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 For Brian



 The soul is a terrible reality.

It can be bought and sold or bartered away.

It can be poisoned or made more perfect.

There is a soul in each one of us. I know it.

—Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray


 Part One




 1. A Rare Opportunity

Up until that point, English class had been unremarkable. We were halfway through The Picture of Dorian Gray. Mrs. Harris, with her voluminous behind precariously perched on the front of her strained wooden desk, scanned the room searching for flickers of comprehension—or, at the very least, consciousness—in a sea of clueless faces. I slid down in my seat, letting my long wispy hair, still damp from my morning encounter with winter’s sloppy-wet sleet, fall around the sides of my face: trying to hide. I’ve never much been one for participation. I generally know the answers—I just don’t appreciate the attention that comes from knowing them. Answer correctly and you have further cemented your reputation as a brainy, hopeless outcast. Answer incorrectly, and not only are you considered a bookish nerd, but now you’re even bad at that. It was a lose/lose situation. So I read ahead in the book, tuning her out, glancing up every now and then to the clock above the chalkboard or to the windows where blustery, chalk-white skies hung over another frigid January day. Evanston, Illinois. The tundra that was the greater Chicago area would likely look this way until April, but it never bothered me so much. I liked the way that braving its wind-whipping wrath could make a person, even someone as easily tossed around as me, feel stronger.

“So let’s talk about the nature of good, evil, and hedonism,” the teacher droned on.

At the mention of hedonism, on reflex, my eyes darted two rows in front of me. Buzz-cropped Jason Abington, wearing his basketball jersey, number 9, to advertise the big game this weekend, nibbled on the cap of a blue ballpoint pen—my blue ballpoint pen. Somewhere inside my stomach, swarms of butterflies fluttered from their cocoons. It was for this very reason that the front outside pocket of my backpack bulged at all times with scores of these pens, which I had, optimistically, bought in bulk. Jason never seemed to have his own, and he had asked to borrow one from me weeks ago and then again and again and now this is what I had become to him: a purveyor of pens. At the desk beside him, a blond creature—his blond creature—named Courtney twirled her artfully hot-rollered, bodacious curls. This is what boys like him were conditioned to expect. This wasn’t me, and I couldn’t imagine it ever would be, regardless of what magical metamorphosis one was expected to undergo during high school. I was a work in progress, but I had no reason to believe the finished product would ever be quite like that.

I had stopped paying the least bit of attention to Harris’s lecture when she called, “Ms. Terra? Haven. Did you hear me?”

To be honest, no. Scrambling, I shuffled through the shards I had caught of her lecture, searching for the most likely line of questioning and then shooting out an answer that ought to fit. “Um, Dorian and Lord Henry believe in following the senses, pursuing whatever pleases them, uh, no matter the consequences, and, um, not worrying about right and wrong?” I proposed, sweat dampening my temples. Jason angled his head back just a touch in my direction. I felt other eyes on me too.

“Thank you, that’s lovely.” She was holding a slip of paper she had just taken from a senior girl, bored, chewing gum, who now left the room. “But your presence is requested in the principal’s office.”

A weak chorus of “Oooooh” broke out as I gathered my books and boulder of a backpack. As I squeezed through the aisle, passing Jason’s desk, he looked up for only a moment, expressionless and still chewing on my pen.

In my two and a half years of high school, I had yet to set foot inside Principal Tollman’s office—I’m just not that kind of girl. So I couldn’t imagine what this could be about. On the walk there, footsteps echoing on the linoleum, faded voices muffling out from passing classrooms, I tried to think what it could be: Was it Joan? Was something wrong with her? This is how it is with me, always expecting the worst.

But in our case, this sort of overreaction was justified.

This is just what happens when you are discovered, as I was, at roughly age five, in a muddy ditch somewhere off Lake Shore Drive in the dead of winter. A little Jane Doe, barely breathing, no memories of anything that came before that night, no one to ever come looking for you. And you get raised by the kind nurse who eventually takes you in, names you, feeds you, clothes you. After a thing like that, worry becomes more than a reflex; it becomes an umbrella shading daily life, hovering closer every time someone gets home late or doesn’t call when they say they will.

“Ms. Terra, have a seat,” Principal Tollman said over the top of the rimless reading glasses perched on her nose when she saw me standing in the doorway of her office. She squared up in her chair. “So it looks like congratulations are in order.” I felt my eyes involuntarily bulge. “We’ve just been notified that you and two of your fellow eleventh-graders have been accepted into the Department of Education’s Vocational Illinois Leaders internship program.”

It took me half a second too long to process.

“Oh, wow. That’s great, thanks,” I said, more reserved than she probably expected, but I was preoccupied. In my mind I was sorting and sifting through everything I’d applied for in the past year. There was just so much. Anything that could earn me extra cash for college or would sound good enough to help me clinch a scholarship to one of my dream schools. Internships, fellowships, essay contests—my mailbox flooded with the constant stream of applications and deadlines and hopes. And yet, somehow, this didn’t even ring a bell. 

The principal took off her glasses and stared at me with a faint smile, a director waiting for the reaction shot she wanted. “This sounds fantastic,” I said. “I really am honored. But forgive me, I can’t seem to recall actually applying for this.” A nervous grin propped up the corners of my mouth.

She laughed, a small, charmed chuckle. “Yes, well, that’s because you didn’t. That’s the beauty of this particular internship. They just pluck the best and the brightest and place those students with a thriving Illinois enterprise for the semester. It’s a new pilot program the state is trying out. You will each be paired up with someone at this business who will act as a sort of advanced independent-study tutor and a mentor. And—” Glasses back on, she read from a paper. “It appears you’re going to be placed at the Lexington Hotel in Chicago. Why, that’s really remarkable, you know. They’re about to reopen, and the woman who owns it has become the toast of Chicago’s business world practically overnight. You may have seen her in the Tribune and on the news. This is a tremendous privilege. It says here that room and board are provided, and there’s a considerable stipend in exchange for good old-fashioned hard work.”

Her words rushed at me too fast to make sense of. So I would be living at this place? Living at a hotel? Working full-time? No actual classes? “Considerable stipend”? It was a lot to wrap my head around. Do things like this just fall from the sky? Perhaps the near-perfect grades I worked so hard for, the afterschool job I had held for pretty much a decade, the Saturday nights spent at home studying, were finally paying off in something that could give me a shot at the pricey and prestigious schools on my college wish list.

“I know we’ve started our semester—the timing is a bit odd; I suppose the state board is still ironing out the kinks—however, we’ll make it work since this is a rare opportunity.” She said this with a hands-clasped, tilted-head gravity that suggested she would like some gratitude and gushing in return.

“Thank you, Ms. Tollman. I appreciate it. This is really great.” My mind was already five steps ahead, wondering what Joan would say. Would she even let me go? What would I bring? How would I tell them at the hospital?

“You start next week. Everything you need to know should be in here.” She stood and thrust a slim manila envelope at me, then surprised me by grabbing my limp, unsuspecting hand for a firm shake. “Do us proud, Haven.”

 


I had never seen so many people crowd the half-moon of the pediatric nurses’ station when there wasn’t an emergency. There must’ve been at least three dozen of them pulled from even the farthest corners of Evanston General Hospital’s compound and representing the full color spectrum of scrubs—pinks, blues, greens, Disney characters—all buzzing around me, nibbling on heaping slices of red velvet cake (my favorite).

Joan had, of course, orchestrated the whole thing. Now she bent over the sheet cake bearing the message HAPPY BIRTHDAY AND CONGRATULATIONS, HAVEN! WE’LL MISS YOU!, dishing out precisely sliced pieces as fast as she could and, naturally, with a smile. 

She had just turned fifty a few months earlier, but besides her gray hair, which she hadn’t bothered to dye, you would never have guessed her age: her social calendar, from her book clubs to her bridge nights, put mine to shame. I wished that she tried to date more—of the two of us, she seemed to have a better shot at it—but she could be stubborn about that. It was the only thing she got touchy about. Joan had divorced a year or so before she found me, after discovering she couldn’t have kids of her own. She didn’t talk about it much, but the other nurses had over the years, so I’d gotten the whole story in bits and pieces. They thought she was too scared now, and they tried to push her into dating and set her up to little avail. But at least she had plenty of friends. She was always either going to a party or throwing one. I wished to one day be such a good hostess. At the moment, though, I was doing my best as the center of attention, another tricky role for me. As problems went, this was a fine one: surrounded by so many well-wishers I had managed only one bite of my celebratory confection before being pleasantly besieged by a tug at the arm of my salmon-hued scrubs here, an ambush hug or a jolly pat on the back there.

“Y’know, I just don’t know how I’m going to tell some of my patients about this. They’ll be devastated!” said blond-beehived Nurse Calloway from cardiac. She stabbed at her cake as Dr. Michelle from pediatrics—the youngest resident in the entire hospital, and my idol—and white-haired Nurse Sanders, with glistening eyes behind her thick glasses, nodded in agreement. This was my little sorority. “You’ll break all their hearts,” Calloway went on.

“And those are hearts that are already in pretty bad shape to begin with!” Dr. Michelle chimed in with the punch line. We all laughed. This is what passed for humor in these parts. Indeed, a few patients liked to call me a “heartbreaker,” which was certainly something I never heard from anyone who wasn’t an octogenarian with failing vision. Dr. Michelle smiled. “We’ll miss you, Haven.” She could almost pass as a patient in her department, being so energetic, young, and, like me, only a couple inches over five feet.

Sanders sniffled. “Could you still come on weekends? Or evenings?”

“Now I’m starting to feel bad,” I said. “Maybe I should stay.”

At the other end of the nurses’ station a good fifteen feet away, Joan perked her head up, waving her cake knife in the air. “I know you’re not guilt-tripping my girl, are you, ladies?” she called over to us, cutting a piece of cake for herself at last. Propped up on the table behind her was a framed photo of me, about ten years old wearing a mini–candy striper’s uniform. Images of me were all over this place: I was everyone’s surrogate child smiling from their desktops and cabinets and computer wallpaper. The hospital had pretty much been my daycare center for as long as I could remember; I came to work with Joan and was babysat by anyone and everyone until I was old enough that they could start giving me something useful to do. Joan wandered over, plate in hand, mouth full of cake, and put her arm around me. “We have to let this one spread her wings. She’ll fly back.” She winked.

“I’ll be back at the end of June. You’ll barely have time to miss me,” I said, a crater deepening in my heart. “I’ll do a goodbye tour before I go today.”

And tour I did, making the rounds to see all my favorites and ending the day with the toughest stop of all, pediatrics. I cut a pied piper’s path through the ward, collecting pajama-clad followers as I went room to room dispensing hugs and kisses and promising to be back soon. We landed back at the playroom and gathered at the bulletin board we had assembled together: a collage of photos of each child in the ward, running the length of the wall, with a border in a riot of colors. It looked like a massive yearbook page, and we updated it with new photos of everyone on a regular basis. It had started as nothing really, just a little project for photography class last year. I had asked a few kids if they would be willing to let me photograph them and they agreed, and then somehow everyone wanted in on it. Jenny, a bandana-clad fourteen-year-old, had explained once, “we look better in your pictures than we do in the mirror.” I assured her no Photoshop was involved—this was them.

The strangest thing of all though was the reaction back at school. Most of the kids in that photography class were in there either for easy As or were really tortured artist types who dressed all in black. Then there were people like me, who could appreciate the arts, even if we didn’t quite have the skills to participate, and figured we couldn’t be that bad at pointing and shooting. When I put together that project though, something clicked. You looked at the pictures and jumped into the eyes of those kids and felt like you knew everything there was to know about them. Each semester the class voted on someone’s work to be displayed in the glass case in the school’s front hallway, and somehow they chose me. Every time I walked by it, I would see a handful of people stopping to stare, kids who never seemed to notice anything. Even Jason Abington had looked—a few times in fact—and once when I happened to be walking by (because I walked by a lot) he saw me and elbowed me, nodding at the case, and said, “This is yours? It’s really cool.” That meant more to me than I’d like to admit. But it was true; the sweet faces of my subjects did all seem to glow in those pictures, like the camera cut down to their core.

I addressed my little posse now. “I’m officially putting you guys in charge of the Wall of Fame.” I knocked a knuckle against the bulletin board. “Dr. Michelle has kindly promised to take the photos so you can keep rotating in the new ones. Don’t let her slack off. I’ll be back soon and it better be in good shape.” I smiled.

“Ooooh, um, she’s not such a good photographer,” Jenny whispered. “Remember the one of me with just one eye open when you were out that one day? It took, like, an hour to get something even that good.”

“Good point. We’ll just hope that she’s improved since then. Or else, you can be camerawoman.” I winked. “I’ll miss you guys. Okay, high-fives, everyone.” I raced around slapping each soft palm.

 


Night had fallen by the time we left the hospital. The lights of Chicago were a dull glimmer in the distance as Joan drove through the windswept suburban streets of cozy, quiet Evanston. The city felt much farther away than it actually was from home and the comfortable routine of my life. The car heater blasted, and beneath my puffy parka I could feel cold bands of sweat trickling down my skin. I sighed.

“You okay?” Joan asked, peeking at me from the corner of her eye.

“Sorry, yeah.” I kept my gaze straight ahead into the ice- encrusted, velvety night. “That was a lot tougher than I expected.”

“Of course, honey, they’re all like family. Besides, going-away parties are designed to make you sorry you’re leaving—they’re sneaky that way.” She smiled, and I did too. “But you know what? We’re all right here. We’re not that far away. It’ll be fine.”

“I know, I’m just sort of, I don’t know, nervous.” A twinge of guilt nipped at me. I didn’t want Joan to worry, and I certainly didn’t want to remind her that just about twenty-four hours ago she was completely vetoing this whole plan. She had sounded all the expected alarms: Why do you need to stay there? How hard are they going to be working you that they need you on the premises 24-7 when you only live an hour away on the L? Don’t they know there are child labor laws? Sure, I had told her, the whole thing is organized by the state Department of Education so obviously they’re not shipping us off to some sweatshop. But, in the end, there was no denying the honor that seemed to come with this, and that stipend (Joan’s eyes had positively bulged). I had pulled out the packet from Principal Tollman, with all the particulars about the hotel, glossy photos of its grandeur, and a host of clippings from every newspaper and magazine in the city about the glamorous woman—Aurelia Brown, blond, stunning, unbelievably young, and powerful—who would be my new boss. Joan had to say yes.

But now, as Friday night closed in on me, ushering in what I knew would be an intense weekend of preparation for this sudden new chapter, nerves were getting the best of me.

“I just don’t know what this will be like,” I continued. “I don’t know if they’ll like me or if I’ll do a good job. And it’s just weird. I mean, I’ve never even been to camp and now I’m going to be living somewhere else. And I know I want to go away to school, but I would have a whole extra year to get ready for that, you know? I just feel really . . . off.” That was the only way to put it. I felt that I was playing the role of me—and doing it badly—in what would be a spinoff of my life. The glow cast by the streetlamps transformed the bare trees lining our path into spindly, tentacled beasts. I shivered and took a deep breath.

“Don’t worry. They picked you, remember? They know you’re special,” she offered, in soothing tones. “And, besides, Dante will be there. You kids will have each other.”

“I know. That’s the only reason I’m not totally freaking out. Imagine what a basket case I’d be if I had to go it alone.”

“No kidding.”

Dante Dennis had been my security blanket, and best friend, for about ten years now. That he was one of the other two kids going to the Lexington with me might have otherwise seemed pure, dumb luck, except that he and I were always neck and neck, vying for the top of the class (politely, of course). So it made sense when he hedged at lunch, sheepishly peeking out from behind his chin-length dreadlocks and grabbing a french fry from my tray.

“You wouldn’t happen to have any news, would you?” He had eased into it, then bulldozed on. “Because I do. And I will die if you don’t have news. Please tell me you’re ditching this town and breezing into the Windy City for a certain fabulous internship.” He raised his eyebrows at me—up/down, up/down—conspiratorially. Instantly a wave of relief washed over me.

“You wouldn’t be checking into the Lexington Hotel, would you?” I answered.

“Yesss!” He was practically jumping in his seat now. “Oh my god, we’re going to have so much fun. I mean, who lives in a hotel? Only, like, rock stars and celebrities and maybe those messed-up starlets who, like, divorce their parents. Get me out of this horrid high school and into Chicago society!”

“Yes, please.” I smiled. We looked around at the tables full of people who would elect us president of things like French Honor Society, but yet not talk to us ever. “Are you a little . . .”

“Nervous?”

“Yeah.”

“Hello?! Yes. Totally nervous. I mean, the whole thing seems like kind of a big deal—Tollman was, like, weirdly excited, and I sure don’t want to mess up. We could get total kickass college recommendations out of this. And these people could probably get us into any school in Chicago without even trying: Northwestern, U. Chicago, they probably know everyone. We’d be idiots not to be nervous. But we’re smart and seriously, we work hard. It’s all good.” He swatted his hand at me, no sweat.

And I exhaled. This was Dante’s rare talent—far more impressive than his tenure on the honor roll or his landslide reelection to student government, or the absurdly gourmet bake sale he organized for charity each year, full of the most precious confections you’ve ever seen (he was no less than an artist whose chosen medium just happened to be frosting). No, his greatest accomplishment, as far as I was concerned, was his ability to act as a human tranquilizer for me. He could keep me operating at a sane and steady level no matter how twisted up I felt inside. He had proven his aptitude for it from that very first day I met him at the hospital so many years ago.

Back then, I was a five-year-old roaming the pediatric ward halls waiting to find out who I was and where I would be shipped off to. He had been rushed to the emergency room by his frantic mom after he had fallen climbing a tree. He had landed on a mess of sticks and rocks he had collected to build a fort and ended up scraping up his back something fierce and mangling his arm. Tendon damage forced him to stay overnight, and he wandered into my room with his broken arm plaster- casted in a sling. We were up till nearly daybreak telling ghost stories. He went home the next afternoon, but became a regular visitor for the month I was there. Every few days he would appear, running down the hall, pulling his mom Ruthie with him, his little arms always full of coloring books or stuffed animals or pictures he’d drawn for me.

Joan pulled into the driveway of our town house. Home never looked so good as when you knew you were going to leave it. Ours was tall and narrow, a faded royal blue out front, with brown shutters and a slim covered porch. The place was plenty big for just the two of us and mere blocks from Lake Michigan, which was still and icy now, but would be our favorite escape for afternoon sunbathing and picnicking when the weather was warm.

“Go on in, I’ve gotta get some things out of the trunk.” Joan shooed me away.

“Need help?”

“Nah,” she insisted. “I’ll be just a sec.”

With that, I ran up the front steps and to the porch as fast as I could, the icy air chilling me to my bones as the wind howled and whooped around me. My gloved fingers fumbled with the keys and finally the door opened and a blast of heat warmed my skin.

I flipped on the light. Through the living room, back in the kitchen, a shimmering silver balloon shaped in the number 16 danced above the table. A homemade cake and a palm-size box, wrapped in glittering silver paper with a matching bow, waited for me.

I dropped my backpack on the floor and beelined straight to my birthday shrine, unzipping my coat as I went and disposing of it on a living room chair on my way. Joan was already at the door by the time I dug my finger into the fluffy icing and licked it off.

“Part two of the birthday extravaganza!”

“Delicious. And amazing. But it’s not until Monday.” That, at least, was the date we had always celebrated since we didn’t really know for sure when I was born. It was the anniversary of the day when I had been found and taken to the hospital where Joan was the first to tend to me, patching up my gashes and scrapes, checking for broken bones, and slowly getting me to talk to her, though I had nothing to say, nothing that was helpful at least.

“I thought since we were already in such a festive spirit, we would just continue the party. Let the good times roll!” She set down her purse and shimmied off her coat, hanging it on the rack by the door. I took the glittering box in my hands and shook it.

“So can I open it?”

“You’d better!” she said, joining me at the table and sampling a finger’s worth of icing herself. “Go on!”

I tore at the paper and opened a white velvet box. Its contents sparkled.

“I know you’re not into jewelry, my precious little tomboy,” she said. “But sixteen is a biggie and I thought you should have something pretty.”

I pulled out a necklace, webbing its gold chain around my fingers. It’s true: I didn’t wear jewelry, and what few pieces I’d ever gotten had always sat in their boxes untouched. But this one already felt different. For one, it wasn’t a heart or a dangling birthstone or any of the typical kinds of things I was used to seeing on the girls at school. Instead, this pendant, almost harp-shaped and running the length of my fingertip, was something entirely new: a single gold wing, its texture softly rippled to give the illusion of feathers.

“I found this at that antique shop I always drag you to with me,” Joan said.

“Right, the one next to that bookstore that I always sneak into when you take too long.”

“Exactly.” She smiled. “I just thought it looked special, like you, and unique.” She kissed the top of my head. “I liked the wing, because you’re really going places, you know that? You’re soaring, Haven. You have so much ahead of you.”

“Thanks, Joan, I love it, I really do.” I gave her a hug and held her a few seconds longer than I normally might.

“Maybe you’ll actually wear this one, you think?” she asked, smoothing my hair.

“I’ll prove it.” I dangled the necklace from my finger and lifted up my hair. “Would you?”

“I’d be honored.” She fastened it on, then turned me around by my shoulders and straightened it in place so it hit just at that little indented spot at my throat. “Perfect, go see.”

I studied myself in the bathroom mirror. My eyes went directly to the pendant. Generally, everything about my appearance seemed either imperfect or, at best, plain Jane. My nose always looked to me like a blob of uncooked cookie dough. My hair, skin, and eyes were just one shade off from one another in the color spectrum: caramel skin, bone-straight honey brown hair, dark amber eyes. The pink scrubs hanging as they did on my boyish frame did nothing to improve upon all this.

And I had worn entirely the wrong long-sleeved thermal shirt underneath the V-neck top today. My favorites were in the hamper and poor planning had left me with only this old one, with a V-neck just a touch too deep. I looked at the mirror now and wondered if that corner of my scar—the three nasty stripes angled like accent marks and pebbled in texture like burns, located in the space above my heart—had been peeking out like this all afternoon. It was only two inches long but, when coupled with the pair of scars on my shoulder blades, collectively signaled one big, marred canvas. The necklace clearly should have looked glaringly out of place having me as its unworthy mannequin. But somehow this new piece seemed at home. The intense shine of the gold caught the light and cast a soft glow upon my face. I did like it actually. Perhaps I was growing up at last. Maybe this was the first sign of the sophistication to come. Sixteen. It felt weighty, substantial, important.

“I love it,” I called out, still admiring it in the mirror. “Thank you so much.”


 2. Good Things Come in Threes

Monday came entirely too fast, as it always does. But this time the new week landed with a greater thud in the pit of my stomach. The weekend was a blur of packing. I felt as though I were going as far as the South Pole, not as near as the South Side of Chicago’s Loop. Finally, with two large, overstuffed duffel bags in tow, I found myself outside the imposing fortress of the Lexington Hotel.

My new abode was set on the block’s corner plot where South Michigan Avenue and Twenty-second Street crossed. The brick behemoth reached ten stories into the sky and was belted a third of the way up and again near the top by bands of ornate terra cotta in a pattern of curlicue designs. The bloated vertical seam along the corner of the building bulged where half-moons of bay windows jutted out on each floor. Those were probably some of the best rooms. I had always wanted a bay window—it seemed that girls in old movies were endlessly curling up by them to read or daydream. At the very top, where the sides of the building came to a point, a triangular flag stood proudly, like a college pennant, but rigid, not waving an inch and likely made of steel. It was strung with lights that glowed to read LEXINGTON.

“Not a bad second home, honey,” Joan said.

“Yeah.” The awe in my voice was evident as I peeked up through the car window. “Wow. It’ll do.”

Joan had pulled the car up to the grand entranceway, which glittered with the promise of romance and style within. Lined by a pair of pillars on each side, the doorway was shaded by a crimson awning and framed in a stone border dotted with golden disks bearing the hotel emblem: the letters L and H entwined nearly one on top of the other. The revolving door, set above a handful of red-carpeted steps with a ramp beside them, beckoned me now. The ground-level exterior, unlike the rest of the hotel, was modern, with swaths of opaque black glass in place of picture windows set in the brick, making it impossible to see in but leaving you to wonder what might be looking out at you.

“Let’s get you moved in, shall we?” Joan said, climbing out to unpack the trunk. I nodded and pushed open the car door to follow.

Overnight, that aggressive winter chill had mellowed into a curious, unseasonable balminess. I pulled off my parka, rolled up my sleeves. I had done my best to look as professional as possible, in a button-down shirt, black pants, and flats, but I still felt too plain for this place. I had spent enough time Googling my new employer and the goings-on of the hotel itself to know that there would be a level of style here that reached far beyond what I was capable of. This Aurelia Brown, from the pictures I’d seen, was perfect—brilliant and beautiful, all things every girl wants to be—and yet somehow looked like she wasn’t even old enough to have graduated from college. I suspected I would have much to learn here.

I lifted the body bag–size duffel onto my shoulder, stumbling under its weight.

“Oh dear, give me that,” Joan said, lifting the other bag onto her shoulder and taking mine from me so she was equally weighted. “Do you want me to go in with you? What time is Dante coming?”

“Five minutes ago.” I studied the building’s entrance. My heartbeat sped up.

“That’s our Dante,” she said.

I shook my head and smiled. He was always late, but it was part of his charm. You couldn’t be mad at him, because when he finally did arrive, it was always with such fanfare, you got swept up by it. I checked my watch: 8:52 a.m. Our start time had been called for 9:00.

“I think I’ll wait another minute. At least it’s weirdly warm out,” I said. “But you go, I’ll be fine. Really.” I stuffed my parka under my arm and took the straps of the bags from her hands.

“You sure?”

No. I nodded anyway.

“Isn’t there at least a bellhop or something?”

“The place hasn’t opened yet. And besides, I’m not a guest. I’m probably going to end up being the bellhop.”

“I hope not. How would you lift all those heavy things all day?”

“I don’t know, but it would be fun if I got to wear one of those jaunty little caps, you know the ones?”

Joan wasn’t listening.

“Don’t let them have you doing anything dangerous.” She pointed her finger at me, in that way of hers.

“I’ll be fine, Joan. Promise.”

“Don’t be nervous.” She pulled me into a bear hug and rocked me back and forth, then kissed my forehead.

“Joan, I’m fine!”

“I know, I know, no PDA, got it.” She pulled away smirking. “You’re gonna do great. And home is just an L ride away. Call me later, okay?”

“Will do.” I bit my lip, looking over her shoulder at the street behind her. None of the cars matched Dante’s mom’s old station wagon.

“Happy birthday, Haven.” She climbed into the car with a wave. I touched the necklace and waved back, watching as she inched out into the light traffic and disappeared down the street. I was on my own. A chill shivered through me even though it was so warm. On a day like today, Dante was the best and most necessary crutch imaginable. But he wasn’t here yet and now it was nine o’clock. Bells chimed in the distance, a church somewhere scoffing that I was about to be late. Not the ideal first impression. I had no choice.

I heaved my bags one on each shoulder and trudged up the red-carpeted ramp and through the revolving door. I had made it only a few steps inside when I let the bags slide to the floor with a thump and dropped my coat on top of them, involuntarily abandoning them to explore. The lobby of the Lexington sparkled; unreal and untouched, pristine and glorious. And empty, too. It felt magically hollow, a place you had stumbled upon that you shouldn’t have, somewhere that was supposed to be locked up and then unveiled with all the pomp and circumstance it deserved.

A carpet of red and gold, with that L and H insignia, sprawled out in all directions and up a grand staircase. Hallways to my right and left held the promise of beautiful gathering places, rooms still to be discovered. Straight ahead, a plush golden ottoman—raised to a point in its center so it looked like a giant spinning top—stood ready to seat at least a dozen or more. But the real show played out directly above: a crystal chandelier shimmered, casting prisms in its countless dangling facets. Beyond that, ten stories up, sunlight streamed down from a skylight so immense it seemed to illuminate the whole place without electricity at all. A portion of each floor of the hotel featured waist-high barriers allowing guests to peer over at the lobby below or at the skylight above. I sat on that ottoman and gazed above, past the magnificent chandelier, and had the sense of being in a giant Gothic church, a place so airy that you felt immediately uplifted. I had never been somewhere so vast and splendid all by myself. Majestic spaces like this were made to be full of people, bustling with bodies. But now it was all mine. It thrilled me, this freedom fluttering inside me, my fingers tingling. Free, for a moment at least, from anyone’s rules or expectations. I wouldn’t have thought I would have liked this feeling, because it came with uncertainty too. But I did.

However, I knew that someone, somewhere in this opulent new home of mine, was waiting for me, ready to show me the ropes. And I had to find them. I hadn’t necessarily expected a welcoming committee, but it did seem odd that there wasn’t a single soul around. There was no one manning the imposing marble front desk opposite the sweeping staircase. No one at the narrow oak bellhop stand near the doors. No one filing out from the bank of elevators. Was it possible that everyone was already corralled in some conference room? 

“Hello?” I called out, but my voice was so meek in this grand setting. “Hello?” I wandered to the front desk, letting my fingertips run along the length of the cool, smooth marble. It was set a step or two above me and I stood on my toes to try to see beyond it. Then I heard it: the faintest of whispers. Behind the desk there was an archway, and a corridor in near darkness. A quick blade of light sliced into the dim hallway—a door opening—as an hourglass figure stepped out, silhouetted. A man’s silky voice followed her, wrapping around the air. “You forgot something.” A hand grabbed her bare upper arm and a tall, lean suited-up man stepped into the light, pulling her close and breathing, “This.” He planted a kiss just below her ear and combed his fingers through her shoulder- length waves, kissing her once more.

The woman lifted his chin with her delicate fingers, looking into his eyes. I was so mesmerized I didn’t register the swoosh of the revolving door.

“There she is!” a voice rang out, yanking me out of my haze. On reflex, I jumped away from the desk, jittery as if I’d been caught shoplifting, and stumbled while running toward the front door. There stood Dante with his three matching leopard print suitcases and the quiet guy from our AP European History class. My best friend stretched out both arms: “Happy birthday, sweetie!”

“Aww, thanks.” My heart was still racing. I tried to settle down.

Dante gave me a hug and kissed me on the cheek. “Sorry I’m late. Did we miss anything?”

I shook my head. “No one has come out to meet me yet.”

“Hey, you remember Lance,” Dante said, gesturing to the kid beside him.

“Of course, hi.” I recognized him but I didn’t know if we’d ever actually spoken to each other in so many years of school.

“Hey,” Lance offered, barely audible, nodding once in my direction. Reed-thin in baggy jeans and a Cubs T-shirt beneath his hooded zip-up, he towered over both Dante and me, but seemed to compensate for this with a concave posture. He leaned forward as though forming a cage shielding the center of his chest. His hands were plunged deep in his jean pockets. “And, um, happy birthday, I guess.” He pushed his horn-rimmed glasses up farther on his nose.

“Thanks.” I quickly smiled, awkward. Our eyes danced around each other, then his gaze dropped.

“He’s the third intern, so the gang’s all here,” Dante said. “Don’t they say good things come in threes?”

“Except for three on a match,” I clarified. “You know, if you light three flames off one match someone dies? Something like that.”

“What?” Dante asked, his voice tinged with annoyance, as it was whenever one of my trivial facts got in the way of an otherwise pleasant conversation (which was often).

“Yeah, that’s bad luck,” Lance agreed, glancing sideways from behind his glasses, his eyes grabbing at mine for another flash. The overbearing frames dwarfed his face. They were all I could focus on when I looked at him.

“Well, then you’re lucky I didn’t have time to find a candle.” Dante held out a plastic container and gave it a gentle, celebratory shake. “Ta-dahhh! For you, my friend,” he said, handing it to me. Inside the small, clear dome was a single, perfect cupcake—pink icing dusted with round confetti-like pastel sprinkles and 16 in candy numbers perched on top.

“Dan, you shouldn’t have.”

“Please! It’s nothing.”

“Thanks, you’re the best,” I said but he was already walking away, transfixed.

His eyes rose upward toward the skylight. “Whoa.”

Lance, equally entranced, kneeled on the ottoman staring up at the hundreds of tiny lights along the cords suspending the chandelier. His lips were moving like he was counting: “That’s 1,482—no . . . 83, 1,483 lights. How ’bout that?” he mused. “How do you think they change those when they burn out?” He then wandered toward the front desk. Above it, a screen flashed through a series of the stories that had run in the Tribune and some of the other local papers and magazines.

“This place is outta control,” Dante gushed.

“Yeah, I know, right?” I answered.

“I’m so glad you like it.” From somewhere behind me, another voice, a woman’s low and sweet rasp like a crackling fire, shattered my thoughts. This was the voice I’d heard in whispers earlier. She floated down the grand staircase from the second floor, long and lean with a model’s proportions. She wore a fitted black suit jacket over a knee-length black dress, a frill of lace peeking out above the front buttons. She held a clipboard in her hands and now had her light locks pinned up in a French twist, soft tendrils escaping to frame the sharp, unreal angles of her face. We watched her without a word. Lance shuffled over to stand near Dante and me, the three of us side by side like soldiers.

“Hello, I’m Aurelia Brown, owner of the Lexington Hotel. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” She came up to each of us to shake our hands. I had never seen anyone this stunning up close. Her sapphire eyes were clear and welcoming, sparkling even. Her skin was bone china, smooth and firm, without a single line etched upon it.

“Nice to meet you,” I said finally. Her fingers felt like twigs, so slim, but then they tightened around mine, nearly crushing them.

“And this . . .” She gestured behind her. I hadn’t even noticed that a man had appeared, seated, legs crossed, leaning back just enough on the mammoth ottoman to show he didn’t have to try hard to look this way. He wore a slim gray suit and a satin tie of pink and purple checks, all so precisely tailored it took me a moment to realize he looked fresh out of high school. His features were impeccably carved—an almost-too-delicate nose, chiseled cheekbones, full lips. He had slicked back his hair in a way that made him look like he had stepped out of an old movie. It had never, until this point, occurred to me to describe a guy as being beautiful, but he was. “This is my second in command, Lucian Grove.” He stood now, buttoning his suit jacket and adjusting his cuffs. When he stepped forward to greet each of us as Aurelia had, the thrill of those impending few seconds of attention wracked my body. 

“A pleasure,” he said to Lance, shaking his hand. They were nearly the same height. Everyone here was impossibly tall. I felt so small, so insignificant.

Dante was unflappable, offering his effortless “So nice to meet you, great to be here.” But my fingers trembled even before Lucian took my hand. When he did, a sharp jolt charged through me, a hot tremor hitting every nerve in my body. I hoped his fiery grip wasn’t reading my pulse. His eyes, gray woven with threads of crystal blue, burned into mine, and then he arched one eyebrow at me—playful, knowing—and smirked. My heart stopped. What did that mean? He hadn’t seen me watching him and Aurelia earlier, had he? I mean, it had only been a flash, a few seconds. And yet, from his look, I felt like he had found me out.

Dante read some of this from the corner of his eye. “I hope there are more like him around here,” he whispered into my ear, after Lucian had turned his back to us to resume his place at Aurelia’s side. “I want one.” I took a deep breath and felt my feet return to solid ground and my pulse begin to slow. Aurelia was speaking, so, with some effort, I refocused my attention on her.

“You’ll be working closely with a group we’ve already assembled as part of our social outreach cadre: we call them the Outfit.” At that, as though choreographed, a group of people flowed and floated in from rooms on our right and left. Though there were many of them, collectively they sounded as hushed as fluttering butterfly wings. Ten men and ten women all the caliber of Aurelia and Lucian, perfectly attired and all wearing black suits and dresses. All, I guessed, to be in their late teens or their early twenties at the most, yet they seemed worlds older than me. It was something about the way they carried themselves: regal, with proud, straight backs, and their heads tilted just a touch upward. They swarmed around the three of us, creating a cocoon with their bodies. They didn’t say a word and didn’t look at us, but kept their eyes glued to Aurelia, their faces still, a serene air surrounding them. So we did too, after exchanging a few confused glances with one another.

“Play your cards right, and you three just might be the youngest inductees into this exclusive society,” Aurelia said. “Everyone in Chicago wants in. People would give their souls to be part of it. You’re very lucky, you know. Come, we’ve much to discuss.”


 3. Your New Surroundings

“So, welcome,” Aurelia announced as we began the official tour,  the low pitch of her voice melodic and calming. The Outfit, still surrounding Dante, Lance, and me, swept us along as we followed our leader past the front desk and the grand staircase and straight down the center of the lobby. In our hands now were gift bags brimming with swag: pens, mugs, notepads, postcards, T-shirts, and candies all bearing the hotel’s gold-on-black LH logo. “Today we’ll walk you through what you’ll be doing, show you your accommodations, and get you situated and feeling at home.” She paused, turning to look at each of our faces. Inside the open doorway to our right, I caught a glimpse of walls lined with floord-to-ceiling bookcases and one of those ladders attached to a gold-plated track running along the top near the high ceiling. Stacks of books lined the floor near a fireplace and an emerald-hued velvet sofa.

“We’re almost in place for our grand opening, but there are still projects to be conquered and we will be depending on you and on the Outfit.” Aurelia gestured to them with a delicate hand. “You will have a privileged look at how this establishment will be run. What will be expected of you? Anything and everything. That’s why you were recruited—we know you’re among the best and brightest. We are proud to have you and hope you will be just as proud to be aiding us.” The register of her voice had hypnotic powers, an ebb and flow that had the effect of a lullaby. Beside her, Lucian watched us, hands in his pockets. His eyes met mine for a second and seared me. I pushed up the sleeves of my shirt and hoped I didn’t look like I was sweating. “Keep in mind we wouldn’t be providing room and board for you if we didn’t expect to be able to call on you occasionally at odd hours, but it will be worth your while. You’ll find that a job well done here will translate into enrichment and success elsewhere. We can open doors.”

At that last promise, I straightened my back, standing as tall as possible. Now she really had my attention. She seemed to know it too. She held my gaze. I had the feeling she could tell by looking at a person whether or not they would disappoint her.

She spun back around, heels clicking, off again. We scurried to keep up. “A few things you may or may not know, but that you will need to know. We are a reincarnation of the original Lexington Hotel, and are as respectful and mindful of that history as possible. The legendary Chicago gangster Al Capone once lived here, and we allude to this infamy often, while also trying to brand ourselves as an arbiter of cutting-edge taste and a vanguard in the art, culinary, and nightlife worlds. We intend to be a celebration of both the dangerous and the beautiful, because these are the things that everyone most craves. We are going to be a destination for Chicago natives and visitors alike. We open to the public in mere weeks, on February 14, in honor of the St. Valentine’s Day massacre. I’m sure you know what that was, correct?”

I knew roughly that it had to do with Capone’s gang killing a bunch of members of a rival gang, but I was too scared to give any detailed answer. I could not bear to be wrong in front of this group. My stomach knotted up. I glanced at my compatriots. We all wore the same in-over-our-head expression. Silence. Aurelia stopped short and turned to us again, shaking her head. “Oh dear,” she chided. “You’re going to need to brush up on your Chicago history, my lambs. You’re representing us now.” Her voice was icy.

“I thought it was rhetorical, that question,” Dante piped up. I almost gasped but caught myself. I shot him a look. Aurelia studied him, a faint smile on her lips.

“You’ll find that very little of what I ask is rhetorical. I don’t like to waste time. I either give orders or I ask questions with the intention of receiving answers.” Somehow, these words didn’t sound so hostile as they trickled out sweetly and slowly, only lightly laced with bite. Through all of this, the Outfit remained quiet and still, encircling us like a chain of paper dolls. Aurelia set off again.

“You will each be assigned a mentor, from whom you will receive your assignments. Whenever possible, you will be given projects commensurate with your interests and talents. Lance”— his whole body jolted at the sound of his name—“you’ll be shadowing Lucian, handling day-to-day operations, a good deal of management responsibilities, and various projects with our amen- ities: the nightclub, the gallery, the library.”

“Thank you,” Lance said shyly to the back of her head. Lucian looked over his shoulder and gave him a nod in acknowledgment.

“Dante, your mentor is our head chef, Etan. He has some innovative plans for the menu in our restaurant and lounge. He is currently away on business, but he’ll be here in another day or so. In the meantime, he asks that you familiarize yourself with the kitchens—you can start with the one adjacent to the Parlor, which is our more casual restaurant.”

“Of course. Looking forward to it,” he answered, his voice bright.

“And, lastly, Haven, you will be with me.” We had reached the far end of the ground floor and stopped before a glass-enclosed elevator.

“Great, thank you so much.” I waited to hear more. I wanted to know exactly what Aurelia expected from me, so I would then know how to surpass it and impress her. But that was it.

“Now let’s have a look at our nightclub, the Vault.” She pressed the elevator call button. “It opened last month to great fanfare and we’re doing a tremendous business.” That seemed to be true, according to what I’d read about the club. Everyone had filtered through there: celebrities in town shooting movies; every remotely important athlete the city had; musicians on tour. “We realize that you three aren’t of age . . .” She paused, perhaps finding a way to let us down gently that this wasn’t a place for high school kids. “However—”

At that, we all looked at her with renewed attention. The elevator opened and she stepped in, Lucian behind her. We followed, tentative, Dante first.

“—you will be permitted into the club as long as you’re responsible.”

What? I wasn’t sure I heard right. Beside me, I felt light beams shooting out of Dante’s eyes, ears, fingertips. The Outfit turned and walked down a side hallway, single file, like one long, chic snake, and finally disappeared.

“Members of the Outfit have specific duties there, and you may, in fact, be asked to work there at times as well.”

“All right!” Dante, I knew, couldn’t help it. The outburst just escaped his lips, no hope of being held back.

Aurelia’s eyes zipped in his direction. Lucian leaned in toward Dante, almost conspiratorially, and said, “It’s a pretty fantastic place. You won’t be disappointed.”

“Onward,” she said. The elevator doors closed and we plummeted to the hotel’s depths.

Once downstairs though, we were permitted to see only the sealed door of the nightclub—a black-painted slab of steel like the kind you’d find on a bank vault—leaving us to imagine what lay beyond it.

The rest of the tour felt endless, a blur of elegantly appointed rooms and an onslaught of facts and figures. The Outfit mysteriously met up with us again later when we reached the upper floors, fencing us in, which continued to make me nervous. I wished I could drum up some intelligent questions to ask, something to show how serious I was—something also that would force Lucian to look at me. His gaze remained firmly set on Aurelia, his eyes traveling over her face like ocean waves lapping at rock, painting her with devoted attention as she spoke. And who could blame him? She had such presence. You could feel the control in her voice, in her sharp movements and the forthright, steady pace of her walk. She was so unlike the women I knew, the no-nonsense, practical, get-the-job-done women at the hospital, like Joan. There was a polish to Aurelia. Could that be learned? Or was it just something you either had or you didn’t, the way that seemingly overnight some of the girls at school had become these creatures who could lure and lasso even the most elusive boys?

As we wandered, so did my mind, more than I would have liked. But I was tired. We all were. I caught Lance stifling a yawn at one point. The place was mammoth and we covered a lot of ground.

I scoped out so many intriguing spots I hoped to inspect more closely. On the main floor, in addition to the library, there would be a restaurant called Capone and a lounge called the Parlor—these were located to the right and left of the main entrance. Back near the elevator to the Vault, tucked behind the thick folds of a gold and burgundy velvet curtain, was a glass door leading into what would be the hotel’s own art gallery, which would be a museum of macabre artifacts from Chicago’s sordid past with plenty of original works of art and photography by local artists mixed in. For now it was no more than an empty expanse of blank white walls and glass cases, just waiting for beautiful and special things to display. Another elevator led down to a posh and tranquil spa.

On the second floor at the top of the grand staircase, behind ivory-paneled doors, was the ballroom, complete with a painted ceiling that was the hotel’s answer to the Sistine Chapel. However, instead of the heavenly creatures depicted there, this length of ceiling was a stormy sky festooned with heavy and foreboding clouds, lightning bolts so vivid you could almost hear the crackling thunder that would accompany them, ravens and crows flying in formation, and other dark-winged, part-human characters slinging arrows, gorgeous but deadly.

By the time Aurelia led us all back down these stairs, my feet were aching—unaccustomed as they were to doing this much walking in anything other than sneakers. 

At last, she dismissed us. “I’d like you to take the rest of the day to acquaint yourselves with the rich charms of your new surroundings, find your rooms, and so forth. Should we need you for anything, we’ll find you.” We thanked her in unison, as the Outfit slithered away without a sound. Lucian slipped back into that infamous darkened hallway behind the front desk and Aurelia pranced toward the library. Lance, Dante, and I were all fishing in our gift bags for the keycards to our rooms, when the sharp footsteps stopped and I heard that low rasp again.

“Haven, a moment,” Aurelia called from the middle of the sprawling lobby, gesturing for me.

“Yes, Ms. Brown,” I answered in my brightest, most respectful tone. I waved Dante and Lance on without me, as my nerves began their steady, ominous climb to the top of a roller coaster.

“Aurelia, please,” she corrected as she started walking again, not waiting for me. I was jogging now, racing to get to her faster.

“Of course. Aurelia.” I tried, but it sounded funny. I couldn’t quite call her that, even though, if we had met under different circumstances and she was dressed more like me, I might have mistaken her for a peer. Panting, I caught up with her.

“I have a project for you to begin, if you please.”

“I can’t wait!” I nodded, too much, too eager, my head bobbing around. My feet couldn’t match the rhythm of her steps. I bumbled along.

“The gallery is to be a focal point of the Lexington, a cultural cornerstone, and I have something I’d like you to work on over the next several days. I understand you’re a photographer.”

“Oh, well, yes, I mean—” I stammered, caught off-guard that she knew this about me. But she cut me off.

“Are you or aren’t you?” she asked, her words firm. “I was under the impression I had hired talented students.”

Man up, Haven, I told myself, and don’t be modest. “Yes,” I said, matching her strong tone as best I could. “I’m good. I won first place in a countywide competition at school for a series I did on—”

She cut me off again. “Excellent. Do you know why our group is called the Outfit?”

I didn’t. If I had time, I would unearth every last scrap of trivia there was to know about this place, I just needed more time. “I don’t, but I’m anxious to learn.”

“That was the name of Al Capone’s gang. And, like his, our Outfit is about exclusivity and it’s also somewhat underground.” She walked at a quick clip down the hall, the material of her dress and jacket swishing as she went, and her heels clicking staccato against the marble floor. We reached the velvet curtain shrouding the door to the gallery. She gathered it, pushed it aside, and pulled out a keycard.

“But just without the, uh, Tommy guns and things?” My joke flew by, unnoticed, like a blackbird in the night sky. She sliced the card in the vertical pad.

“Instead of a rogues’ gallery, ours is more a royal court. It adds a patina to the hotel. They are beautiful for a reason, our members, they are our ambassadors. We have all of Chicago looking at us and talking about us. But, unlike with Capone, it’s socially acceptable for people to want to be part of us. And they do.”

Lights twinkled in the keypad and a lock popped. She held open the glass door for me and I stepped inside the bare space. She swooshed past me, into the darkness, and a light mushroomed out from a room we hadn’t seen on our tour. I walked toward it, into an area staged for a photo shoot. A white screen curved toward the floor, creating a seamless background. Spotlights, covered with umbrellas to direct their glow, shone onto the set, trained on a single wooden stool awaiting its subject. A camera sat atop a tripod, prepared to snap. Extra lenses, like a wardrobe of long and short noses, were lined up on a tabletop.

“We are our best advertisement. We embody the youth and vitality that people want a piece of. We are that touch of wild and unpredictable and untamable that they crave. So we’re going to celebrate that, and anoint ourselves more powerful in the process.” Aurelia shed her blazer and slung it over a freestanding light not being used, then took a seat on the stool facing toward me. “Over the course of the next couple days you’re going to photograph each member of the Outfit, Lucian and myself to be included on a wall of our gallery.” She folded her hands in her lap, hooked one heel onto a rung of the stool, and twisted toward me.

“Thank you, I appreciate that you would entrust that to me.”

“So, let’s go.”

“Oh?”

“You’ll start with me today. Then we’ll unleash you on the masses tomorrow.” Her eyes were flinty with a burning efficiency, as if to say, Get on with it already. “Everything you need is here. I trust you’re well versed in how to work it all.”

I nodded, just once—not the most resounding show of confidence, but I figured I would rather underpromise and overdeliver. I set down my Lexington Hotel tote bag and took a place behind the camera. A quick scan of the bells and whistles told me this equipment was worlds more advanced than anything I had ever used. My own digital camera was a secondhand number I’d had for years. It didn’t do much and could be a bit slow (sometimes I felt it would be faster to chisel someone’s likeness out of marble), but it took decent shots, and that was enough for me. Now that I got to investigate close-up, I realized I had seen this model before, but only inside a glass display case at the camera shop I always went to. It was professional quality, single lens reflex, and the guy at the shop always said it could make up for any multitude of lighting sins—from too dark to too blinding—which was a relief because I didn’t know the first thing about adjusting these monster lights and didn’t want to embarrass myself by touching them.

“This is quite a camera,” I said mostly to myself, but she overheard me anyway.

“I’m glad you like it. You’ll be spending a good deal of time with it.” She smoothed her dress and patted her hair, barely touching it. I don’t think she even noticed when I snapped a shot—this camera was silent, stealthy. Looking through the viewfinder, with that barrier of a lens between us, gave me just enough distance to feel my stomach untying its knots, probably for the first time all day. Aurelia seemed less intimidating from here. She was under my control now. Or at least we were collaborators. I made a few quick adjustments, framing her, deciding just how much to get in the shot, setting the shutter speed.

“Ready when you are,” I said, doing my best in-charge voice.

“Then fire away.”

I snapped rapidly, capturing a million shots a second it seemed. This camera had such power, I couldn’t keep up with it. Aurelia made subtle tweaks to her pose. Never allowing a full grin, she would vacillate between a soft smile and a wistful look. The hollows of her cheeks and sleek line of her delicate nose, the tiniest of clefts in her chin, all caught the light and danced with it, coloring her expression—sometimes she looked solid and strong, other times, thoughtful to the point of melancholy. Within the first minute alone, I was sure I’d gotten the shot I needed, maybe more than I needed.

She unpinned her hair from its twisted prison and shook the waves over her shoulders. I continued snapping a few minutes more until, at last, she declared, “We’re finished. Let’s see your work. Come.” In a burst, she was up from the stool and had disappeared behind the backdrop.

My hands shaking, I flipped through the last couple of shots, confirming what I already knew—they looked beautiful. I freed the camera from the tripod, cradling it in my arms like a baby.

The room in the back was a whitewashed cubbyhole of an office, no more than a desk, a computer, with a slim screen the size of a TV, and another flat screen twice that size mounted on the wall. Aurelia, blazer back on and buttoned, sat before the computer, waiting to be impressed. I hooked up the camera and hundreds of postage-stamp-size photos littered the monitors. Aurelia clicked on the first shot: she was touching her hair at the beginning, before she knew I was paying attention. She looked at me, a hint of admiration flickering in her eyes, then returned to the screen. She shuffled quickly through dozens of shots, all uniformly stunning. She was one of those people blessedly immune to bad photos. I, on the other hand, hardly ever found a picture I could tolerate of myself. In fact, I had been systematically destroying all photographic evidence of me at twelve and thirteen years old—those were particularly gruesome.

“Lovely. You’re done for today. Tomorrow you’ll begin shooting the others.”

Aurelia clicked away the photos and the computer faded to black.

“Great, thank you.”

She switched off the monitor on the wall, shut the lights, and held the door for me to exit. I scurried to get my gift bag, still beside the tripod, then met her at the gallery doors.

She bid me farewell with “Tomorrow, eight o’clock in the lobby,” then clomped away, escaping back through that curious doorway behind the front desk.

 


I found my legs carrying me to the library, a lighthouse bringing me in from the storm. The soft tap of books being placed onto shelves echoed from the room. I peeked my head in and saw Lance standing on one of the ladders, clutching several volumes in his arms and sliding them one by one into empty gaps on a high shelf. He looked over when he heard me enter.

“Hi, sorry, didn’t mean to interrupt. You’re actually working in here.” I started to leave.

“Hey, no,” he said, looking away quickly. “No problem.” He fidgeted with the books in his hand. One fell. I stepped back into the room, picked up what had dropped, and handed it to him. “Thanks. Lucian put me to work shelving and alphabetizing.”

“Wow.”

“Yeah, it’s going to take me forever. The Harold Washington Library has got nothing on this place. And they say that people don’t read anymore.”

“Do you want some help?” I wandered in farther and sifted through a stack left on the long wooden table near the door. Shakespeare, Marlowe, Oscar Wilde.

“Nah, I’ll save you. I bet you’ve got your hands full anyway.” He snuck a conspiratorial glance at me.

“I’m on a photo project.”

“How did that go?”

“Okay so far, I think. Check back with me tomorrow. I’m off the rest of the day, I guess. Which feels weird.”

“Yeah. Right now we would be in AP Euro.”

I checked my watch; he was right. That reminded me.

“I think I’d better do a little reading up on Chicago history, you know? After this morning . . .” I didn’t need to elaborate.

“I know what you mean.” He pushed his glasses up on his face and shook his head, recalling our collective embarrassment earlier. “I’ve been trying to pull some books out as I go. I put a couple good ones over there. Great history ones and some really good Chicago architecture coffee-table books too, but I’ve got first dibs on those.” He pointed to a stack on a delicate wooden secretary’s desk.

“Mind if I take a look?”

“Help yourself,” he said, and returned to his shelving. I took a seat and began leafing through a book called Chicago During Prohibition, with a grainy sepia-toned cover shot of men in 1920s-style suits and hats lined up against a bar.

“I almost forgot.” Lance swung around again, climbing down the ladder. It creaked and moaned as he hit each rung. “I found something for you.”

“For me?” I twisted around in my chair, resting my chin on its back.

He tapped the tops of the stacks on the long table, searching. Finally he grabbed a slim black hardcover sitting on its own in the corner. He pulled at a slip of paper on the cover.

“Yeah, I mean, I guess. I was going through one of the boxes and I found this one with your name on it.” He held out a leather- bound tome, old and worn, with gold-etched lines bordering the spine and front cover. Sure enough, on a black-and-white postcard of Michigan Avenue from a bygone era taped to the front, someone had written “For Haven Terra” in a script I didn’t recognize.

“Huh. Thanks.” I took it in my hands and leafed through. The wispy pages, all edged in gold, were entirely blank. Lance nodded and creaked back up to his place at the top of the ladder. “You sure this is for me?”

“It had your name. That’s all I know.”

“I just mean, it’s totally empty.”

“Yeah, I noticed that too.” He scratched his head, shrugging. “Maybe it’s a birthday gift or something.”

“Maybe,” I said, looking at the postcard again as he got back to work. I opened the book again, this time going through slowly page by tissue-like page. They crinkled and crackled under my gentle fingers and seemed almost too delicate to write upon.

Suddenly, a bell pealed, ringing out Ding-dong-ding.

Lance and I looked at each other, eyebrows twisted in puzzlement, then we looked toward the hallway where the sound was getting louder.

Dante appeared in the doorway, apron on, dreads tied back in a bandana under a cylindrical marshmallow of a chef’s hat. In his fingertips, he swung a piercing golden bell. We stared, speechless.

“Check this out. Cool, right?” He grinned, thrilled with himself.

“I dig the hat,” Lance offered.

“Yeah, but it’s the bell that really makes the outfit,” I declared.

“Thank you, I’m flattered. Now, ahem.” He cleared his throat and made a grand bowing gesture, over-annunciating. “Lunch! Is served.” He walked away.

“Really?” I called after him.

Lance scurried back down the ladder, and we followed Dante to the Parlor, where he had set a table with three silver-dome-covered plates and unveiled our precious meals all at once. There was something royal about having the run of this place, lunching on immaculate white cloth-covered tables while curled up in cushy armchairs amid armies of potted palms. Naturally we took the best table, beside the long, tinted picture window looking out on the street.

“I think from now on ‘familiarize yourself with the kitchen’ will be code for ‘make us lunch,’” I joked, biting into my sandwich. “This is amazing, D.”

“Be nice and I’ll keep cooking—that kitchen is stocked. This is nothing.” He gestured to our three matching plates of grilled chicken and gruyère sandwiches on brioche, with skinny, crispy french fries. To wash it down, sparkling water bubbled in our crystal wineglasses. And just for me, a chocolate milk shake with mountains of whipped cream. “I made myself a caviar appetizer.”

“Dan! You’ll get us all into trouble.”

“Please, I just had a little spoonful. Good stuff, fish eggs.”

“Ew.” I made a face. “But I like these!” I held up a blue-corn tortilla chip in the shape of the hotel insignia. I dunked it into a dish of salsa and popped it in my mouth.

“I know. I found these great cookie cutters.”

“Apparently,” I said, lifting from another communal plate a sugar cookie in the same exact shape but larger, and then a brownie too.

“It’s possible that I got carried away.”

“We’re glad you did. This is amazing.”

“Thanks, man, I was starved,” said Lance, already nearly done with his sandwich.

“Gladly,” Dante said, regally. “The pleasure is mine.”

We chatted about the day’s events, munching on the food until we finished it off. “Anyone else ravenous and weirdly exhausted today?” Lance polled us as he sat back in his chair to digest.

Dante and I both raised our hands. Now that I was finally sitting down and not under Aurelia’s watchful eye, my body could acknowledge how worn-out it was. In our defense, it was after three o’clock by now.

“Glad it’s not just me,” Lance said, rubbing at his eye under his glasses.

“But nothing like a little gossip to get the blood flowing.” Dante turned to me. “So, back to the important stuff—Aurelia and Lucian. They were, like, all over each other?” Dante said with his mouth full, something he only did when he was really excited.

“They weren’t exactly ‘all over each other’; it was just a kiss,” I clarified. Dante stopped chewing and looked disappointed by this. “But still interesting, no?”

“Only mildly interesting at best, Hav. Please. I mean, look at this place. Of course they’re all gonna hook up. It’s like a reality show: toss a bunch of gorgeous people in one place, make sure there’s a club nearby, booze, the whole thing. It would go against human nature if they didn’t all go after each other. You’re so precious, Hav.”

Lance shrugged and nodded in silent agreement.

“Okay, okay, so my gossip isn’t that juicy,” I said in a flat tone. “So, what are the rooms like?”


 4. Not a Bad Place to Visit

Dante and Lance, as it turned out, were sharing a room. I wasn’t sure what this might mean for me. I made my way down in the moaning elevator to the basement level: home sweet home.

“Your rooms are part of our staff quarters and are not as luxe as the rest of the hotel’s accommodations,” Aurelia had explained to us. “However, I’m sure you’ll find them to your liking.” She had also mentioned that some members of the Outfit stayed in rooms on this level so it seemed logical to think that I might be paired with one of them. I didn’t completely love that idea. On one hand, it could be a quick way to make friends; but on the other, none of them had been especially warm so far, and I got the impression that those barriers might not be broken down no matter how much time we spent together. I hoped I was wrong about that, but my instincts were generally pretty good, even when I didn’t want them to be.

The door to my room was located at the very end of the wide, dim hallway. Along the wall to the left was Dante and Lance’s room. I was glad to have them so close. I swiped my keycard, quick and sharp, in the lock. Just in case, I knocked softly as I pushed open the door. Nothing. I peeked inside to find my duffel bags and coat sitting on a twin bed—the only bed in the room. Relief washed over me and I exhaled: I would be bunking alone. I plopped down on the bed, which was pushed lengthways against the near wall, and slipped my battered feet out of the torture traps of my shoes, wiggling my toes to regain feeling.

My back against the wall, I surveyed my kingdom. I certainly hadn’t expected anything palatial like the guest rooms we had viewed on our tour, so this place seemed just fine. Joan liked to say that much of finding joy in life lay in keeping expectations in check. I didn’t always believe that—because I do have a tendency to dream—but in this case she was right. Mine was a slim shoebox of a room, long, narrow, and windowless, but in addition to the bed there was enough space for a desk like those that studded the library (though this one was slightly nicked around the edges), a delicate lavender velvet-cushioned chair, and a wooden four-drawer dresser with those animal-like feet you sometimes see on old furniture. At the far end of the room was a closet the size of a phone booth, and at the opposite end, a bathroom not much larger than the closet.

The color scheme mimicked that of the larger suites we had seen: lavender and green, from the wallpaper and the worn carpet—which also bore the hotel insignia—to the floral comforter and the curtains covering a blank, windowless spot on the wall. (I couldn’t imagine why anyone would have gone to such trouble.) Aurelia had informed us this was the original color scheme of the Lexington, but that now only one room per floor retained this pairing—the rest were done in the more opulent burgundy, black, and gold. It was nice to feel a bit of history in my room, even if it wasn’t as posh as the renovated rooms in the rest of the place. The basement itself wasn’t as bad as it sounded either. It had those same colors in the carpeting and in the faded striped wallpaper on the top half of the wall; the bottom half was a mahogany wood paneling. Very speakeasy.

I looped the duffel bag strap around my leg and dragged it across the bed to me. It seemed as good a time as any to start unpacking. I had just begun taking out sweaters, jeans, rolled-up socks, when a few quick knocks made me jump and then the door burst open. Dante breezed in and plopped down next to me.

“I can’t believe you’ve got your own bachelorette pad and Lance and I have to share,” he said with an exaggerated pout.

“Sorry . . . but not that sorry.” I smiled.

“You know that dude got almost twenty-four hundred on his SATs?”

“Why is that always the first question you ask people? If you weren’t so cute, people would really hate you.”

“Let it go, fifteen hundred.”

“I don’t test well. You’re mean.”

“Please, you love me. Just saw a bunch of the glamazons in the hall. Can we please revisit our discussion about how everyone is, like, drop-dead gorgeous around here?”

“Must be something in the water.”

“Let’s hope. Drink up, sister.”

“You said it. Seriously though, what’s the deal with them?”

“Got me. Sexy, but a total snooze. I feel like there’s no personality under their perfect shells.”

“I guess personality is overrated: note to self.” I shook my head and emptied the last of the duffel, then started in on the second one, stacking everything on the bed surrounding Dante. He just lay there not particularly bothered by the mounding, teetering piles of clothing. I took an armful and kneeled on the floor, sorting them into drawers.

“Who needs personality when you look like that?” he said. “Didn’t know they even made them that way in the Midwest. At least there’s some good eye candy for me. And you, depending on how they swing.”

I had to laugh to myself; this was what I loved about Dante. He had declared himself out freshman year—he liked to joke to me that he knew that if he didn’t like me in that way then clearly there had to be a reason. It was just flattery but I didn’t mind. Of course, being open about his sexuality didn’t do much for his popularity. There weren’t really any other guys so sure of themselves in our school. But it only made us closer—we threw ourselves into our schoolwork and friendship and bonded over our lack of social lives.

My mind flashed to Lucian. Then I tried to snuff it out. I had no business even thinking of him. He looked high school aged, yet he had this awesome responsibility, this real job. I got the impression he was a sort of wunderkind or something. He had the air of someone who had breezed through school early or else he was doing a gap year before college, like they do in Europe. Or maybe his dad was someone important who’d ushered him into this place. Either way, he was obviously out of the realm of sensible crush objects for me, but I couldn’t help it. 

Dante read my silence. “Uh-huh. I noticed someone got a look from the superhot sort-of boss.”

He knew me too well. “Please.” I looked him square in the eye, but my blush gave me away. “You’re crazy. And besides, I’m sure I wouldn’t know what to do with him or any of these Outfit characters. As you might have noticed, everyone here is just a little out of my league.”

“Ugh!” he groaned, stomping a foot on the bed. “Enough with you and your inferiority complex.” He threw a pair of balled-up socks at me, hitting me on the head.

“Hey!”

But he kept the hits coming, pelting me like a batting machine. I swatted and yelped, throwing my hands up to block, until finally every pair of socks—and I had a lot of them—lay on the floor around me and the tumult ceased.

“You deserved that.”

“Haven, girl, you are no fun. You think everyone’s out of your league. You’re sixteen now. Own it, baby!”

“Um, sure.” I threw myself on the bed, yawning. It was just after seven in the evening but I was worn-out. I felt more drained than I ever did after a full afternoon on my feet at the hospital.

“So how are we celebrating anyway?” Dante asked. We both studied the cracked eggshell surface of the ceiling.

“Oh, I don’t know, we really don’t—”

“Oh yes we do. We are celebrating your birthday, so get over it.” He sat straight up and snapped his fingers. “I’ve got an idea. We’re going out.”

“Define ‘out.’” 

He sized me up. “If I were a tomboy turning sixteen with limited sartorial resources, what would I wear?”

“I guess not this?” I rolled onto my side, propped my head up on my arm, and gestured to the business casual attire I had worn all day.

“Dear god, no. I’m sure we can find something.” He sprang up, now on a mission, and began rummaging through the dresser I’d just loaded so neatly. He didn’t look thrilled with the selection, but he couldn’t have been surprised. I had never been much of a shopper, which he knew. Shopping for me consisted of following him around and scurrying back and forth to the fitting room when he requested new sizes and colors of whatever he was trying on. He had a gift for that type of thing, a style and signature. I was a little more utilitarian in dress. “Tell me you brought some good jeans and not just those beat-up ones you wear all the time—anything but those. Where’s your white V-neck T-shirt?”

“In there somewhere.” My hand flitted at the dresser he was hunched over. I made no attempt to help. “Tomorrow’s our first full day here—I already have an assignment—don’t you think we should get our rest?”

He wasn’t listening to a word of it though—or else he would have surely mocked me. With his back to me, he opened the top drawer, scanning quickly, then closed it. He tried the middle one—pulling out a pair of jeans and throwing them on his shoulder—and then dug into the bottom drawer, rummaging some more, locating a shirt. He tossed it and the jeans at me, and the shirt landed on my head like I was a coat rack.

“Put that on. I’ll give you a belt. It’ll be sort of a rocker chick kind of look.”

“You’re serious?”

He gave me that exasperated look I knew so well, the one with the scrunched-up nose and mouth that said I was trying his patience, then pointed toward the closet, snapping his fingers.

“Okay, okay, okay,” I said. I tucked myself behind the closet door, yanking a chain to turn on the bare light bulb above.

“Thank you. You know I live for these rare occasions when you let me play stylist. And someone has always been very pleased with my work.”

“I know, I know. So where are we going anyway?” I called to him, slipping out of my pants and button-down, and tugging on the jeans—of course he would’ve chosen my tightest pair. I pulled on the T-shirt, tucking it in. “Won’t I be cold in this? I’m sure it’s chilly outside now that it’s dark. I think I need—”

“We’re not going outside,” he replied, cutting me off. “We’re going to . . . the Vault.”

I burst out of the closet. Dante was curled up on the bed, tossing around a pair of socks I’d missed, but paused to give me a once-over. “Cute,” he said, clearly trying to distract me. But I was wearing the look I gave him when I was on the verge of vetoing one of his brilliant ideas—my signal that I was a flight risk.

“I’m sixteen, not twenty-one,” I said.

He waved his hands at me to halt my protest. “Please, so am I, get over it already. You know that secretly you totally wanna go. All the cool kids are doing it,” he teased. We said this all the time, usually when we weren’t about to do anything even remotely close to what the cool kids were doing. “C’mon, seriously, they said we’re allowed in, so let’s test it.” He leaned over and untucked my shirt all around except a bit right in front. “Sloppy chic, I like it.”

I barely noticed. Arms folded across my chest, I weighed this possibility, knowing that it wasn’t something that should even require convincing. And then I surprised myself.

“Okay,” I started carefully. “Suppose, hypothetically, that I did possibly want to see what this Vault business was all about—”

“Really?! Wow, I was expecting I’d have to do a way bigger sales pitch. This is fabulo—”

I held up a hand to hush him.

“Hang on. Just suppose I said yes. You have to promise not to run off and leave me alone there when you get your groove on.” On the few occasions we had actually made it to a party, Dante usually inadvertently abandoned me at some point, his ADD kicking in, and I’d be forced to search for him, often finding him dancing—in his own world, not necessarily with anyone—or, more likely, he would have rounded up a group of poor, unsuspecting partygoers for a poker game and he’d be cleaning out every penny they had on them of their parents’ money. Being a mathlete did have its advantages, he used to say. Either way, I was left to fend for myself.

He thought about it for less than a second.

“Deal.”

I studied myself in the full-length mirror on the back of the closet door.

“So, is this really okay, do you think?”

“Yeah, we’ve totally made lemonade outta lemons. I’ve got a belt that’ll be perfect. Seriously though, if we start hanging at the Vault every night we’re gonna have to get you some new threads.”

“We’ll see.” I took a seat beside him.

“Speaking of . . . ooooh, what’s this?” He reached out, taking the pendant of my necklace in his hands, examining it from every angle. “I like it. It’s so not you and yet so you.” He leaned back to get the full effect.

“I know, right? It’s from Joan. Birthday gift.” My fingers ran over the smooth ridges of the wing. I could only imagine what Joan would say if she knew I was even entertaining the idea of going to a club.

 


We waited until a respectable hour—which according to Dante was about eleven o’clock—to launch ourselves into the revelry of the Vault, killing time in my room, while Lance took a nap in theirs. Dante had crept in earlier, while Lance was sprawled fast asleep—his glasses still on—on the bottom of their bunk beds, and procured his promised belt. It was a thick and worn chocolate-brown leather piece adorned with a clunky buckle bearing DANTE in rhinestones.

“Really?” I said as he suited me up, looping it into my jeans.

“It’s fierce,” he assured me.

On him, yes, but on me, it didn’t quite pack the same fashionable ferocity. “I feel like this is one of those tags: ‘If lost please return to . . .’”

“Well, you told me not to abandon you, didn’t you?” He laughed back, taking great pleasure that this wasn’t quite my style. “Love it.”

When the time came to get Lance, I hovered while Dante poked him in the arm, getting in a few good jabs before he woke with a start, arms flailing, and rolled right out of bed landing at our feet. We tried to stifle our giggles, but couldn’t.

“Rise and shine, time to party,” Dante said.

Lance sat up and rubbed his eyes then his elbow; it looked like he had landed on his funny bone. He laughed too.

“Thanks. Kind of. Ow,” he said, bending and extending his arm.

Much more low-maintenance than Dante or me, Lance was ready in a flash—he literally rolled out of bed and was set to go. Dante had decked himself out in a pink plaid button-down and his best jeans, the slim dark indigo pair he saved for special occasions. The three of us found our way to that elevator just beyond the lobby, descending in silence, imagining what we might find.

Even before the elevator doors opened, the music hit us, traveling up the elevator cables and into our car, pulsing. When the jaws did finally part, we were deposited before that imposing steel door. Coming in as we had from the hotel, we had the advantage of no line—most club-goers were forced to queue up in the alleyway outside (among Dumpsters and the occasional rat—not a pretty place; we had seen it that afternoon and were told the line could snake all the way down the side of the building) and then were led inside to another elevator taking them to this point.

This second elevator opened now, disgorging a handful of revelers—three high-heeled, short-skirted women and a pair of blazer-bedecked, open-collared men, all flirting with one another, whispering in one another’s ears, complimenting one another’s clothes for the sake of giving that guy an excuse to touch the sequins on her dress, or that girl a reason to run her hand along his lapel or undo another button on his shirt. Dante, Lance, and I all traded glances. We got a few looks ourselves, but no one bothered to say anything. The group was granted passage through the checkpoint and into the main event—music crashing out at us as the doors opened and the club swiftly swallowed them.

I could feel the music regulating my heartbeat, forcing it to settle on a new rhythm, something syncopated that my body had trouble keeping up with. My lungs seemed to forget how to take in air, remembering too late and then scrambling for it with a gasp. A blond woman, who had handed us our tote bags earlier today, stood at the door, clipboard in hand, along with another perfect male Outfit specimen by her side. Before today, I hadn’t known that people like this existed outside of movie screens and magazine pages. It took so much less to be special at school. I now felt that if I were forced back into a room with the classmates who had seemed so perfect, I would no longer be nearly as intimidated. These people here were absolutely otherworldly.

“Hi there. Dante, and my fellow interns,” he started to introduce us. The woman’s smoky, black-smudged eyes showed no trace of understanding. But she and the man—as chiseled as Lucian, but a hollow brunette version—just nodded at us, looking not quite at us but rather through us. Dante was unconcerned; his eyes bulged at something else: “Wow, man, nice kicks!” He pointed to the man’s shoes, a shiny black patent leather–looking sneaker, which looked completely unremarkable to me. “Those are totally the limited edition Palindromes, right? Only fifty in existence?!” He crouched down to get a closer look. “Whoa.” The man nodded again, but said nothing. Dante pointed toward the door. “So it’s cool if we check the place out?” The woman didn’t say a word but the man grabbed hold of a steering-wheel-size dial at the center of the black-painted steel door and pulled it open for us. “Thanks, man,” Dante said. We all exchanged jubilant looks, quietly shocked that this was so easy. We were in! I smiled shyly at the man as I passed.

Absorbed into a narrow tube-like corridor of more black-painted steel, we walked slowly toward the riot of flashing lights ahead. Bodies gyrated in the distance. Music wrapped itself around us, flowing into our pores.

“Wow, so many people out on a school night,” I said, but my voice came out wispy soft. My companions, whether they heard me or not, were both too captivated to form a response anyway. As we neared the arched end of the walkway, the curved mouth that would lead us out into the club itself, a black light spun, sending its beam speeding around the whole hallway, lighting up scribbles on the walls. Finally, it landed on a patch of the wall to our right. In a luscious script that looked like cake icing, this four-foot-long swatch had been painted with the word Lust, which glowed iridescent and alive.

“Nice,” Dante said, pointing at it.

Aurelia had explained on our tour that the seven deadly sins were on a shuffle here, and each night a different one would be celebrated. She said it was about branding—a gimmick people would go for, an excuse to serve expensive, signature drinks.

“That’s definitely the best of the seven,” I said. What did I know, really? But lust is surely more fun to think about than sloth or gluttony. I bet it was lust night often here. Lust was probably good for business.

The light went out as fast as it had flared up and within a few steps we emptied out into the expanse of the club. It was like landing on another planet. For a moment, we were rooted in place, taking it all in as the action swam and spun around us in all directions. The place was easily the same sprawling size of the ballroom but without any of the stuffy formality. Down here, it looked like a cavern and gave the impression of something wildly, alluringly primitive, carved out by nature, yet all with the surface of shiny black licorice. Everything, floor to ceiling, was bathed in this oozing black, but given an infusion of shimmer by the undulating lights in a palette of reds and oranges that danced off everyone’s skin and reflected a distinctly devilish, sinister glow. The walls bulged out, lumpy as though riddled with rock formations. A smoky dance area, packed tight with bodies, was cordoned off toward the back. Behind it, a flame roared, running floor to ceiling like a waterfall. From here it looked to be a screen projecting this giant fire, but who could tell?

Horseshoed around the dance floor were layers of seating and places for cozying up and carousing. Oil-black stalagmites reached up in huge, menacing cones from the floor. Some were carved hollow, with crushed-velvet-cushioned benches inside for couples to rest their weary feet after dancing or to find other ways to set pulses racing. Stalactites in an array of lengths and widths and girths dangled like giant daggers and slim-fingered claws from the ceiling. Tables and banquettes along the outer periphery were recessed back into the walls and aglow in ruby-hued light.

But all of this was nothing compared to the detonated dynamite at the center of the room. A circular platform, raised at least ten feet up with a waist-high wall, had been perched atop another of these rock formation–like structures, and was large enough to seat nearly two dozen with its own nook of a bar and room in the center for dancing. The area teemed with Outfit members. You could just watch them for hours, dancing, drinking, draping themselves on each other. And if that wasn’t enough to capture the crowd’s collective attention, there was this, which I saw only after noticing the Outfit members: a low flame burned around the entire circumference.

“This is probably what hell looks like. Like, in a good way,” Dante said finally, when we had been silent for longer than I realized. The three of us were standing there like we were waiting to get picked for teams in gym.

“Yeah, not a bad place to visit,” I said.

“But would you want to live there?” Lance offered.

“Depends on how the night goes,” I said.

Dante elbowed me. “This from the girl who didn’t want to go out at all.”

“I know, I know.” I shook my head. I was all talk.

“So . . . what now?” Lance said, hands plunged in his pockets, like this was just another day at work.

“I know,” Dante said, a hint of trouble ringing his voice. I peeled my eyes from the whirlwind swirling around us and looked at him, following his line of vision.

“No, Dan, you’ve got to be kidding me.”

He was staring straight at the platform with the Outfit.
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