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had talked so long her throat was raw when she called
Mabharet that night and told her she’d found someone
else, someone like her, someone who could understand.
A friend, a friend, finally a friend.

They paused after that memory so Jesse could look
him up. Ian’s Facebook page had been converted to a
memorial. Pancreatic cancer, in 2021. Maharet must
have simply erased his memories, too, and let him live
out his life. Small mercies.

The ninth memory was immediately
overwhelming: darkness punctuated by flashing
multicolored lights, throbbing music so loud she could
feel it in her teeth, a thicket of bodies dancing all
around her. A club—and not a usual night, no. The
outfits were too outrageous, the crowd too varied, the
joy so thick in the air Jesse could taste it. A delightfully
tacky banner on the wall read ‘PRIDE NIGHT 2009!!!”.

Her first one. She almost hadn’t come. A mass
email invitation, forwarded on the Columbia LGBTQ
listserv she was still subscribed to despite having
graduated two years ago. She’d chatted with Maharet
that afternoon on the phone, agonizing over it. She
didn’t think she was going to go. She wasn’t going to
g0. Was she just a homebody, or could it be internalized
homophobia? She didn’t know. Should she go, see if
she could meet a few other queer people, make friends?
But who made friends at a club? Maybe lots of people
—Jesse didn’t know. She didn’t really do clubs. She
didn’t really do friends.

And yet here she was—in a club. It had been an
impulsive thing when she changed her mind. She’d
gotten dressed in a whirlwind of excitement. Sheer dark
tights, her biggest stompiest black boots, and a 9os-
style babydoll dress. Jesse hadn’t worn it once since she
bought it; she loved the floral pattern—pink ruffled
blossoms on a black background—the loose softness of
the skirt, the way it looked on her body. But it was so
short. Nothing compared to so many of the outfits on
display in this club, but still considerably more risqué
than her usual.

But she’d put it on. She’d done her hair up in a
messy bun, slapped on a little mascara, taken a brave
breath, and she’d actually showed up.

Hard to imagine all that doubt and fear, now. She
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lining of her coat yesterday and had extrapolated—
correctly—that it must be a gift from Maharet. Of
course, he had worked it out. Jesse was glad she hadn’t
told him about the other memory that had bubbled up at
that time. It didn’t exactly reflect very well on Maharet,
did it? Giving Jesse a mink coat, because she knew how
much she enjoyed the feeling of fur, because she used
to...she used to...

Jesse cut off the thought there.

Rashid sighed.

“But it doesn’t really matter what I think, does it?
If it helps you to tell me that she did good stuff too,
then okay. Now I know she did good stuff too. I won’t
forget it.”

He paused, added with grim humor, “Or will I?
Who knows.”

“Stop!” Jesse choked on a tiny laugh, pulling away
and covering her mouth with her hand. It must be some
kind of magic, the fact that he could still make her feel
better, in the midst of all this, “You can’t make me
laugh about that, it’s so fucked up.”

“I know,” he agreed.

A beep from the card reader and Armand slipped
back into the suite. All signs of his distress had been
smoothed away; he carried himself as if nothing at all
out of the ordinary had happened. Like he’d just
stepped outside to take a call.

“I believe I now understand why your aunt’s eyes
keep changing color,” he said, before Rashid or Jesse
could ask if he was alright. All smooth, authoritative
detachment. Jesse and Rashid exchanged a single
glance, but neither of them called him on it. “Before, |
believed it must be simply a more pronounced version
of something not uncommon in vampires. For some of
us, the shade of the iris fluctuates. You may have
noticed.”

He made a loose little gesture at his own face;
Jesse saw that his eyes were a tawny, warm brown.
Quite different to the vivid orange they’d been mere
minutes earlier.

“But now I am convinced this is something else. |
believe Maharet’s own eyes have been removed.”

Jesse frowned, “Wouldn’t she heal? Rashid said
something about vampires having super healing.”
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was told and sucked on the three fingers Cairo fed her
with relish. She wasn’t really sure if she was doing it
right or how much her tongue was supposed to be
involved, but she was having the time of her life, and
she wasn’t hearing any complaints.

“You want me to fuck you?”

Cairo’s other hand found its way under her dress
and ran along her slit, tucked away under the tights and
her underwear. She was hopelessly wet, Cairo could
probably feel it, could probably fucking sear it as she
pressed harder, sliding her fingers back and forth,
tracing her through the fabric. Jesse ground down
against it, moaning against Cairo’s fingers and nodding
so vigorously some of her hair dislodged itself from her
half-collapsed bun. Yes, fuck me, please, make me
come, wreck me—

She wanted to say the words, as Cairo slipped the
fingers from her mouth and tugged the strap of her
dress off her shoulder, but she couldn’t make herself.
Surely Cairo would know she was a fraud, if she started
trying to dirty talk. She’d managed to slip under the
radar this far, to seem fun and rebellious and sexy and
not like a virgin who would talk for hours about
different Mesopotamian pottery traditions and why they
all mattered so very, very much. Cairo hauled the strap
down low enough to expose Jesse’s breast and then got
to rolling Jesse’s nipple between her thumb and
forefinger with easy, practiced movements. Jesse
squeaked—Iloud, much too loud. She covered her
mouth with her hand, her ears burning, her face
burning, her whole body alight.

“Oh, you’re a sensitive one, aren’t you? That’s
cute.”

Cairo sounded smug and condescending and so
sure; Jesse was afraid she was going to come before she
even got her tights off if she kept talking like that. She
nodded again, feeling some muscle tucked away deep
inside her clench, needy and begging for more. She
wanted Cairo to finger her; she wanted to ride her face;
she wanted to see if there were any more piercings
tucked away on her; she wanted to hear what noises she
would make when Jesse got her tongue on her. She
wanted and wanted and wanted, mindless and
exuberant.
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cleared it carefully and went on.

“I have had a good life thanks to her. Not just
because she paid for things, either. She encouraged me,
no matter what stupid hobby I was getting into. She
taught me about art, and literature, and history. She—
wrote me letters, every week, even before I was old
enough to read them, from all over the world. Thinking
about me. Caring about me. She inspired me to be
curious, and—and believe in myself. She listened to me
whenever I needed someone to talk to. She was my best
friend. She actually believed me, about the ghosts, and
told me I didn’t have to be afraid of them. The letter she
wrote me, after I confessed that I could see them...I
carried it around with me for two years, everywhere |
went, just so I could read it if I needed to.”

Jesse sighed, frustrated by the inadequacy of words
to convey the reality of Maharet’s role in her life.

“She loved me. She—loves me. And that’s
important. It’s not fair, to throw all of that out, just
because—"

Belatedly, Jesse realized she’d started scratching at
one of the tattoos behind her ears. She forced her hand
away; she kept doing that this morning. The skin was
starting to get hot and irritated from it, which only
made her want to scratch more.

“—just because she—a few times she—"

“You can’t even say it, can you?” Armand
interrupted.

He was hunched forward in his chair, curling
inward, his arms wrapped tight around his chest. His
hair had fallen in a curtain around his face, blocking it
from view, but his voice was tight and strained. Like he
was trying not to cry.

“Is this what I sound like?”” he whispered.

She had played this out in her mind multiple times
while she was showering, anticipating possible
outcomes. She’d imagined pity. She’d imagined
disagreements. She’d imagined anger.

But this...she didn’t even know what this was.

Armand looked up at Rashid, a pleading expression
on his face. His eyes were vivid, electric orange. The
question had been for him, Jesse realized. She replayed
it in her head: Is this what I sound like? Drawing a
comparison between himself and Jesse, distraught by
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hole she’d sliced into the tights and yanked. The tear
gaped wider, the harsh sound of the ripping fabric
unmistakable and awful.

“I didn’t lie, I d-didn’t, I just changed my mind, I
changed my mind, I forgot to tell you, it wasn’t on
purpose, I promise.” Jesse’s breath hitched, but she
tried to keep the sobs at bay. She jerked away when
Mabharet’s fingers sought her out again, trying to slip
back inside, but there wasn’t anywhere for her to go.
Jesse stuttered, “P-please stop doing that. I don’t like
that.”

“I shouldn’t have been surprised. I let myself
forget, too often, who your mother was.”

Mabharet was rougher this time, as she shoved her
fingers into Jesse’s cunt. It spasmed around them, little
involuntary clench of pleasure. Maharet laughed; Jesse
stopped trying not to cry.

“She was a slut, and now you’re a slut. Fitting that
you use her name, while opening your legs for any
random stranger that calls you pretty. Nature winning
the race over nurture yet again, much to my
disappointment. I thought I had taught you better, but
apparently not.”

Such disgust in her voice, as she pulled her fingers
free from Jesse and smeared them across her cheek,
leaving a wide streak of slick fluid behind them.
Evidence of her perversion, her disgrace. Jesse
whimpered—a tiny, animal sound that Maharet
ignored. She stuck her hand up under Jesse’s dress
again and set to rubbing her clit, tight little circles that
sent jolts along Jesse’s nerves.

“I’m sorry, Maharet, please don’t, please—"

“It was a mistake, thinking you could look after
yourself without supervision. Here you are, a grown
woman who should know better, putting yourself in a
dangerous situation in mere service to your libido. Do
you have any idea what could happen to you in a place
like this? You could be robbed. You could be murdered.
You could be raped.”

Jesse flinched. One more awful realization pierced
through the panic: that s what is happening to me.

“It’s not safe. I’'m not going to let you end up hurt
the way she was. I love you too much, Jesse. I love
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you.
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chapter seven
shame

They lay in each other's arms, she and Maharet,
and Maharet's hard skin warmed and softened so that
they became one wet and tangled thing, hair enmeshed,
Jesse's face buried in Maharet's neck as she gnawed at
the fount, as one shock of ecstasy passed through her
after another.

- Queen of the Damned

She slept for eleven hours and did not dream.

By the time she woke up, Rashid had already gone
to the Motherhouse and returned again. He had
borrowed her keys—*I thought you wouldn’t mind”—
and brought back a change of clothes, her toothbrush,
and bagels from her favorite deli. Not just random
clothes, either: it was an outfit that she frequently wore
when she knew she was going to be in the library
translating all day and wanted to be comfortable. The
exact right combination of leggings, shirt, sweater.
Even the socks she usually paired with it—thick ones,
since the library was always colder than she liked.

Now and then, Rashid’s eye for detail intimidated
her. Jesse didn’t envy Armand finding out he had been
secretly observing him for years. She didn’t like to
imagine all the things he’d noticed about her over the
months.

Jesse left Rashid and Armand talking quietly at the
table in the suite’s dining area as she went about getting
ready for the day. What a difference it made—sleep,
food in her stomach, a shower, clean teeth, a change of
clothes. Jesse returned to join them with her wet hair
pulled over one shoulder, weaving it into a neat side
braid.

“I said you had a vision and we’re off investigating
it in Barton-upon-Humber, by the way. I told them we
wouldn’t be back for a couple days, at earliest.” Rashid
smiled up at her, “Which is a terrible lie, but that was
the whole point. They think we’re madly in love and
hiding it badly.”

There was the tiniest touch of contempt in his
voice; Jesse couldn’t blame him. The secrecy around
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of the dress back where it belonged. Once again, no
visual evidence of what had happened; the residue on
the face covered by all that curling hair, the tear in the
tights hidden under the fall of the skirt.

“You’re going to go home,” Maharet commanded,
and the words weren’t just words. They were a hand
around her throat. Maharet shouldn’t be able to do that
when Jesse was just a ghost. She shouldn’t have been
able to touch her when she was like this. But she was
doing it, and it was awful, and there was nowhere else
to go, no deeper place to sink. “You’re going to throw
these clothes away and you’re going to remember
spending the night alone at home. With your shame.”

“Yes,” said the body, said Jesse.

“You will forget this.”

By the time the last word reached her ears, she
already had.

“Come with me,” Armand said when the memory
ended. Jesse got up and went.

He led her to the suite’s bathroom. Jesse watched
as he turned on the tap, testing the temperature with his
fingers, waiting for it to run hot before he set the
stopper in the bottom of the sink. As it slowly filled, he
unzipped a small cloth bag and began looking for
something in it. Jesse watched him. She knew where
she was, what was happening, but the untethered
feeling had not stayed where it belonged in the
memory. It had stowed away, followed her out.

Armand pulled out a sleek white tube with small
silvery lettering she couldn’t be bothered to read.

“This was a gift from Louis—from my love. I'm
sure Rashid has mentioned him.”

He unscrewed the cap with careful movements,
continuing to speak as he did, “It’s my favorite soap in
the world. It smells just like honeysuckle, and the foam
is astonishingly thick.” He pulled down one of the
nearly-folded washcloths hanging on the towel rack and
dipped it in the water. “I thought it might make you feel
better, to wash your face.”

“A little late,” Jesse said dully.

Thirteen years since that memory. She could feel it
as if it happened seconds ago; Maharet’s fingers
smearing the evidence of her lust onto her face, making
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the very least.”

Jesse didn’t know if he’d been hearing her
thoughts, or if he merely guessed at their direction.
Either way, Armand’s voice was softer as he added,
“I’ll keep watch. No unwanted visitors.”

Jesse rubbed at her eyes and tried very hard to
pretend they weren’t hot with tears. It was only a
temporary solution; she knew that. But it meant she
could be safe for tonight. For one night, at least.

“D-don’t sleep on the couch, Rashid. That’s stupid.
This bed could fit, like, seven people in it.”

“Ten, if you got creative,” Armand agreed.

She ended up choosing Rashid’s clothes, sweater
holes and all. The silk pajamas Armand had pulled from
his suitcase looked too expensive to touch even to
Jesse, who had grown up with plenty of luxury to go
around.

Rashid insisted upon her eating at least one of his
ever-present protein bars, after which she slipped
between the sheets and closed her eyes. She felt the
mattress dip when Rashid joined her, heard the click as
Armand shut off the lights.

Jesse stayed curled on her side, listening as
Rashid’s breathing became slow hardly a minute later.
She opened her eyes again.

Armand had settled himself on the nearby couch,
his legs crossed, a book open in his lap. Reading in the
dark was evidently not an issue for a vampire.

Tentatively, Jesse thought in what felt like his
direction:

—Is he asleep already? That’s nuts.

It must have worked because Armand lifted his
head. She could just make out his soft smile in the dim
moonlight filtering in through the window

—It really is quite the skill, isn't it?

Jesse shut her eyes and tried to follow suit. There
really was an ocean of room in the bed between them.
Rashid must have picked this suite thinking Jesse’s
memory would take an hour or two to sort out, and that
he and Armand would have plenty of time after to make
use of this ludicrously big bed.

Jesse was ragged with exhaustion and it made her
inhibitions lower than they perhaps ought to have been.

—Sorry if you guys were planning on having crazy
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was the first thing she felt, after.
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For now, you need food and sleep. You’ve lived
through multiple days’ worth of memories in the space
of a few hours. Your brain needs time to sort through it
all and to restore its—what’s that word?”’

This last question to Rashid; it was clearly a topic
they’d discussed before, because Rashid had the answer
ready right away, ‘“Plasticity.”

“Yes, its plasticity. If we continue on without a
break, I fear our returns will only diminish from here.”

Obnoxious of him, to make an argument that was
both reasonable and utterly impersonal. He was not
saying that she was not strong enough to keep going—
merely pointing out that human brains required sleep in
order to function.

Jesse’s head did hurt quite badly, she realized. She
didn’t feel hungry, but she recognized that the trembly
weakness in her limbs was probably at least partly low
blood sugar. It made sense. Go back to the
Motherhouse, have a late meal, get a good night’s rest,
come back tomorrow. Nothing to be gained by doing it
all in one day.

Except that the thought of returning to her rooms
filled her with terror. She still owned the sheets that had
been on her bed in that first memory. She’d recognized
the fabric. Were they on her bed right now? She
couldn’t remember. She was going to have to donate
them to a charity shop. She was never going to be able
to sleep on those ever again.

How many times had Maharet come to her, while
those diamond-patterned sheets were on her bed? She
thought back, let her mind gently touch that memory in
a way that she hadn’t when she was desperately
denying the truth. It had been a passing siren on the
street that woke her up enough to realize something
was happening. A random, rare coincidence.

How many times had she not woken up? No
memory even made to hide away. Had it happened on
every set of sheets that she owned? In every apartment
she’d ever lived in? Was this why Maharet had bought
that townhouse when she was in college? For easier
access? What about the Motherhouse? The living
quarters were hardly high-security. Maharet could
simply erase herself from anyone’s memory if she were
caught sneaking in. When was the last time it had
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her aunt watched her, as she placed the morsels directly
on her tongue. Something about her eyes as she did it.

The memory became patchy and incomplete after
that—all that wine, doing Maharet’s work for her.
Blurred impressions of messy urgent kisses, of turning
her face away. Of Maharet gripping her chin and
turning it back. Fragments of sensations: Maharet’s
bare breasts against hers, the weight of her, the
slickness of sweat between their bodies. Nausea. The
too-sweet aftertaste of the halva mixed with something
coppery. The wet heat of Maharet’s cunt pressing
against her thigh, against her own. Maharet’s hand
settling tight over her mouth, when she wouldn’t stop
mumbling ‘no’.

This time, the moment she blinked her eyes open
in the hotel room, Jesse said, “Just keep going. Just do
the next one. Don’t wait.”

Armand didn’t argue with her; he didn’t point out
that it was a temporary solution, not giving herself even
a few seconds to process it. He just did what she asked
and sliced open the next seam.

A memory of a long, emotional conversation on the
phone with her adoptive father, Matthew. The son of
one of his coworkers had committed suicide. No
warning signs, no concrete reason anyone could
identify. Just—gone, forever, out of the blue. It had
scared him so much; he called Jesse from his car while
driving home. Couldn’t even wait to get there to make
sure she knew how much she was loved. How blessed
he and Maria were that she’d come into their lives.
How proud he was of her—her intelligence, her
independence, her ambition. How much better the
world was because she was in it. He just needed to
make sure that she knew.

Apparently, Maharet needed to make sure she did
not know.

After the fourth time Jesse insisted, “Next one,” at
the first instant she had control of her mouth, Armand
offered:

“I’m going to assume you want me to keep going
until you say stop.”

Jesse knew she was incurring quite the debt against
her future self; she would have to slow down and think
about all of it, eventually. For now, she was ripping off
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Maharet must have hidden Judith’s body better
than she had Neda’s. Strange, that she would do a
worse job the second time. Or had it been intentional?
Had she wanted it found; wanted Jesse to know, even if
she was only going to erase it right after?

“I always thought there must be something wrong
with me. Something people just sensed, and that was
why nobody could love me but her.”

Armand and Rashid were both looking at her, but
neither of them spoke. With a jerk of her head towards
Rashid, she asked Armand, “You filled him in?”” Hours
ago, she’d given him permission to pass along whatever
details he wanted.

Armand nodded, not taking his eyes off her, “I
did.”

She nodded back, grateful not to have to explain.
She dropped her gaze to the laptop once more and
clicked on the window with the plea from Judith’s
mother.

“I want to tell her Judith’s dead, so she doesn’t
have to wonder anymore. I know I can’t tell the whole
truth, but...I want to tell her, and—and say sorry.”

Rashid made a small, hurt noise. Jesse had never
heard him make a noise like that.

“Jesse, it’s not your fault—"

“Isn’t it?” Jesse asked. No heat in it; no emotion at
all. She’d gone numb as she read the news articles. It
would’ve been a relief, if she’d been able to feel relief.
“I caused it. It happened because of me. I guess...
manslaughter, not murder. Always seemed like splitting
hairs to me, having two separate words for the same
end result.”

Rashid looked as if he wanted to argue; Armand set
a hand against his arm and he subsided. Only a few
hours ago she’d been jealous, looking at the two of
them. So certain there had never been anyone in her life
who cared for her like that.

Surprise, surprise.

“Do you think it’s only romantic partners?” Jesse
asked Armand. “She was...really weird, when I told her
about Rashid. She said all this stuff about men having
ulterior motives. Like she wanted to make sure |
wouldn’t trust him.”

From the way the color drained from Rashid’s face,
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his thumb had begun to trace along the rim of the mug,
back and forth, back and forth, back and forth.

“All the memories we’ve done so far. They’ve all
been after 2007.”

Back and forth, back and forth went Armand’s
thumb. His movements were deliberately nonchalant,
as he lifted his mug for a drink. Still not looking at her,
or Rashid.

“Well, you’re working up to that summer, right?
Since it’s so intertwined?” Rashid sounded puzzled. He
hadn’t put the pieces together yet. Armand clearly knew
what she was talking about, from his too-bland
expression, but then he would, wouldn’t he? Since he
was doing it on purpose.

Jesse sighed, exasperation breaking through her
shell of numb determination. Her head really fucking
hurt.

“Right at the start, you said the edits were spread
out across my whole life. And it’s not like you’re going
in any kind of order. So how come you haven’t done
any from when I was a kid?”

Armand’s throat bobbed. Rashid went very, very
still beside him. The tension in the room had become
palpable.

“You’re avoiding the early stuff, right? ‘Cause you
think it’s gonna be bad?”

Armand didn’t try to deny it at least. Jesse knew it
was unfair to be angry with him. Beyond unfair, really;
he didn’t have to be doing any of this. He was, there
was no point in denying it, functionally torturing
himself on her behalf. Even the thin justification of his
own curiosity didn’t apply any longer. She should be
thanking him until she had no breath left in her lungs,
not criticizing.

It was just that he hadn’t asked if he should avoid
the earlier memories. He had just made the choice for
her, decided without consultation what was good for
her, and gone ahead and done it and hoped she
wouldn’t notice—

(She knew that it wasn’t really Armand she was
feeling angry at. But knowing didn’t make it any easier
to stop.)

“Do you think you’re sparing me for the time
being, or are you betting that I’'m going to give up
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“I know, I know, my darling—" she murmured.

“H-how are you here? How d-d-did you know to
come?”

“I always know when you need me.”

Maharet reached for the abandoned remote control
on the cushion beside her, shutting the TV off mid-
report. Jesse felt a wave of anxiety, wondering if she
should be doing something. What did people do, when
their girlfriends got murdered? Should she get a
lawyer? Would that look bad?

“Shhh, shhh, don’t fret. You don’t need to do
anything at all. I took care of it. No one else is going to
knock.”

Jesse shuddered with relief, buried her tear-
streaked face into the curve of Maharet’s neck. Relief,
followed a second later by confusion. How could
Mabharet have simply ‘taken care’ of it? It was too good
to be true. A murder had been committed, and Jesse had
been dating the victim for almost a year now. Someone
would have to at least rule her out, wouldn’t they?

The confusion took root; it spread. How had
Maharet known just what Jesse was thinking, when she
heard that knock? But it was hard to focus, with those
cool fingers combing through her hair in long hypnotic
strokes. Hard to think through the mire of grief,
realizations battering her brain one after another. Neda
is dead. Somewhere, in a drawer, her body is cold. We
will never buy a new washing machine together. We will
never disagree about Amy Winehouse again. We will
never—

“God, oh God, she’s really gone.”

Jesse pulled away from Maharet, groping for the
box of tissues on the coffee table. She tried to clean
herself up a little, the mess of tears and snot and spit
that she’d become in her grief. She got up to dispose of
the trash, and as she was walking back, she got a proper
look at Maharet for the first time.

She looked exactly the same as she had in Sonoma,
even though that was over a decade ago. How had she
not aged a single day in all those years? Even her hair
was the exact same: same length, same style.
Everything the exact same...

No, not everything. Her eyes were different. Jesse
drew closer; why was it so hard to make her feet move?
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Jesse resituate herself in her body. Armand saying that
was what he liked to do when he felt like that: as if
feeling that exact kind of distress was not unknown to
him.

Nothing definite. Nothing spoken or confirmed.
But a suspicion began to form in her mind.

Armand turned and fixed an intense look on her,
tilting his head to the side. “You haven’t read my file,”
he said, slowly, as if he were only just realizing it was
true. “Or you would’ve known not to call me Amadeo.”

“No, I-—how could I have? Rashid wouldn’t even
tell me your name.”

“Hmm, yes, that had slipped my mind.” Armand
turned his piercing gaze on Rashid, “Practicing good
infosec, like a well-trained agent of the order? Or were
you trying to make sure she didn’t do any preliminary
homework?”

Rashid’s posture was immaculate, which told Jesse
he was feeling defensive. The more Rashid perceived
himself to be under attack, the more rigidly formal he
became. Jesse wondered if it was force of habit from
his years undercover, or if he’d been like that before he
was sent off to Dubai. He admitted, “I didn’t want to
present her with the temptation.”

Jesse would be annoyed by that, if she weren’t
completely sure it was exactly what she would have
done. She might’ve been tempted to do it even if
Rashid had asked her not to. Hard to be angry, when it
was just proof that Rashid knew her so well, because he
was her friend.

The sequence of the conversation had only
deepened her little suspicion. If something had
maybe...happened to Armand, possibly when he was a
kid, there would likely be evidence of it in his
Talamasca file. If the order had gone to the trouble of
embedding Rashid in Armand’s household for years,
they clearly wanted as much information as possible on
him. There was at least one painting of him in the
archives; what else might there be?

“Do you...want me to read your file?” Jesse asked.

“I’m reading yours,” Armand replied, “in all its
gory detail. It would be understandable, if you felt...
owed.”

His voice went flat. Jesse wondered if Armand had
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fan blowing the hot air around unhelpfully. Such a
dreadful heat wave, that August. Jesse had been the one
to get to her feet and haul Judith up, drag her into the
bathroom and under the cool spray of the shower. Lazy
kissing had led to hungry kissing had led to Jesse’s
hands braced against the slick tiles, trying not to lose
her balance as Judith ate her out with unhurried relish.
How Jesse had gasped and trembled, saying over and
over again: [ love you, I love you, don t stop, I love you

Judith, again. Arguing in the kitchen; Jesse had
made a stupid joke that she shouldn’t have and now
Judith was livid, accusing Jesse of not respecting her
because she had dropped out of college. Jesse’s
stomach was sour with guilt in the memory. Judith was
right, and she knew it. But she didn’t just say sorry,
you re right, I'll work on it. She was too proud to admit
that some part of her was still snobby and judgmental,
that she hadn’t fully unlearned much of the bullshit
she’d been raised to believe. So, instead of listening,
she said Judith was humorless and over-sensitive.
Judith stormed out the front door, and Jesse dialed
Maharet’s number in tears. She sobbed how she’d
fucked everything up because she was an idiot, because
she was selfish and stubborn, and now it could all be
ruined. Did Maharet think that Judith would forgive
her? She had to get Judith to forgive her, because she
was in love—hopelessly, desperately in love—for the
first time in her life. She told Maharet she’d never felt
like this about anyone before. Jesse would call her; she
would apologize; she would do it first thing tomorrow
morning.

(In the tiny interstice between memories, Jesse
thought: ok no, it can t be, no—)

Back to a memory of Neda, after that. Giggling,
gathering candles, bumping into one another in the
dark. An awful thunderstorm had knocked the power
out and they were giddy as girls, striking matches and
lighting three dozen or so candles. Neda had gone
through a phase of writing mean witty Instagram
reviews of overpriced candles while she procrastinated
her undergraduate thesis; she still had so many half-
burned candles. Such a chaotic medley of clashing
scents. Neda was beautiful in the wavering candlelight;



