue eyes, features all in good symmetry even if his face seemed a little thin. Now that I know him, though, those eyes are too deep-set and narrow, the tan is a suspicious orange, and his nostrils are freakishly small.

It’s his costume that irks me most, though—not that he’d admit to wearing one. He’s dressed as the quintessential artiste: windswept bedhead we both know he spent time and sculpting gel perfecting, scruff on his cheeks, rumpled clothes with the designer labels clipped off, and wire glasses that sit like two Os on his face when he actually remembers to put them on. Nonprescription, I’d bet. I’d wager a lot on it, actually, but gambling has always been my vice. I’ve bet on all sorts of things and people I shouldn’t have.

The door swings open. I can’t see it—I’m facing the opposite wall without permission to move—but I hear it, followed by the unmistakable clunk and clatter of a drunk man stumbling into a table, followed by the drunk man cursing out the table.

Lucien scowls but doesn’t lift his eyes from his brush. “Marcel.”

“Lucien.” The voice is not as drunk sounding as I’d expected. It’s swimming toward hungover, maybe floating on its back hoping the current will take it there. “Lucien’s model.”

I don’t respond. I’m not getting paid to converse with repulsive siblings. I’m getting paid to keep still.

“We need to talk,” Lucien says, his eyes still on his brush, still on his canvas, still full of sulk. He’s such a child.

“Not now,” mutters Marcel.

“Yes, now.”

“But you’re clearly busy with . . . with . . . with . . .”

Jane. I’m not saying it. I’ve been introduced to Marcel close to a dozen times, at least three of which he’s been relatively sober for. But today, Lucien doesn’t even say my name. No—what he thinks is my name. Either I’m not alive, or not to be shared this afternoon.

“. . . with arts and crafts hour,” Marcel finally says.

“I’m finished for today.” He puts his brush down a little more decisively than usual. “Jane, go put your clothes on.”

Put your clothes on. As if I’m perched on the piano naked. I’d allow myself a glare in his direction, but he’s reaching for his wallet, coaxing green bills from a stack—no, a pillow—of fifties with his thumb, one at a time . . . three, four, five, six. Of course. The power. This is why I check mine at the door.

He holds out the cash, and I slide my hips off the piano, taking the wad from his hand without touching his skin. The slips of paper are soft as clouds between my fingers. Three hundred dollars. My impulse is to kiss them. I don’t, and I don’t ask to look at the painting either, since I know what the answer will be. This is only the second sitting for this portrait. It’ll be another five or six before we move on, and I’m not sure I care what any of them look like anymore either. Money in hand, I make my way to the guest room.

When I emerge, I’m myself almost. My boots, my leggings, my sweater, my expression. The cherry lipstick refused to be rubbed off completely, so my lips are still a little stained, and the “glossy curls” Lucien annoyingly demanded have been finger-combed out, the ironed ripple effect gone.

I glance around for Lucien.

“He left.”

Marcel. He’s slumped against the doorway to the kitchen, cradling a tumbler of orange juice in his hand. I take him in. Black nail polish. Oily blond hair. Long, skinny fingers. Sly and leering.

“He said not to wait for him.”

I shift my bag to my other shoulder, sensing the swing of my cash-stuffed wallet. “I thought he wanted to talk to you.”

“I guess I’m not that riveting a conversationalist.”

“You don’t say.”

He sips his orange juice, eyes still evaluating me. “You’re not as pretty as the last one.”

I pause, surprised only at how quickly we’ve descended into insults. I don’t know him. Close to a dozen introductions to an inebriated guy don’t give you much to go on, and yet, I’ve always sensed that Marcel and I share a gift for bluntness, bordering on rudeness. Plus, Lucien is gone. This idiot isn’t my employer, and he’s probably my age.

“And the last one,” I say, “how long did she pose before Lucien got bored? Was it a month? Oh no, it was two weeks, wasn’t it?”

He grins, but I’m not entirely sure why. “No surprise there.”

I don’t ask. The reminder—that I’m not the first obsession for Lucien’s artistry to feed off of—is not upsetting like Marcel thinks it’ll be. More a happy reassurance, really, that this creepy excuse for a job is temporary.

“Tell me,” he says, “does he let you keep the feathers and sequins and garters and all that?”

“Let me? I don’t want them. I don’t wear costumes in real life.” I let my eyes make an obvious sweep of his clothes. He’s a cliché of a rock star with the leather pants, tight T-shirt, and lip ring. I’m not scared of him. I knew too many rich boys like him in my former life—gritty and slick, all pretending to hate Daddy while snorting coke paid for with Daddy’s cash. “Are you sure he said for me to go? He usually schedules my next sitting before I leave.”

“You know how artists are.” Marcel laughs. It’s not a kind laugh. And his eyes aren’t kind eyes. They’re dark as a bruise, edged with eyeliner that’s smudged under his left eye.

“No,” I say. “How are artists?”

“Unpredictable. Flighty.”

Lucien is neither. We both know it, and that’s where the humor lies, but Lucien is flawed in too many other ways for me to stick up for him. So we share this moment, Marcel and I, knowing exactly what the other is thinking: Lucien is a joke.

“So why do you do it?” he asks.

“Sit for Lucien?”

“Yes.”

“Are you that naive?”

“Naive,” he repeats, rubbing the pad of a bone-white finger around the lip of the tumbler. “How old are you, fifteen? Sixteen? How do your parents feel about you posing for a twenty-one-year-old artist who makes you dress up in costumes so he can stare at you for hours?”

“I’m nineteen.” I find if I deliver this lie with relentless eye contact, it isn’t questioned, but Lucien is staring at his ink-black fingernail. Maybe he believes me. “And how old are you?”

“Eighteen.”

“I don’t live with my parents,” I continue, ignoring how annoying it is that he’s actually older than me, “and by naive I mean you obviously don’t realize that some people have to survive without billion-dollar trust funds. Unbelievable, I know.”

His eyes are flat, registering none of the shame he should be feeling, or even annoyance.

I did exaggerate. It’s unlikely there’s a billion dollars sitting in his trust fund. More likely it’s just many millions for the second son of a soap tycoon. Ironic. Bar soap, body wash, liquid soap, hand sanitizer—I wonder if suggesting he use the LeBlanc family products from time to time would be taking our mutual rudeness too far.

“This is a business transaction,” I continue. “Something I do to make rent. Are you familiar with the concept of rent?”

He narrows his eyes. “Are you?” That bruised gaze sees something it shouldn’t, and the sudden spinning in my gut tells me he knows. His eyes say liar and he’s right, because I’m not what I’m pretending to be. Not at all.

I take a steadying breath through my nose so he won’t see that I’m rattled. Marcel is nothing but a drunk sack of dumb. The only truth he might guess is that I’m a runaway. I’m poor and desperate—the hallmarks of runaway-dom—but he can’t possibly know that the precious three hundred dollars in my wallet would have been a single shoe in my old life. Lunch on South Beach with my sisters. A trim and blow-dry at Petra’s.

And now, well, if Lucien hadn’t seen me busking outside the Metro that day two months ago, if he hadn’t stood and stared, leaning his shoulder into the wall, leaning his eyes into me for an hour before walking up and sliding a crisp hundred-dollar bill in my open mandolin case, I wouldn’t have lasted another week. I was down to my last few dollars. I’d have had to . . . I don’t know. Not go back to Miami.

Marcel’s still staring like he knows exactly what kind of money I came from.

“Am I familiar with the concept of rent? Are you kidding me?” I snap.

“Don’t get all riled up, sweetheart. I only meant you seem a little above it.”

“You don’t even know my name. You definitely don’t know what I seem.”

“Sure I do, Jane,” he says, a smirk on his lips. No hesitation, no head scratching, no fumbling through June-Jenny-Joan first. “You seem bored. I guess a little angelic or sexy or whatever it is that gets Lucien’s artistic juices flowing, but mostly just bored.”

“Bored and getting paid for it,” I spit back.

He stops and grins, showing his teeth—perfectly aligned and nicotine gray. “That’s something to be proud of.”

“I just pose. He doesn’t—”

“Oh, you don’t have to tell me what he does and doesn’t do,” he interrupts. “If you were sleeping with him, you’d be gone tomorrow. Lucien’s a freak. His muses are only good as long as they keep their halos intact. That what’s-her-name before you, she was gone two days after I walked into the kitchen to find her making an omelet wearing half of his pajamas.”

“I’m going.” I don’t give him the satisfaction of seeing me shudder, or ask him to pass on a message to Lucien, or let his slimy eyes touch mine.

“She was gorgeous, though, whatever her name was,” he mutters before I slam the door shut behind me.

I’m waiting for the elevator, trembling with anger, when I hear Marcel’s voice calling from the far end of the hall. “What do you play, anyway?”

I pass my bag to the other shoulder again, considering how deep today’s humiliation really needs to go. I’ve never told Marcel I play anything. That means Lucien’s sitting around talking about me, which makes my armpits sticky and the skin on my stomach itch. “Music,” I say, and step into the elevator.

The skinny corridor separating us is too long to see his expression. The elevator doors close between us.





Two

Eight minutes.

I shut my closet door behind me and sink to the floor. It’s the small pockets of time that kill me. Eight minutes isn’t long enough for a nap, but it’s long enough to remember things that make me want to rip my eyes out, so I’m careful. I stay in the here and now.

Closet is a misnomer. It’s the size of your average walk-in, but if you define a space by what you do in it, this is my bedroom. I sleep here. On this cot, under this synthetic blanket, I read and have nightmares and stare at the backs of my eyelids. I undress here, in the tiny space that I’m sitting in now, between the foot of the cot and the door. It’s dim and drab, only big enough for the cot, a suitcase, a mandolin, and my body. But it’s mine. I pay for it, and the money is clean.

Seven minutes.

The clock glows at me from the upturned crate beside my bed. I’m only on the floor because I’m too tired to move the suitcase off my bed. Maybe it’s ridiculous—being here three months and still living out of a suitcase—but buying a dresser would be settling in. I don’t want to be settling into this closet, this apartment with five roommates packed like pickles in a jar, in this run-down building in the most decrepit neighborhood in all of Montreal. I want to be passing through. Quickly.

I should be eating before I have to leave again, but Xiang is in the kitchen frying more garlic than has ever been fried at one time and in one place, and the unholy stench will permeate my skin and I will smell like garlic forever if I walk in there again. And I used to like garlic. Or garlic in Cuban food—black beans and ropa vieja and ceviche—where garlic belongs, swirled with cilantro and salt and lime. I don’t know if this stench is worse or better than when Françoise and Nanette let those potatoes turn to mush in the cupboard last week. Worse, I think.

How Xiang’s garlic escapades are deemed less offensive than the delicate plunks of a mandolin, I don’t know. And yet, I can’t practice here. Too loud. The vote was five to one, and I voted. Reasons stated: apartment is too small, walls are too thin, we said no to Pierre’s trombone, and Françoise and Nanette have occasional night shifts at the hospital, so they have to sleep during the day.

Six minutes.

I lean my body into the side of the bed and close my eyes to shield myself from the glare of the clock numbers. My blanket smells like Nanette’s detergent. Which reminds me, I need to buy myself the same detergent and sneak a few scoops back into her box. I doubt she noticed any was gone, but still. She might be the closest thing I have to a friend here. As in, I think she would do CPR on me if I needed it, and not just to practice her nursing-school skills.

Real friends are another luxury I’ve left behind. Drea. Cameron. Kim. Tony. I miss them but not like they deserve to be missed, not as whole people, but as pieces, fragments sewn together into a patchwork of mindlessness and recklessness and fun. I miss Drea’s fearless purple streaks. (When Lola told her they looked ridiculous, she laughed in Lola’s face. Nobody laughs in Lola’s face.) I miss Cameron’s inexhaustible devotion to cutting class. And Kim’s flask of mostly Dr Pepper. And Tony’s horoscope obsession. The sadness of losing them all is easier to take like that, in one sewn-together clump of memories. Even still, it’s lodged in my chest, and it hurts. To think of them as entire and separate people that I’ll never see again, that would be unbearable. I can’t.

They must hate me for disappearing. I wonder what they think happened.

Five minutes.

The real reason I’m not moving the suitcase: if I lie down, I will fall asleep, and if I fall asleep, I won’t wake up, not even when the alarm on my cell rings in four and a half minutes to tell me that it’s time to go.

Nanette’s uncle locks up his café, Soupe au Chocolat, at exactly midnight. If I miss him, I lose my only chance to practice, and if I don’t practice, I lose the music Emilio taught me. It’s our only link. I know it’s irrational, but when I’m not playing I feel like the notes are fading from my memory and that the next time I get to play my fingers will stumble around the melodies but never actually find them. That can’t happen. I’ll never see Emilio again, but the music gives us a heartbeat.

It’s his mandolin. I stole it, and I don’t feel bad about it. When I cradle and pluck it like he showed me, the notes sound like raindrops, and I see his eyes. It’s worth the exhaustion of staying up all night.

I should’ve come straight home after leaving Lucien’s. At least I could’ve slept for a few hours then, but getting onto the Metro I could still feel them, the rich boys, like a film on my skin. They’d both been so unnerving in their own way—Lucien with his adoration and Marcel with his insults and innuendo. Creepiness to expunge, I got off at Station Place-des-Arts for the cleansing power of back-to-back Japanese samurai films at Cinéma du Parc. That did the trick, burned off the grime of both sets of slimy blue eyes on me.

Four minutes.

I didn’t buy the clock. It and the cot were the only things in the room when I moved in. I hate them both. Every time the numbers on that clock change I’m a whole minute closer to outside.

I shiver again. Last month, a wet chill pushed its way up the Saint Lawrence River. It howled up the streets of Old Montreal, through the cracks of this decaying apartment tower, and into my bones. It lives there now, probably forever.

My stomach grumbles.

The palmeras! How did I forget? I root around in my purse until I find the white paper bakery bag miraculously uncrushed, the two coiled pastries still intact. They’re perfect: golden and glossy with the sugar glaze. I bought them on the way to Lucien’s as a reward for afterward, then forgot they were there. The first bite is almost too much. Butter and honey melt together into sunshine. The sign said PALMIERS, but I know better. They aren’t French. The French can claim every other pastry in the world, but I grew up on these. When I close my eyes and chew, I could be in Little Havana, at Versailles Bakery with Papi and my sisters picking out freshly baked pastelitos.

The palmera is so sweet I want to cry.

Three minutes.

I didn’t choose Montreal so much as it chose me. My pawned jewelry hadn’t been enough for a last-minute ticket to Spain, and standing at the airport ticket counter trying to digest that information, I was too crushed and drained to form a new plan. I asked the lady how much tickets to France were, thinking I could make my way west by train, but they were even more.

“A ticket to Montreal is only half that,” she said with one of those effervescent airline smiles. “You get the foreign experience without the overseas airfare.”

Tear-soaked and swollen, I stared at her. Did I look like I was trying to book an impromptu foreign vacation? On a one-way ticket?

“It’s lovely this time of year,” she added.

Montreal. I’d never been. I didn’t know anything about it, but in my mind it suddenly appeared as a glittering ice castle, a fortress to hide myself in. Maybe it was even better this way. My father would be looking for me under every rock in Spain—in Madrid, where my mother’s cousin lives, or in Barcelona, where I always said I wanted to go after graduation. A few months in Montreal might be smart. I’d get to Spain eventually.

Two minutes.

And I remembered what Emilio had told me.

It was one of those Key West nights on the yacht, but we weren’t on the deck anymore. We were in his cabin, tangled in sheets and talking about places we wished we could go. Alone. Together.

“Someday I’ll take you to Montreal,” he murmured in my ear. “It’s beautiful. You’ll love it.”

“When did you go to Montreal?”

“I’ve been lots of times,” he said. “For your father. He hates it, so he sends me.”

“I didn’t know he had business in Montreal.”

“He has business everywhere.”

Montreal. Of all the random places.

I bought the ticket.

One minute.

I forgot to ask why Papi hated it. Now I know.

It’s only November, and I can’t remember the last time I was warm. If someone had a gun to my head and was forcing me to choose between braving the five-minute walk to Soupe au Chocolat and murdering a kitten, I’d have to think long and hard. I’d probably end up under the frozen café awning, but only because I want to play Emilio’s mandolin more than anything else in the world right now, and I don’t even know where to find a kitten. In Miami they’re everywhere, but here, I think they’ve all been murdered by the cold already.

I pull myself to my feet and gather the things I need for the next four hours: mandolin, hat, scarf, coat, fingerless gloves, mittens to go over the gloves. And then I turn off the alarm before it can ring and force me to leave. I’d much rather it be my idea.





Three

“You’re late.” Nanette’s formidable uncle Jacques is standing under the awning with his arms crossed over his barrel chest. My eyes are drawn to the flaming orange sideburns glinting in the lamplight below the brim of his cap. He’s bull-like, short and thick, all meat and muscles. Like my father.

I hate muscles.

But not Emilio’s muscles, because Emilio is lean—not skinny, but taut and long and powerful, practically humming with energy.

I give Jacques a hopeful smile.

He shakes his head. “I already locked up.”

“I’m only two minutes late. You’d leave me to freeze to death for being two minutes late?” I let my teeth chatter loudly enough for him to hear the rattle.

He huffs.

Raw, red knuckles appear at the cuff of his jacket, and he pulls the key from his pocket. “Only if you’re stupid enough to freeze to death instead of going home.” He pushes the heavy door open for me. “You smell like garlic.”

I don’t deny it.

Jacques’s English is technically perfect, but it lacks the easy lilt of most Montreal natives who came out of the womb bilingual. It’s nasal and gurgling. It swallows entire syllables. It makes me constantly question if he’s slipped into his native French, and right now it’s making me annoyed that I still smell like grr-lique.

As for Jacques’s lack of subtlety, I don’t mind. There’s never a malicious undertone, and it feels good to have a conversation with someone who doesn’t give me the creeps. His occasional rudeness is counterbalanced by the fact that he’s my father’s age (old men are allowed to be cranky, aren’t they?), and he’s doing me a favor, and he has a slight limp. According to Nanette, he grew up on a farm north of Quebec City, and the limp has something to do with a combine.

Jacques flips on the lights, and I place the mandolin case on the closest of the tables. There are too many of them for a space this small—massive pearly white circles crammed in like soap bubbles. Every other color in the café is a glossy variation of chocolate. The floors are bittersweet, the walls are milk, and the countertops are deepest dark.

“Garlic,” he says again with a sniff. “Terrible.”

I unwind my scarf. “All I can smell is chocolate. That’s worse.”

He gives me a nasty look, all scrunched and incensed. “You don’t like chocolate? What’s the matter with you? Everybody likes chocolate.”

“Of course I like chocolate. But just smelling it is torture.” Reflexively, I sniff. Molten chocolate with roasted coffee bean undertones. I’ll be practically delirious from it in a few hours.

He motions for me to hand him my coat and my scarf. I do. He hangs them on the elaborate iron coatrack by the door with branches that curl like an unruly tree, then stands at the window, lifting the edge of the blind to peer out. “Don’t open the door for anyone.”

“I won’t.”

“And why did you walk here alone? That’s not safe to do at night.”

He said the same thing last time. And the time before. I fiddle with the zipper on the case and bite my tongue, because the parental concern doesn’t feel bad. But I don’t need someone to walk me here, and I don’t need someone to walk me home. Montreal in the dead of night is ten times safer than Miami at noon.

“Do you have someone you can call to walk you home?” he asks.

“Sure.”

He looks at me doubtfully. “Nanette said you have no friends.”

“I’ll be fine.” So much for thinking Nanette is my friend.

“I’ll go turn on the lights in the back for you,” he says, and inches past me.

I rub my nose. It’s still cold and rubbery feeling, like I’m touching someone else’s face. “I have friends,” I call after him.

“Maybe I heard her wrong. Maybe she said you’re not friendly.”

I watch him limp his way through tables and disappear into the back. A light goes on, followed by the scrapes and thuds of drawers and cupboards opening and closing. He reappears with a box under each arm. “Estelle will be here at four thirty to start the baking.”

“Just like last time.”

He puts one of his boxes beside the mandolin case. It’s plain brown, the size of a small shoe box. “So I’ll lock you in. If you leave, you won’t be able to relock it, though.”

“Right. Just like last time,” I repeat.

“I guess I’ll go then,” he says. “No smoking. Or any sort of fire. Don’t use the stove.”

“I got it. Thanks.”

He nods. “Good night.”

He’s one foot into the cold when I notice the brown box still sitting beside my case. “Are you forgetting this?”

“No, it’s for you,” he answers over his shoulder, the other box still tucked between his arm and his body. He closes the door behind him, and I listen to it lock from the outside, a metallic scrape followed by a clunk.

I run my hand over the box, warmed by the anticipation of a gift. It’s been a while. Papi used to give me gifts, extravagant gifts, gifts that make me squirm with guilt when I think of them now. And sometimes Lucien gives me things—weird things like a book about pointillism, and old-fashioned opera binoculars, and a CD of cello music even though I told him I don’t have a CD player—but none of these has felt like a real present. They’ve felt like wages.

The lid slips off easily, and I peer inside to see three perfect stacks of foil-wrapped bars. Chocolate. Quick inventory reveals two milk, four white, four dark, four hazelnut, two almond.

I’m shaking.

I slide onto the table, pull my legs up so I’m sitting cross-legged, and inhale half a bar of dark chocolate with my eyes closed, sucking on each precious square until I’m cocoa drunk and feeling too nostalgic to think about anything but what I shouldn’t think about.

Last summer. Key West. That first night on the yacht, when the stars were like scattered diamond chips and Emilio showed me how to hold his mandolin.

Papi had gone to bed first. Then Lola. Then Ana. But I wasn’t tired, because Emilio kept playing song after song and I couldn’t stop watching his fingers tug and slide over the strings. Wistful. That’s what he seemed, and I remember thinking it was so odd. How had I never noticed that possibility in him before? But I’d barely noticed him at all. Not because he wasn’t good-looking—he was—but because he’d always seemed so stiff, just another of Papi’s eager protégés with slicked hair and designer suits.

That night he was different, though, and it was more than just his wind-mussed hair and T-shirt. Everything felt fated. Him. Me. It was supposed to be a family vacation, just Papi and us three girls and the yacht, but then some business crisis—an authenticity issue with an auction piece, a sculpture—meant Emilio had to drive documents down from Miami.

Authenticity issue. Ha.

But when you’ve known something forever, you don’t see the evidence against it, not even when it’s sprouting all around you, blooming and strangling like noxious weeds. Really. You don’t. It’s only after, looking back, that you see the choking innocents, and then you hate yourself.

Here’s what I’d known forever: My father bought and sold priceless art. His clients were the wealthiest of the wealthy from all over the world. He worked miracles for them, procuring the rarest masterpieces for their eccentric collections, so there were always emergencies to be handled. Emilio was simply his latest lackey in a string of rotating men who handled them.

When Emilio showed up with whatever documents he was supposed to be bringing, the earnest assistant or minion or whatever you call a twenty-four-year-old slave, Papi insisted he stay for the weekend. It was a reward for his diligence, this invitation into our lives. And then everything changed.

It was the first of a whole summer of weekends, Emilio driving back and forth from Miami doing Papi’s bidding, then, at Papi’s insistence, staying in the guest cabin. Some nights he’d play his mandolin for everyone. And some nights just me. I’d pretend to go to bed, because I was only seventeen and Ana and Lola were nineteen and twenty, which gave them first dibs on Emilio and on life in general.

But it was my door he’d knock on. Valentina, come look at the stars. They’re so much brighter down here than in Miami. Not Lola and her relentless supply of push-up bras. Not Ana with her fawning. He came to me. I was the one he taught to play his mandolin, with his arms draped around me, still smelling just a little like cigar. You have to pull the bowl of it against your body, no, like this, so your fingers are free to play. Emilio with his light-brown eyes and loose brown hair and long brown limbs. Here, feel my hand. See how relaxed it is? Yours is too tight. You’ll strangle the music. Emilio who, after Papi went to bed, actually smiled and melted into a real person. Valentina, you have the most beautiful neck I have ever tasted. What? Why is that funny?

It’s been three months. Remembering shouldn’t still sting so much.

I leave the box of chocolate, take the mandolin to a chair in the corner by the radiator, sit, and cradle the rounded back against my belly. Those simple Spanish folk songs aren’t hard like they used to be. When I first arrived in Montreal and it was still warm enough to play outside, I spent hours by the Metro station, practicing over and over the few things he’d taught me. The wandering melodies. The tremolo. The finger patterns. If we’d had more time, he could have taught me more.

My fingers are stronger and more agile now, better able to control the tiny movements, and the patterns have sunk into my hands so the right notes sound at the right times. But still, I don’t sound like him. I play too deliberately, which makes the music plod when it’s supposed to trickle and flow. I play with too much guilt.

But if I play with guilt, why doesn’t he?

I discovered there were two Emilios. There was the serious one for my father, and the real Emilio who emerged slowly after everyone else went to sleep and we were two lone bodies on the deck, curled around the mandolin, night fog curling around us. It was the music that coaxed him out. After a few songs he would start to laugh at my jokes. He’d look out across the black waves all full of nostalgia and tell me the things you tell someone to make them yours: about when he was nine and his father left; about the soccer scholarship he gave up in Colombia to come work for Papi.

“Why would you do that?” I asked.

He only shrugged and said, “Money. My mother and sisters don’t have much.”

At the time, I thought sending his paychecks home to Colombia was gallant. But his gallantry is just as bloodstained as my luxury-filled childhood. We’re both guilty.

Time vanishes like it has during the other nights I’ve spent at Soupe au Chocolat. I don’t know how long I practice for—hours? days? years?—but there’s sweetness in losing time. My fingers ache, and my eyes burn, and I’m so tired I hurt, but right now I can remember the Emilio I want to remember. The one who played melodies for me and the stars.

Not the Emilio with dead eyes.

 

“Encore? N’avez-vous pas un appartement?”

I’m startled. I’m awake. It’s a woman’s voice. I’m still curled around the mandolin, my fingers half gripping the strings. I taste bitter cocoa, and I don’t know where I am, or what the voice is saying, or why my brain is stretching tentacles into the Spanish places and finding nothing.

“Mademoiselle, pourquoi dormez-vous ici encore?”

Estelle. French. Soupe au Chocolat. I pull myself out of my slump and twist around to see her kicking the snow off her boots. The clock says four thirty.

“Sorry. I guess I dozed off,” I mumble as I stand, hoping my English convinces her to switch over. The room tilts until I blink it back to normal.

“You should go home and sleep in a bed,” she says, bustling past me to the kitchen, her cheeks red and splotchy from the cold. “You have a bed, no?”

“I have a bed.” I fit the mandolin back into the case, take my coat and scarf from the iron tree where Jacques hung them.

Estelle reappears. She’s short like me, but with extra chins, and sausage arms beneath the sleeves she’s trying to roll up. The sleeves are resisting.

“I’m going now,” I say.

She ignores me and wrestles with the second sleeve without breaking her bulldog scowl to say good-bye.

Two steps out and the night wraps cold claws around my throat. I’m not nervous. I shouldn’t be nervous. Still, I walk quickly, quicker than I should on the icy cobblestone, the mist of predawn tickling the back of my neck. This is Jacques’s fault, this jumpiness. Old Montreal is not unsafe.

But it’s not quite night and it’s not quite morning, and the city feels like a sleeping beast that could wake at any moment and eat me.

I force myself to slow down just a little so I can check my phone. I missed a two thirty a.m. text from Lucien.

 

Tonight at 9. Saint Joseph’s Oratory. Idea to run by you.

 

An idea. Great. As long as he pays me, Lucien can run all sorts of ideas by me. I consider texting back to say that if his idea involves posing as the Virgin Mary I’m not doing it, but it would only fall into the black hole where his sense of humor should be. Besides, there’s a slight and horrific possibility that he’s already thinking along those lines.

I shove the phone back into my pocket and quicken my pace. Old Montreal is all corners and crevices between uneven buildings, staircases, craggy stone alleys. My imagination takes over, and one crooked shadow falls into the next. Anything could be lurking.

But nobody is looking for me here. Emilio can’t possibly remember talking about coming to Montreal together, and even if he did, he wouldn’t try to find me. He knows he’d be safer if I disappeared forever. If I was dead.

I shouldn’t, but I let myself remember that last night and his dead eyes, and that’s enough to remind myself that I don’t ever want to see him again. It should be that easy. But it’s one thing to say it—I don’t ever want to see Emilio again—and it’s another thing to be sure that if I looked into one of those alleys and saw his long silhouette leaning against the stone, a glowing cigar between his lips, I could run away. I’m not sure.

That night. He knows I saw everything from his closet. He was the one who pushed me into it, his eyes wide with fear and his grip too tight. Shhh! Your father will kill me if he finds you in my room. He knows I stood trembling between suit coats, frantically buttoning up my blouse, still feeling his fingers around my arms where they had squeezed too hard. He knows I saw everything.

A bird squawks from a covered doorway, and I jump, nearly slipping into the gutter. My heart is racing too fast to keep walking so I run, back to my decrepit building, past the perpetually out-of-service elevator, up the filthy stairwell, through the communal space and kitchen, and into my closet. I heft my suitcase off the cot, chuck the mandolin and the chocolate on top of the suitcase, and collapse into bed.

Safe. Alone. The relief is sweeter than chocolate or palmeras or even memories of the beach. This is home, or at least until I get myself to Spain. This is a cold, disgusting hellhole, but it’s mine. I pay for it with money that nobody was murdered for.





Four

“I’m not dressing up like a nun,” I say, sitting down beside Lucien. We’re in the last pew of the near-empty cathedral.

Lucien laughs like I’m kidding. The sound is offensively loud, bouncing off the stone columns and blooming over the entire cathedral, and an old woman turns and glares from up near the altar. He doesn’t notice. “I wouldn’t dream of making you.”

Asking me. The correction goes unsaid, of course, but I’m starting to wonder if he can’t hear my thoughts, the way his eyes narrow just a little.

“Hiding you under a habit would be such a waste,” he says. “And I don’t think they’ll let me paint in here anyway.” He stands and edges by me, motioning for me to follow him.

“Where are we going?”

“The cemetery.”

I don’t stand. I don’t follow. “But that’s outside.”

“Correct.”

“Outside and covered in snow.”

“More or less.”

“Less?” I ask. “Tell me how it’s less covered in snow. I saw it coming in. It’s entirely covered in snow.”

He stops and squints. I can feel his eyes searching my face for his sweet, docile Jane, but his sweet, docile Jane is tired.

After spending most of the night at Soupe au Chocolat, I should’ve spent the day sleeping. Instead, I trolled thrift stores for a better pair of boots—a maddening and humiliating waste of time. Even used boots cost too much, so I’ll continue stuffing my freezing toes into the scuffed, tight, ugly ones I have.

I swallow and look up at the stained-glass panels. The Virgin Mary stands stoically, surrounded by three adoring magi, the Christ child in her arms. I’ve been here once before, but it was during the day when sunlight pushes through the glass and bathes the cathedral in color. The scene is barely visible now with just the moon glowing behind it.

I turn back to Lucien. I need the money, but sitting for a portrait in the cemetery sounds like hell. No, worse. Hell would be hot.

“I’ll double your sitting fee,” he says.

Instantly, my heart is pumping twice as fast. Two hundred an hour, that’s—that’s ridiculous. In a month I could be in Spain with a cushion big enough to buy time, enough time to find a decent place to live and a decent job. And in the meantime, I could buy a pair of boots that fit, and dozens and dozens of palmeras.

He holds out his hand, palm up, just waiting for me to slide my fingers into it.

My stomach lurches, and the colors from the stained glass melt together.

I take it.

Lucien leads me outside, down the steps, under the black sky stamped with a full yellow moon. Once we hit snow, I drop his hand and follow him down the path to the graves, ice crunching like eggshells under my boots. Headstones rise from the snow like spikes and bolts, angry granite reminders that we’re all going to die. Me. Emilio. My father.

All of us, like the man from the docks.

I wonder if he has a headstone somewhere, if the people who love him have realized that he’s never coming back. It’s only been three months. Whoever they are. Whoever he was.

“Hurry up,” Lucien calls. He’s already reached the top of the crest. I join him and see we’re only at the first hill, that the graves and headstones and mausoleums stretch on and on and on. We’re the only mourners.

“Aren’t you curious?” Lucien asks.

I don’t want to pose out here. Not as an angel. Not as a grieving widow. My bones are ringing with something worse than chill. I sniff, the cold already making my nose run. “Just tell me.”

“I think you’d make a stunning grim reaper.”

I nearly laugh, but his satisfied smirk stops me. “You’re serious.”

“Of course I’m serious. I’m thinking under that tree.” He points to the left, the sleeve of his coat brushing my face. “The one beside that grayish mausoleum.”

“But . . .” Rebellion. I feel it bubbling—volcanic rebellion, with cruel words like scalding lava flowing out of me and eating him alive. If only I could afford it. I exhale and watch the cloud of ice crystals escape from my mouth, rise up, and dissipate. Releasing the anger is easy, but I can still taste bitterness.

“But what?”

“But it’s so stupid,” I mutter.

“Excuse me?”

“They’re all so stupid,” I say again, louder, a glorious recklessness taking over. “Your paintings. The grim reaper, the flapper girl, the Southern belle, the Marilyn Monroe thing, that ridiculous Marie Antoinette getup—all of them. Your entire portrait collection is one tacky cliché after another.”

He’s perfectly still. His lips are parted, but not even a trickle of frost floats up from them. I close my eyes, wincing under the cold pressing in on me, wishing I could slice time and reconnect it to when this is all over. There will be carnage—a tantrum, insults, a firing (him), mouthing off (me). My stupid temper. Speaking my mind is a luxury I left in Miami.

The silence stretches and thickens between us, and eventually I have to open my eyes. I’m met with the impossible. He’s wounded. I’d thought Lucien was too arrogant for hurt feelings, but his face is stricken with them now. The bloated ego, the wealth, the artiste charade, all gone. Of course they were a cover for insecurity—I suppose I knew that but forgot? Our eyes meet, and his embarrassment infects me, burning my cheeks. It’s painfully clear, but I can’t look away. He wants to be special in a way money can’t buy, wants to show Daddy he can do something remarkable and separate, be his own man.

“Lucien. I’m . . . I didn’t mea—”

“I know what you meant,” he says.

“But I don’t actually—”

“Yes, you do.” He breaks away from my eyes and stares out over the field of icy graves. I look too. Some of them shimmer, frost crystals and moonlight playing tricks with the dead. When he turns back to me the hurt is gone, like the moment never happened. And when he speaks, his voice is oily. “You’re not exactly qualified to judge art, though, are you? I’m creating a series of parodies. All those clichés you find so ridiculous are intentional. I didn’t explain it earlier, because honestly I didn’t think you’d get it, but in order to mock stereotypes I have to reproduce them.”

I open my mouth, but nothing comes out.

“Don’t worry about it. Art is complex. I don’t expect you to understand.”

My pity is gone. Over. Like it never happened. My hand tingles, and the thought of slapping him flies through my mind. I close my mouth and swallow, then ball my hand into a fist before I do something stupid.

Lucien will never know that I’ve been to more galleries than he can name. He won’t know that I’ve sat at auctions beside my father for hours and hours because I was the only daughter who cared, the only one who understood Papi’s passion and who loved the art too.

Lucien will never know that I’m haunted by the art now.

“So we’ll start tomorrow?” he asks.

It takes me a moment to remember that he’s talking about the cemetery painting. Double the money. “We’ll freeze.”

“We’ll take lots of breaks.”

“I don’t want to sit in the snow.”

“You have to.”

“I don’t have to do anything.”

He lifts his eyebrow. “What’s the matter with you tonight? Are you sick?”

“No.”

“Then stop being so difficult. You’re in eleven portraits. You have to be in the last three.”

The last three. I draw a slow breath of frozen air and feel it flow down to my toes, fill my fingers. Now who has the power? Tactical error, Lucien. You need me. “What about the one we’re in the middle of? The piano one.”

He shrugs. “It’s not going where I want it to go. I need to let it breathe for a week or two.”

“And what if I have something better to do?”

“You don’t.”

“How would you know?”

“Do you?”

I ignore the question. “You don’t actually know me at all.”

“Jane,” he says, grinning. “Come on.”

The irony of him not even knowing my real name hangs between us, unappreciated.

“I’ve spent dozens of hours examining you,” he says. “You don’t have an expression I haven’t seen. I know every curve of your body. I know the exact difference between the color of the skin on the backs of your legs and the skin at your throat.” He reaches out and pets my cheek with the back of his finger.

I swallow my shudder.

“I’m leaving Montreal,” I say.

He pulls his hand back and drops it by his side. “Going where?”

“Spain.”

“When?”

“Soon.” He can’t know that it’s not possible yet, that I need more money, that I need more from him.

“Why Spain?”

“I have family there.” There’s truth to this lie.

“I’ll triple your fee.”

A crow caws, and a wave of dizziness rolls through me. Three hundred dollars an hour. It’s too much to turn down.

“Not just for the grim reaper,” I say, and hold my breath while the numbers multiply in my brain. Three more portraits, around six hours apiece, three hundred an hour, plus a few more hours for the flapper girl. That’s . . . thousands. “I’m going to need that much for all the portraits still left to do.”

He grins. He knows he has me. I’m greedy, and it makes me his. “Three hundred an hour for the grim reaper and the last three portraits.”

“Deal,” I say, and hold my hand out for him to shake. He takes it, pulls it to his mouth, presses wet lips against my frozen skin.

That seals it. My feet are weighted, cemented to the eggshell snow and ice while the sea of headstones reels around me. The impulse to get away is overwhelming, to get away from Lucien, go back into the cathedral, and find a confession box to pour my guilt into. I need absolution. Absolution for making deals with a devil. Absolution for being the daughter of somebody evil. Absolution for falling in love with a murderer.

Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned.





Five

Seven minutes.

I’m under my synthetic blanket, fully clothed, still shivering even though I’ve been back from the cemetery for over an hour.

I could show up at Soupe au Chocolat late. Jacques will wait, pretending to be just locking up whether I’m there right at midnight or twenty minutes after. He gave himself away with the box of chocolate; he doesn’t hate me. He might even be nice.

Lola says niceness is a liability, which explains why she rarely attempts it. She’s catty with friends and cruel to guys, who are revoltingly eager to lick up whatever garbage she tosses their way. She treats them like scum and they love her for it, until she’s done with them, and then they love Ana, who thinks she’s won because she ends up with the prize, until even the nice guys get tired of her neediness and slink away. Poor Ana.

Lola probably doesn’t miss me—she’s too self-consumed to miss anybody—but Ana might.

I pull the blanket over my head, but that doesn’t help. It’s thick but weightless, so I can’t breathe and I’m not any warmer. It was a dollar at the thrift shop where I bought everything I own. The only other blanket cost four dollars, and I needed that extra three bucks for the boots fund.

Six minutes.

Leaving Key West with nothing but a stolen mandolin and my passport was stupid. I see that now. But I had rage and terror to grapple with, and I’d never felt so much of both at the same time. I couldn’t risk going back to the house in Miami first. Emilio or my father might already be there.

The four-hour drive from Key West to Miami airport felt like ten minutes. I guess I was shaking and crying so hard that time melted down into a puddle. I stopped once to get gas (the last time anything was charged to Valentina Cruz’s Platinum Visa), and a second time to hock my diamond earrings and tennis bracelet. I only got two thousand for both, which still makes me cringe. I know for a fact they were worth five times that, at least, but I was desperate, a pawnshop’s dream customer.

During the rest of that drive, still shaking and crying, gripping the steering wheel, I had the strangest, clearest thought: I wondered if my mother had been shaking and crying when she left too.

Five minutes.

Lola and Ana hate her. I should too, but she was never quite real enough to hate. They remember the holes she left, remember missing her. But she didn’t leave a hole in me—I was only a baby. I grew up with nannies who cuddled and scolded and bandaged, while subtly planting the ideas that have always protected me: What kind of woman does that? Who would abandon three daughters and a husband
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