
        
            
                
            
        

    


[image: ]


The Wilds & The Weeds

Copyright © 2025 by Ally North. All rights reserved. Printed in the United States of America. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places, events and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


For a list of content warnings, please see @allynorthstories on Instagram.


Other Books by Ally North

Bloom Town: Genesis

Bloom Town: Exodus




[image: ]


For Jay, because you like this one a lot. And I like you. A lot.

And for Casey, who was brave.


1

When the Wilde girls vanished, the story made headlines around the world.

Some of the bigger papers printed articles that implied a kidnap-for-ransom scenario, suggesting dubious business dealings were to blame, or maybe a disgruntled employee. A logger, perhaps, injured on the job, out of money and looking for revenge.

The local press would hear none of it. A kidnapping? That was the sort of thing that happened in big cities—Seattle, or even Spokane, but not in Echo, surely. Besides, there were witnesses claiming they saw the children that day, heading in the direction of Echo’s quaint downtown, walking away of their own accord. It was a terrible tragedy, the Echo Chamber printed, but in the end, likely just a simple case of misadventure. After all, one wrong turn and a person could disappear forever in the Cascadian wilderness—the forest was vast and dense and unforgiving, and Echo was completely surrounded by it.

Still, rumors ran rampant—they were runaways, it was a government conspiracy. Aliens. Sasquatch.

But no matter the theory, the core facts remained the same:

Young Heiresses Missing

Ten-year-old sisters Willow and Ivy Wilde, heiresses to the Weston & Wilde Wood Industries fortune, disappeared from their family’s estate on the afternoon of June 11, 1975. The twins were last seen playing by a large pond on the adjacent Weston property, but after several thorough searches, authorities state they’re confident the girls are not in the water. An exhaustive search of the neighboring Wilde and Weston estates was conducted and has expanded to include the rest of Echo, as well as the surrounding forests.

Willow and Ivy are “adventurous and vivacious little girls” according to their parents, who also described them as “sweet and sensible”, insisting the pair would have no reason to run away. They’re the youngest of timber tycoon Richard Wilde’s three children and were first reported missing by their older brother Rowan Wilde and friend Grant Weston, both twelve years of age. Grant’s father Arthur Weston, business partner of Richard Wilde, is offering an unprecedented $50,000 reward for the girls’ safe return.

At first, the searches were massive. Volunteers came from all over Washington and beyond.

The shared double gate at the front of the Wilde and Weston estates—an ornamental thing, all scrolling iron, decorative Ws in the center of both sides—became a shrine; locals and tourists alike came in droves to leave notes and stuffed toys, say prayers and speculate. The main road ran along the western bank of the big pond where the girls had last been seen, and someone snuck onto the property with a hundred tiny candles, lit each one and sent them floating. As the tiny flames spread across the dark, placid water, the flock of people at the gate began singing Somewhere Over The Rainbow (the twins’ favorite song), shedding endless tears for the two little girls whose faces they’d only ever seen in photographs but whose story they felt a claim to all the same.

It gets so cold up here at night, the gatherers would sniffle into the news cameras, and they weren’t wearing coats. The media played one particular clip over and over—a middle-aged man identified only as an employee of the Weston family, with dark hair turned silver at the temples and striking amber eyes. What do I think happened to them? He repeated the reporter’s question, cocking his head in the grainy clip before answering. Pains me to say, I think somebody did something sinister when no one was looking. The Wildes are good people, generous and humble, his throat clenched and he took a moment to collect himself, but after this? He shook his head. That family will never be the same.

In time, the crowd at the front gate thinned. The toys fell victim to the tempestuous mountain weather, the notes blew away. The man with the amber eyes was seen fishing the candles from the pond, one by one by one.

The searches grew farther and farther apart until one day they stopped altogether.

The case is still active, the police assured the family, but for now we’ve done all we can. They needed more evidence. A shoe, a footprint, a tip to the hotline. Time, the lead detective patted Richard Wilde’s hand as he wept beside his catatonic wife, unfortunately, these things take time.

Months passed, and the Missing posters faded and fell from the trees and windows where they’d been posted. There were other catastrophes, new horrors for the media to exploit. The country was at war, people were protesting and rioting in every city from New York to Los Angeles. The world turned away from the idyllic mountain village and its missing sisters.

Eventually, even Echo began to move on. Someone named D.B. Cooper hijacked a plane in the skies over Washington before vanishing into the ether, and just like that there was a new story to be torn apart and devoured in a furious feeding frenzy fueled by the ravenous hunger of small town boredom.
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An undiagnosed heart condition killed Richard Wilde two decades later. A broken heart.

Then, only weeks after Richard’s funeral, an aneurysm took Arthur Weston in his sleep.

Titans of industry, gone in an instant, before either of them had truly reached old age. Lifelong friends, gone together, as if inexplicably tied, even in death.

Weston & Wilde Wood Industries was passed to their sons, Rowan and Grant, who moved back into their fathers’ neighboring estates, their childhood homes, and soon started families of their own.

By then, Willow and Ivy Wilde were nothing more than a local ghost story. An unsolved mystery to drag out and dust off over Friday night beers at Piney’s when conversation waned and football wasn’t on.

But isn’t that what awaits us all, in the end?

To live, and then to one day be forgotten?


2

The ride from the airport to Stonehold never took less than two hours, but that day it happened in minutes. Seconds, even. And the car didn’t get a flat or teleport back to Seattle, no matter how hard Summer wished for it.

Brody was chatting with the driver about the new terminal being built at Seattle-Tacoma, and the havoc it was wreaking on freeway traffic. It was only a matter of time before he brought up the bachelor party—he’d been finding ways to steer every conversation in that direction for days. On the plane from Boston, he’d managed to tell three flight attendants as well as the blatantly disinterested man across the aisle.

It was fine though. With his excitement demanding the attention of anyone with ears, no one was asking Summer any of the usual bride-to-be questions. No one had noticed the way she was constantly tugging at her engagement ring, which seemed to be getting tighter the closer they got to Echo. She’d pulled it on and off so many times during the flight, her finger was still swollen and red.

But it was better that way, without anyone noticing. Easier.

“Beautiful thing, autumn weddings,” the driver was saying over his shoulder. “You having it at the Belvedere?”

Brody shook his head. “There’s this big garden on my parents’ property where everyone in my family gets married. Tradition or whatever.”

“Chilly choice, this time of year,” the driver chuckled.

“Oh no, there’s going to be one of those tents, and my mom’s reserved fifty standing propane heaters or something ridiculous.”

“How many days until the ceremony?”

“Nine.” Brody flashed Summer a smile. “Too many.”

The driver clicked his tongue, grinning at them in the rearview, eyes all soft and crinkly.

It was strange, the polite things people asked before a wedding. It was always how did you meet? Do you have your dress? Where will you honeymoon? No one ever asked why? Really? Are you sure?

“Well, we had a warm September,” the driver was saying, “the weather may be in your favor after all.”

Brody reached for Summer’s hand, squeezing it. If he noticed the way she tensed, he didn’t react.

“Glad to hear it,” he said, “my dad got me an Atlas last Christmas and I haven’t had a chance to take it out yet.”

“An Atlas?” The driver glanced in the rearview again.

“Custom ATV, totally insane. Super low center of gravity but crazy high clearance, and you can fit like twelve people inside, it’s ridiculous.”

“Twelve?” He whistled. “My kid would lose his mind. How much does one of those set you back?”

“I mean,” Brody laughed, “depends, I guess. Other companies probably make cheaper ones.” He shrugged. “Swear to God though, they look like freaking tanks. I think they’re Ukrainian or some shit. I have a few friends flying in for my bachelor party, so we’ll probably take it out for its maiden voyage this week.”

Ah, there it was.

Summer tuned him out. Turned back to the passing scenery. The thick woodlands, dark and deep enough to disappear forever in. The rolling meadows had turned pale olive with summer’s end, and clusters of red switchgrass and goldenrod had spread through the fields like wildfire. Beyond, the trees were a tapestry of orange and burgundy, with mighty brown oaks and countless larches, their needles now a brilliant shade of yellow. A scarf of fog had wrapped itself around the forest, clinging to the base of the distant, staggering Cascades, their white-tipped peaks towering above, tall enough to scrape the sky.

The road wound through the wilderness alongside the meandering Redemption, its crystalline waters rushing down from the mountains toward Puget Sound like it couldn’t escape small town life fast enough.

They were nearly there. Summer could’ve driven the rest of the way with her eyes closed: big wooden bridge, bend in the road, small stone bridge and then—

She sat up straight.

A slab of gray rock the size of a minivan was sticking out of the ground where the old sign had been, the words Welcome To carved across the surface in an elegant scroll, and below, Echo, in large bold letters, each lit from within by some sort of recessed lighting system built right into the rock.

“What happened to the old sign?” She swiveled in her seat to stare at the new monstrosity as they passed.

Brody glanced over his shoulder. “The old one? It was just rotten logs that somebody hand-carved. Like a housing project for termites.”

“My dad.”

Brody stared. “What?”

“My dad carved the old sign.” She was sure he knew this, even strangers knew this if they’d lived in Echo long enough. Rowan Wilde hadn’t been a particularly gifted artist, but that hadn’t kept him from carving old logs and stumps into owls and bears and gnomes all over Echo.

Imprints, not footprints, he used to say.

Summer had finally understood when she was older—leave your mark, but don’t trample. If you take, give. If you destroy, create. Replace. Maybe it was his guilty conscience speaking, inheriting a billion dollar company that made its fortune killing countless trees, but he’d practiced what he’d preached. He’d been working on an initiative just before he died—for every tree Weston & Wilde cut, they would plant two more. Entire forests would be planted—not just in Washington but all over. He’d died with that dream just out of reach.

But in Echo, all of his imprints had succumbed to the elements years ago. The gnomes and owls, gone. The sign had been the only thing left.

“Well, don’t take it personally,” Brody started to laugh, but stopped when he saw Summer’s face. “Come on, you have to admit it was kind of, like…provincial.”

Summer bit the inside of her cheek. Harder than usual.

The driver slowed as they passed through the center of town. The singular cobblestone road was lined with ornamental wrought-iron lamp posts, three lamps to a post, and painted clapboard shops with little porches and hanging signs, colorful arrangements of home decor and camping gear on display in their bay windows. Every lamp post had an enormous cornstalk bouquet tied to its base with a massive orange ribbon, and all the shops had gourds and pumpkins on their porches or leading up their stairs.

In recent years, the swanky ski resort vibe that had revitalized many of the surrounding towns had finally infiltrated Echo, and while the locals bemoaned the influx of tourists they certainly weren’t complaining about all the new shops popping up, adding a bit of convenience and style to the quiet little village. Everything from designer hiking apparel boutiques to cocktail bars and tapas places that served forty-five dollar artisanal charcuterie spreads on locally sourced slabs of petrified wood.

Still, plenty of the old Echo remained. There was Piney’s, which was actually called The Alpine Tavern if you were going by the large white sign with its carved crest and medieval font, but only the tourists called it that. Then there was Rumbles Clothier, still bubblegum pink, the way it had always been. Every December, Summer’s mother had taken her there for a new Christmas dress, then they’d gone for warm blueberry pie and vanilla custard at Filigree House across the street.

Then, later on, it was the Westons’ housekeeper Thea who’d brought Summer and Brody to Rumbles to be measured for their uniforms before each new school year began. Brody would complain the entire time, making everyone miserable, yelping and accusing Rumbles of stabbing him on purpose with the pins. When it was Summer’s turn, she’d step onto the riser at the front window, squeezing her eyes shut as old Rumbles gently measured—back, arms, shoulders—for yet another boring, scratchy blazer. With her eyes shut she couldn’t see Filigree House across the street. And if she didn’t see it, she could pretend it never existed. She could pretend it had all been a dream—warm blueberry pie and vanilla custard at that special table in the corner by the big fireplace, Summer somehow getting melted custard on her nose, her mother giggling and putting a little dollop on her nose too, Summer belly-laughing as her mother made a ridiculous show of trying to lick the cream from her own nose, going cross-eyed in the process.

“Hey, look.”

Summer jolted at the sound of Brody’s voice.

“Filigree House got a new sign too,” he was pointing out the window. “Hope they got your permission first.”

This time when she bit her cheek, she tasted blood. She didn’t look out the window.

It had all been a dream—Filigree House, belly laughs, Christmases at The Hearth, bedtime stories, belonging. A wonderful dream, but a dream nonetheless. There was nothing to be sad about. Dreams weren’t supposed to last. Dreams were meant to disappear in the dawn.

Past downtown, the road dipped and dove right back into the dense wilderness, massive firs towering on either side, before slowly sloping upward, a steep, steady slant. The tallest peaks of Stonehold appeared, poking out from the trees on the ridge ahead.

The gate was open, and someone had spent an absolute fortune on a massive balloon arch, tall enough for cars to pass beneath. There were hundreds of matte balloons in rusts and off-whites and taupes, some of them too big to fit your arms around, with outlandish embellishments tucked here and there—dried floral bouquets and sprays of enormous golden feathers.

Summer sighed. It was Georgina through and through.

The tires crunched their way along the crushed stone entry that led past the pond and over a small bridge before splitting—the right lane leading to the cobblestone turnaround in front of Stonehold, the Weston family home, and the left leading to the Wilde’s.

There was a large hemlock tree in the center of the turnaround, carved entirely from stone, remarkably detailed right down to the tiny cones clustered along its granite boughs. Summer had a bizarre core memory of the Westons throwing a party to reveal additional statues they’d commissioned to stand around the tree—granite carvings of Grant, Georgina and a tiny Brody, hands raised, gazing up at the hemlock in apparent adoration.

But it was her parents’ reactions that stuck with her more than the party itself.

“I’m choosing to believe the artist was mocking them,” her mother had laughed and laughed when they’d gotten home, shaking her head in disbelief, “there’s no way they asked for that.”

Her father had found it so funny he’d had to wipe tears. “Some archeologist will dig that thing up in a thousand years and get famous for discovering an ancient cult of tree worshippers.”

At the time Summer hadn’t understood what was so funny, but she’d laughed along anyway. The Westons were always doing strange and outlandish things, but the Wildes loved them despite their eccentricities, and maybe even a little bit because of them.

Then, years later, Grant and Georgina had the artist come back to add Summer in. Her own granite likeness, carved beside Brody at the bottom of the hemlock. It had been her tenth birthday gift, and she’d hugged and thanked them profusely through her shock. But looking at her statue now, she wondered the very same thing she’d wondered then—what would her parents think?

“Home Sweet Home,” Brody nudged her arm as the car came to a stop.

Summer looked up at the house. Home Sweet Home.

The stone mansion stood, proud and gray, against the bold, blue sky. It was even bigger than Summer had remembered. She’d gotten used to Boston’s north end, where everything felt small.

Stonehold had a presence to it. It had been built back in the day when homes were solid—everything heavy, even the doorknobs had a certain girth and weight to them. Like a hurricane could blow through and the occupants wouldn’t hear a single gust. It was a beautiful building, a remarkable display of limestone architecture and slate roof, boasting countless peaks and angles and windows and chimneys, and all of it surrounded by gardens that brimmed with vibrant color through spring and summer, and stayed remarkably verdant well into the fall. And yet, there was something unpredictable about Stonehold. Like it couldn’t be fully trusted.

Summer stepped out of the car, only to be stunned for a moment by the air. It was different in the mountains; sharper, colder. There was more of it, somehow. She took a deep breath, then another, going to the trunk to pull out her suitcase when the driver popped it, only to be shooed away as he hurried to pull all their cases out for them.

Brody snatched his guitar case from the poor driver, who’d been about to set it gently on the ground.

“I don’t want it getting scuffed up on the stones,” Brody muttered to the wide-eyed man.

“It’s in a case.” Summer had been doing this more and more lately—snapping back when Brody was impatient or rude. So far, it was just little jabs she’d poked him with. Tiny bites. But it was building to something. The other night she’d dreamed of praying mantises.

“I know,” Brody was saying, “I don’t want the case to get messed up.”

Summer ignored him, turning in a slow circle, taking it all in. It had been years, but everything looked the same. There was comfort in that, at least.

The estates sat as they always had; one hundred acres, split between the families—fifty for the Weston estate, fifty for the Wilde. And yet, the properties had never felt truly separate. The grove of fir trees behind Stonehold’s detached garage was the closest thing to a boundary line either family had ever cared to acknowledge. There was a little path through that grove that Summer knew well, and as she stood watching the driver pull the last suitcase from the trunk, it took everything she had not to run to it. She wanted to flee through that copse of trees that had once seemed like an entire forest, she wanted to go back to The Hearth. Bolt the doors and hide under her old bed until they all gave up and stopped looking for her.

But she hadn’t gone back in twenty-two years, and she wouldn’t go back now.

“My babies!” Georgina was standing at the open front door, blocking the way for the driver who was struggling up the front steps with their many bags. “Was the flight okay? We could’ve sent a plane, I don’t know why you didn’t let us send a plane!” She was wearing brown boots and skinny jeans with an oversized turtleneck sweater of burgundy cashmere, holding a flute of champagne loud and proud at barely ten in the morning.

Summer ran to hug her. She smelled like home, and whatever perfume she’d bought on her most recent trip to Paris. Summer hugged her a little longer than she meant to. It was good to see her, she realized. Truly. Despite everything.

“What’s with the WiFi?” Brody was still by the car, phone in the air, walking this way and that.

“What? What’s wrong with it?” Georgina let go of Summer, sounding genuinely concerned.

“It’s shit, apparently,” Brody said, finally pocketing his phone and going to hug his mother.

“I’ll talk to your father, he’ll get someone to fix it.” She beamed up at him, reaching to tug on his beard. “Broderick. What’s this?”

He shook her off, smiling, his teeth unnaturally white. He’d had that done in Boston too. (To be fair, so had Summer.)

“You’ll shave it before the wedding though?” Georgina followed them back through the enormous front door. “You’re not keeping it? For the wedding?”

Stonehold’s front door was thick and heavy, as large as a dining room table, its dark wood carved with grooves and ornamental motifs. There were hand-forged iron clavos like black rivets, outlining the lower panels and the small, square window with its cross-hatched pane and tempered glass. The iron hinges were enormous and ornate, reminiscent of a fairy tale, or maybe a medieval torture dungeon. The story of the door was popular Stonehold folklore; the wood had come from Weston & Wilde’s first felled tree—a Douglas fir, cut down somewhere in the Pacific Northwest around the turn of the century, then butchered into functional decor. A hunter’s trophy. The initial design was for a grand set of double doors, but upon cutting into the tree it was discovered that the inside was rotten—only a portion of the wood could be salvaged, and the entry’s blueprints called for nearly twice as much lumber. So, rather than simply sourcing the wood of a different, not-rotten tree, a solitary door was built, and an elaborate stone canopy was erected above, supported by stone pillars and reinforced with a decorative hammerbeam roof. It was a formidable entry, rich in the architectural overcompensation of men.

“You can barely see your beautiful dimples,” Georgina was looking at his beard like it was an irregular mole he was refusing to get checked out, “I’ll call Pierre and see if anyone from Crown can come fix you up this week, you won’t even need to go into town.”

“Mom,” Brody was laughing, “can you stop? We’ve barely been home five minutes.”

“He’s very proud of it,” Summer told Georgina before grabbing one of the suitcases the driver was stacking in the foyer. It was going to take several trips to get all their stuff upstairs, she might as well start now. “He has beard oil and a trimming kit, it’s a whole thing.”

It was hard not to laugh at Georgina’s panicked face.

“But not for the wedding!” Georgina touched Brody’s beard again as he reached for his own bags. “Wait,” she touched his arm, “can you bring all this upstairs?” She looked at the driver when she asked.

“I don’t think that’s his job,” Summer said quickly, “we can do it.”

“He doesn’t mind,” Georgina said, already walking away, taking Summer’s hand and tugging her along.

Summer mouthed a silent Sorry! at the driver, who winked and waved a hand like it was no big deal.

“Is Dad in his office?” Brody asked, eyeing the long, arched corridor off the right side of the foyer.

“All day, every day,” Georgina smiled, like this was something she admired.

“I’m gonna go ask about the WiFi.”

Georgina sighed softly before turning toward Summer, looking her up and down. She reached to tuck a strand of loose hair back behind Summer’s ear, cocking her head.

“You just keep getting prettier.” Her smile faded. “I wish—” But then she just shook her head, her smile back in place. “We have you in your old room until the wedding night, I hope you don’t mind,” she lowered her voice, “you know how weird and puritanical half the people coming are.” She made a face, rolling her eyes. “Hypocrites, all of them.” She wrapped Summer in another hug. “It’s so good to have you home where you belong.”

[image: ]

It was strange, being back in her old room. Like time traveling. Summer hadn’t used it since high school—Georgina had practically insisted she stay down the hall with Brody once they were in college.

But everything was as it always had been. Her little framed photographs still sat on the carved mantle over the fireplace alongside a collection of familiar odds and ends, nostalgic in the way that only items treasured in childhood ever can be. A music box. A tiny blue dish she’d made in an eighth-grade pottery class, perfect for rings and things. A corked glass bottle with a collection of rare seeds inside; she couldn’t quite remember the story there—some sort of indoor market they’d stumbled upon during a winter holiday in Jackson Hole? She wound the music box, a painted ceramic carousel, and it began to spin, chiming out a melancholy You’ll Never Walk Alone.

The hand painted wallpaper was the same, too. They’d had it installed the year Summer moved in. Sprawling branches with sage colored leaves, lilac flowers and a multitude of ornate bird cages, tiny birds locked within. There were keys too, golden and gleaming, but they were hanging from the branches on various lengths of string, just out of reach.

The four poster bed was just as massive as she remembered it. Thea had put fresh sheets on. A fresh duvet cover too.

After the long journey, the call of crisp sheets and a cool pillow was too tempting to resist. She slid in, and a moment later the world faded as she fell into a deep and dreamless sleep.

By the time she woke, and the light had changed. Afternoon, already. The sun was still bright behind the lilac curtains but it had taken on a golden hue, casting the room in a strange, amethyst glow.

Brody knocked on her door, poked his head in and asked if she wanted to take a walk.

“For old times’ sake,” he grinned.

Outside, the golden sunlight was ethereal, and in the near distance several barn swallows were singing from the trees, back and forth, a conversation in song. Summer headed in the direction of the pond—they’d always walked by the pond—but Brody steered her over to the far side of the house instead, where the hedge maze was located.

“They’ve been clearing it out, getting it ready for the ceremony,” he said. “We should take a look.”

The hedge maze was Stonehold’s largest garden; supposedly it was exactly three times the size of the tennis courts, but to Summer it had always felt even bigger. The exterior boundary hedges had grown so tall over the years it took a ladder to shear the tops. The maze’s entrance was a six-foot gap in the towering verdant wall, with a stone archway that served as an exclamation point—enter here, and be astounded! The arch had been built from the bulky stones dug up by the original groundskeepers over a hundred years ago when they’d first tilled the land, and either on purpose or by happenstance a network of vines had wound their way around the structure. The yew hedges were always a deep shade of green, even throughout the winter, but the vines’ leaves had turned a fiery blend of red and orange.

They walked along, passing by all the familiar landmarks: the oversized sundial, the footbridge and koi pond, the stone benches, the bushes shaped like chess pieces. The metal sculpture of a bird about to take flight, its foot welded to a heavy bronze ball atop a concrete base. The maze’s path crunched beneath them as they walked—crushed lava rocks imported from Iceland, so black that nothing natural blended in. The groundskeepers were constantly raking out errant leaves and twigs, restoring the paths to their pristine darkness. Every now and then Brody would stop to check his white shoes for lava smudges, and Summer was trying to refrain from asking what the point of recreational sneakers was if you couldn’t use them recreationally. She needed to be more patient with him. She would be. And she wouldn’t ruin the moment—it was nice, enjoyable even, walking in the maze after all these years. It had been a wonderland for them as children, and there was something melancholy about returning to it now. A sweet ache for a time when she’d thought this was what she wanted.

“Have you told Dad?” Brody asked, completely out of nowhere.

Summer gave him a double take. She had to get past his omission of the word my before she could process the question itself. He’d been doing that more and more. Which made sense—Georgina and Grant were nine days away from being her parents. In-laws, at least. She felt panicky every time she thought of it.

“Told him…?”

“The nonprofit. The scholarship thing.”

“Fellowship.”

“Yeah.” Brody checked the sole of his shoe, flicking something off with his thumb and forefinger. “Have you?”

“I haven’t even seen him yet.”

“Oh. Well, you should tell him. It’s a good idea.”

“Thanks.” She side-eyed him, unsure if he was serious. When she’d mentioned it on the plane that morning it hadn’t seemed like he was listening. But he seemed genuine, so she thanked him again.

As they wound through the labyrinth, a crisp mountain breeze followed them, fluttering in the bushes.

“I was thinking,” Summer decided to seize the moment, “if I get the fellowship, I’m going to want to hit the ground running. Maybe we could save Italy for next spring?”

Brody made a face. “I’d feel weird postponing our honeymoon, the whole point is to get away after the wedding.”

“Plenty of people postpone their honeymoons.”

“Mom and Dad already had their travel guy map our route. It’s seasonally specific.”

Summer laughed. “Like they’ve never had him change a trip last minute.”

“I hear you, but you haven’t even applied for the Fellowship yet, is postponing not a little…premature?”

“It’s a state Fellowship, you have to be in Washington to apply, and we’ve only been back for, what—” she checked her phone, “six hours?”

“Didn’t you say the deadline is next week?”

He really had been listening. She’d tried to gloss over that part.

“Next Saturday. Nine days. But I’ve filled out most of it already, there’s just a few things I need to do here to finish up.”

“So the deadline is the same day as our wedding,” Brody chuckled. “This feels hugely impulsive.”

“Not even a little bit, Green Guard’s been on my radar since before grad school. It’s part of the reason I went to grad school. And I did ask you if we could fly back here a month earlier.”

“We had to take finals, graduate, sell and pack the apartment in Boston and move back to Echo, all while planning a wedding. No way we could’ve flown home any sooner.”

“I mean,” Summer bit her cheek, “your parents hired people to sell and pack the apartment. And plan the wedding. So,” she shrugged. “We probably could’ve.”

“What is your tone?” Brody shook his head at her, his right dimple appearing. “I can’t do anything right lately, can I?”

“I just want you to take me seriously.”

“How do I not take you seriously?”

“You said the Fellowship was a good idea, and now you’re acting like it’s an inconvenience.”

“Because I don’t want to postpone my honeymoon with my wife? That makes me the bad guy?”

“Brody, you just asked me—”

“Holy shit, look at this place!”

They’d rounded a bend in the hedges and come face to face with the garden’s central square, which was usually home to a zen garden, a fountain and a collection of smaller gardens with stone paths leading between, but someone had cleared all that out and unrolled large squares of turf, presumably where they’d soon set up rows of white chairs for the ceremony.

It was strange, seeing it so empty. The only thing that hadn’t been cleared out was a large ash tree in the corner, all low boughs and twisted trunk.

“My tree!” Summer ran to it. “They left my tree!” Entire days she’d spent up in its branches, reading and thinking and growing up.

“Not for long, sadly,” Brody said. “I think Mom wants to hang some lights from it for the wedding, but it’s getting too big for the garden.” He chuckled at the look on her face. “So sentimental!”

He took her hand and led her to the center of the turf, spinning her slowly before pulling her in, swaying to the music of the breeze and the swallows’ song. Years ago, she might’ve pulled away. Held onto some of the fire that had flared during the Fellowship conversation. Lately, being angry was like trying to wield a sword of sand. Pointless, impossible to hold onto, crumbling before she could swing it.

“Can you believe that in nine days, Summer Wilde, you will be my wife?”

She put a smile on and glanced at him, leaning in and putting her head on his shoulder. Her smile tended to fade on its own these days; she could only keep it in place for so long. It was unfair, what she was doing to him. She knew that. But the alternative—telling him the truth—was unthinkable. She would do this, and she would smile for as long as she could. Because the Westons had kept her when she’d had nowhere else to go.

“Hey,” he whispered.

“Mm?” She didn’t look up.

“We can postpone the honeymoon. The Fellowship is important.”

The lump in her throat surprised her, and she had to swallow before answering.

“Thank you,” she said. “It is important.”

“I know. You’re going to save the world, one forest at a time. Maybe I’ll get you a superhero costume. Something green and sexy.”

“Definitely don’t.”

He laughed.

Just then, her head still on his shoulder, she noticed something. Hibiscus trees, all along the inner perimeter of the makeshift wedding venue. It was obvious that someone had dug them up from elsewhere and replanted them by the hedges—they were short but well-established, hearty and full, and all of them still in full bloom, flowering off-whites and dark oranges to match the wedding palette. It must have taken ages.

“The hibiscuses,” Summer said, pointing when Brody pulled away to look. “So much work for just one day.”

“But an important day. The most important day.”

“Second only to Bachelor Party Day.”

He laughed.

She walked over to one of the orange bushes and touched a soft flower with her finger. They weren’t particularly strong smelling flowers, but they were giving off a sweet, airy scent. Like a meadow after the rain.

“Is there a new landscaper?” She looked at Brody.

Frank had been the groundskeeper when they were kids, but he’d died when they were teenagers. She remembered that summer. Georgina had complained about the weeds daily.

“I guess Frank’s granddaughter is taking care of things now.”

“No!” Summer whirled around to face him. “Not the same one who—?”

He rolled his eyes. “Don’t you dare.”

“But the irony! Brody, Ford and the flowers.” She shook her head at him.

“Ford, right. God. She was a beast.” He scrubbed a hand through his hair. “But Dad says she’s turned the grounds around, so maybe she’s learned to channel all that aggression.”

“That’s not how I remember it.”

His phone dinged and he pulled it out, frowning at whatever text he’d received. “Hang on.” He typed a quick reply before glancing at Summer. “Remember what?”

“The rosebush story.”

“God, Summer. Ancient history.” Another ding. More texting. It was actually a miracle he’d waited as long as he had—getting all the way to the center of the garden without Brody looking at his phone had to be some kind of record.

She decided to climb her tree, for old time’s sake.

“We were seven, all three of us, and you went outside to pick a rose for me. Ford saw you do it,” she hauled herself into the gnarled bough with the little dip that served as the perfect seat, taking in the view, “and came over to tell you that you’d done it wrong—that roses should only be harvested in the morning when fully hydrated, and only with the correct pruning shears.”

“The flower führer.”

“No, Frank had taught her well, she was right, but you went and took a stick to the entire thing.” From her tree she could see all the way to the forest’s edge, the Cascades towering beyond, but she pulled her gaze away from the grandeur to glare at him. “You beat every last rose to the ground. That’s how I remember it.”

“She had a tone!” Finally, he looked up from his phone. “You remember? Any time we ran into her it was like she was already mad about something. Marching around in overalls and boots like a redneck drill sergeant. Did you ever see her smile? I don’t think that kid ever smiled.”

“I mean, you massacred her grandfather’s rosebush. And then—”

“Really? We’re going to relive the whole thing?”

“She punched you in the face. Was it one black eye or two?”

“You’ve made your point. Actually, you haven’t—I said she was a beast and you’ve just confirmed it.”

Summer shrugged. “In my memory, you were the beast. It’s amazing she’s still here though, that kind of loyalty is rare.”

“She’s a groundskeeper, Summer, of course she’s still here. People like that aren’t exactly adept at upward mobility,” he chuckled. “Don’t know about you, but I didn’t meet a single groundskeeper in all my time at MIT.”

Summer looked down at him. Tried to find something familiar in his blue eyes, something of the old Brody in his lopsided dimples and thick blond waves that always looked just a little bit unkempt, no matter how hard he tried to tame them. She kept looking, even after he’d turned back to his phone, but all she saw was a stranger. There were glimpses of his potential; hints here and there where he truly seemed decent. Good, even. But more and more, this is what it had become. Who he’d become.

She watched him walk back and forth, holding his phone up and muttering about the stupid fucking service, before looking away with a sigh.

Something moved in the distance.

Summer saw it from the corner of her eye. Beyond the garden, past the hedges, on a little green knoll at the back of the massive property, where the yard dipped up to meet the forest.

Children. Two of them. A boy with a backwards baseball hat and a girl in a green dress.

Summer opened her mouth to say something, then closed it. She squinted, trying to see them more clearly.

The boy raised his hand as if he’d realized Summer had noticed them, as if he was saying hello.

Summer started to raise a hand to return the greeting—her instinct was always politeness, even when politeness made no sense—but it almost seemed like the girl in green brought a finger to her lips.

Summer glanced down at Brody, who was still busy with his phone.

“Hey,” Summer called to him, “climb up here a sec, there’s—”

But when she looked back at the knoll, they were gone.
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Maybe it was being in her old room again. Maybe it was being back at Stonehold. Maybe it was just the stress of the wedding. The planning. The pretending. Whatever the reason, that night Summer dreamed of her eighth birthday. Or, the eve of her eighth birthday.

The dream came in flashes. Pulsing strobes.

Cheering with Brody when Summer’s mom rang back with permission for her to spend the night at Stonehold.

Spaghetti dinner, being silly, slurping and giggling.

A spilled bowl.

A slightly aggravated Thea.

Up to bed, not tired, hide and seek.

Summer, hiding in the folds of one of the many guest room bed’s four poster curtains.

Waiting.

Getting sleepy.

Falling asleep on that big bed in what would eventually become her own room.

Dreaming a little dream.

Voices.

Her father’s voice, angry.

Another voice, soothing.

Then silence.

Waking up, eight-years-old, blinking in the morning light.

Walking downstairs into chaos.

Policemen.

Uncle Grant, pale-faced, shaky, one person helping him sit down, another bringing water.

Summer, confused and unnoticed, wandering through the foyer.

Suddenly scooped up by Thea, her cheeks wet with tears as she secreted Summer away to the kitchen.

Thea, sitting her down, crouching, cradling her face. Today is a bad day, my sweet, sunny girl.

More confusion. How could a birthday be bad?

And before I explain, I need you to remember that you are not alone. Can you remember that for me?

Summer nodding, not understanding.

Thea’s tears streaming. There was an accident last night, little one.

Twisting tummy. Dread. Knowing without knowing. Tears to match Thea’s. Wanting to pause the world before Thea could say another word. Before she could say—

I’m so sorry, Summer, your mom and dad—

Summer woke up with a gasp. She lay there in the silence, wiping at her forehead where the sweat had plastered stray strands.

She hadn’t had that dream in years, but there’d been a time she’d dreamed it almost every night. The worst part was the dream within the dream. It was a specific cruelty that she’d dreamed of her father like that on the last night of his life. She couldn’t understand it. He was never angry, the dream had been all wrong. Her last memory of him, and it was a lie. It felt like the worst kind of betrayal.

Most of the time she was able to shut it out. Not think about her eighth birthday. The days that followed. But there were moments it surfaced so suddenly there wasn’t a thing she could do to avoid it. She’d learned tricks for those moments—breath work, visualization, mantras.

Imprints, not footprints, she’d whisper, over and over.

Her parents had been alive, left imprints, and died.

“It’s only sad if you have a glass-half-empty mentality,” Summer had told the therapist she’d started seeing freshman year when the sleeping pills stopped working and Ellis, her overachieving roommate with a full course load of eight a.m. classes, had threatened to move out if Summer wasn’t proactive about it.

The therapist had nodded, humming to herself and inhaling long, loud breaths through her nose, something she seemed to do when she was deep in thought. Or maybe when she wanted to give the illusion of deep thought. She was an older woman with short, white hair and horn-rimmed glasses, and she didn’t seem particularly invested in Summer. Four sessions in she was still calling her Sierra.

“I wonder,” dramatic pause, loud inhale, “if you’re perhaps conflating enlightenment and denial.”

“I’m conflating stoicism and grief, if anything. Do not fear death but rather the un-lived life.”

“Marcus Aurelius.”

“Tuck Everlasting. But Aurelius has some good ones. Death smiles at us all; all we can do is smile back. I love that.”

The therapist had written a note in the file. Probably something like: Sierra employs intellect as a defense mechanism when emotionally confronted. Which would be fair. She’d spent every school year at Radley and seven weeks each summer at Raquette surrounded by rich kids determined to be brilliant in order to please their rich, brilliant parents. To endure it, Summer had found her own motivation—she’d used those places as a whetting stone. She’d sharpened her mind, her wit, her cogitation; she’d crafted them into lethal points and lined them up beside each other; an impassible palisade, extremely effective at keeping people out.

“I find it interesting,” the therapist had adjusted her glasses, “that you referenced Tuck Everlasting.”

Summer shrugged. “It was my favorite book as a kid.”

“Sometimes children’s books tell truths in their purest form.”

“Exactly.”

“What I find interesting is that you claim your parents’ deaths are of little consequence, yet growing up, your favorite book was about immortality. About a family who is physically incapable of dying.”

Summer hadn’t gone back to see her again. She’d lied to Ellis the rest of the year, keeping up the façade of bimonthly four p.m. appointments. Instead, she’d take the T to the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum to stare at the empty spaces on the wall in the Dutch Room. The heist had happened forever ago in 1990, but the museum had never replaced the stolen art. After, she’d sit in the courtyard reading a book, but every now and then she’d catch herself staring off at nothing, wondering where the lost paintings were then, at that very moment. Wondering why the museum kept those spaces on the wall empty instead of just hanging new art. Wondering if that was the very pinnacle of grief—the desire to preserve emptiness.

For a long while, Summer tried to will herself back to sleep.

It was useless. Moonlight was streaming in—she’d forgotten the curtains—and after a moment she gave up on sleep and wandered over to the window, standing there in the dusty blue spotlight.

On nights like this, the only thing to do was wander. Walk the halls and grounds until the sleepiness returned. Try to take in Stonehold’s steady stillness by osmosis.

Outside, the hanging lanterns were aglow, lighting the meandering paths between gardens and the walkway from the turnaround to the front door. It looked peaceful, and she needed peaceful, so she slipped into a pair of old Harvard sweats and the sneakers she’d left by her door.

The night was crisp, colder than autumn nights back east. She should’ve grabbed a sweatshirt. Not that she was planning to be out for long—she just wanted to walk to the boundary line and back. The little collection of trees separating Stonehold from The Hearth. Years back she’d found the boundary line to be the perfect compromise; she could get close enough to make sure the house knew she hadn’t forgotten it, while the thick trees kept her from actually seeing it.

She didn’t want to see what it had become. Her childhood home, left to rot.

In the days after her parents’ accident, the Westons had sent Thea to collect her things—a blanket, some books. A stuffed raccoon named Dell. The essentials. The rest of her belongings, everything in the house, it had all gone to auction, she’d assumed. She hadn’t thought much about it at the time. All she’d known was an all-consuming loneliness, even standing in a room full of people. It was a bone-deep ache that settled into her limbs like a malaise, weighing her down, making ordinary tasks—going to Rumbles for a tiny black dress, letting Thea brush her hair before the limo picked them up for the service—insurmountable.

It was cosmically unfair, losing both parents at once.

Or maybe it wasn’t—maybe she’d used up all her happiness over those eight years without an ounce of hardship or heaviness. Drained a lifetime’s reserve of joy and safety in under a decade, and the universe had just been evening the score.

The fir trees had grown taller in her absence. Their trunks were thicker, their branches now touching in places where there’d previously been a path. The boundary line was just ahead when a sudden noise had her spinning, peering into the dark yard behind her.

A giggle—she could’ve sworn. High-pitched and small.

It’d come from over by the detached garage, which stood on the far side of the turnaround at a ninety-degree angle from the house—Summer could only see the back of the garage from the boundary line, but it almost seemed like the motion detector lights had come on at the front. The turnaround seemed suddenly brighter.

Her pulse flared. She was certain no one had come out from the house, she would’ve heard their footsteps on the gravel. Her hand slipped into her pocket, reaching for her phone, but then, what would she do with it? Call Brody and tell him she’d heard somebody giggle whilst wandering aimlessly outside in the middle of the night?

Instead, she crept closer to the garage. It felt ridiculous, skulking alongside its stone exterior, sticking to the shadows cast by the side wall, but you never knew what sort of weirdos were around.

She peeked around the corner. The motion lights had indeed come on. Which—could mean an animal had passed by, surely. She swallowed, glancing here and there for the culprit. Hoping desperately for signs of a raccoon or an opossum. Even a bear, for fuck’s sake.

But then, what kind of animal giggled?

That’s when she noticed—the garage’s door was open. Her heart dropped. There were four, massive barn style garage doors, but centered between them was a regular wooden door with iron hinges similar to the house’s front entry, and it was wide open.

Which was highly unusual. Suspicious, even. The garage had a tighter security system than the house—Grant had updated it decades ago, and he loved telling anyone who asked and even those that hadn’t all about its features: climate controlled central air, stain-resistant epoxy flooring, smart tech lighting and security cameras that he could access from his phone.

She crept through the open door and up the staircase to the cigar lounge on the second floor.

It seemed empty, which was probably an even more terrifying option because it meant someone could be hiding. Maybe in the shadows by the polished bar, or behind one of the shell cordovan couches. Or near the oversized stone fireplace, where a framed oil painting hung of a young Grant Weston with his father Arthur, whose prized apple-red Aston Martin gleamed beside them in the mountain sunlight.

But there was nobody there. All was quiet. Outside, the sensor lights turned off. Silly to feel relieved, but her anxiety was on a hair trigger lately, the last thing she needed to worry about was deranged criminals.

She cast one more glance around before heading back downstairs, and her eyes caught on the row of windows overlooking the turnaround. On the stained glass family crest set in the middle of the center window; black, yellow and red with an enormous W, scrolling and ornate.

It can stand for ‘Wilde’ too, Brody had said of the stained glass once, a million years ago when they were both still small and Brody was still…Brody. Now that you’re basically both a Wilde and a Weston, it can be your crest too.

In those early days, gratitude had quickly become Summer’s baseline. Thank you for your condolences. Thank you for the flowers. Thank you for making me this meal because my own parents can’t feed me anymore. When she learned her stay at Stonehold wasn’t temporary—that Brody’s family had gone through the proper channels to make their guardianship official—she’d wept with thankfulness. With relief.

But it hadn’t taken long for gratitude to be muddied by embarrassment—she might’ve been a child but she wasn’t stupid, she’d known her father had fallen out with Grant in the weeks before his death, and it didn’t take long to understand why. To understand that her father’s imprints not footprints had cost the company—and Grant—dearly. As it turned out, Grant hadn’t known about Rowan’s plan to start planting two trees for every tree they cut. Hadn’t known that he’d already set it in motion. The paperwork had surfaced when Grant worked with a solicitor to get her parents’ estate in order. Literally putting company money in the ground, she’d overheard Grant say, following it with an exasperated chuckle.

He’d loved Rowan like a brother, and he’d never say outright that he was furious with him still, even posthumously. But after that, Grant had begun working harder and longer, sometimes taking work trips that lasted months, trying desperately to salvage the company, which had long been in a fragile state anyway with the declining logging industry.

When Summer was old enough to see the situation clearly, a new feeling had taken up residence in her chest, heavier than gratitude, uglier than embarrassment:

Obligation.

And, as it turned out, obligation was one hell of a tether. All it had taken was one tug on that tether to reel her back from Boston. Bring her back to Stonehold to finally do what she’d long suspected she’d been kept around to do in the first place. Close the circle. Keep the names Wilde and Weston—and all the money between them—intertwined. It wasn’t a ring on her finger, it was a shackle.

When Brody had told her all those years ago that his crest could also be hers, she hadn’t said anything in response. She didn’t want it. The W didn’t stand for Wilde. If her family had a crest they would’ve handmade it together with paper and glitter glue and crayons and silliness and laughter and—

Summer’s veins went cold. Someone was playing music. Soft, melodic. Ethereal. A woman’s voice was singing, the sound familiar and strange in equal measure:

Say nighty-night and kiss me, just hold me tight and tell me you’ll miss me.

The cigar lounge had a sound system—speakers connected to a stereo inside a cabinet beneath the built-ins. Obviously someone had forgotten to turn it off. But when she opened the cabinet, the stereo was off. Completely dark.

While I’m alone and blue as can be, dream a little dream of me.

She swallowed, staring at the lifeless stereo. There was a feeling of dread, of abject terror, snaking its way up her spine, winding around her skeleton, threatening to squeeze. But she wouldn’t panic. It was music. Just music. And there had to be an explanation, there was always an explanation.

The song played on, nagging at the base of her skull. She recognized it of course, it was a famous tune, but there was more to it than that. It felt personal. Like the song was being played just for her. The woman’s voice was soft and breathy, and it pulled at something deep in Summer’s mind. She tried to remember, but it was like pulling at an old, brittle memory buried by time, a million heavier memories piled on top. The harder she pulled, the more it crumbled.

Then, someone giggled again.

The sensor lights turned on. The music stopped.

Oh my God.

It was them. Again. The children. The little boy and girl. Down below, in the center of the turnaround, looking up at the tree statue.

Earlier she’d assumed they were kids from town—the area was safe enough, as far as Summer knew nothing really bad had happened since…well, 1975, and enough time had passed that parents were always letting their children explore the woods and fields of Echo when the weather tipped toward spring. But it was past midnight now—there was no way these kids weren’t lost. Their parents had to be absolutely panicking.

It only took a couple seconds for Summer to race down the stairs, but by the time she got outside the children weren’t by the statue anymore. There was no sign of them. No sounds, just a chorus of frogs croaking from the distant pond.

She started typing a quick text to Brody—Super weird but someone’s kids are in the yard, they’re probably lost, can you come—

As she was typing, movement in the front yard caught her eye—someone had darted across the wide open space between gardens.

She walked over.

There they were, standing side by side beneath one of the hanging lanterns along the path that led to the hedge maze’s entrance on the far side of the yard.

“Hi?” Summer pocketed her phone and hurried toward them. “I saw you from upstairs, it’s so late! And cold! Are you guys lost?”

In the time it took to cross to where they stood, something niggled in the back of her mind.

It was the way they were standing. Poised, proper even, twin smiles and clean clothes. Not at all like they’d been wandering the woods for an entire day. Not at all like two small children lost in a strange yard at night. But she pushed the thought aside. They were kids and they weren’t where they should be, wherever that was. They needed help—simple as that.

She wasn’t more than ten feet from them when suddenly they spun, disappearing into the hedge maze at a run.

What the hell. Summer watched them run off, shocked and a little annoyed at being duped into a game she had no interest in playing. But she wasn’t going to let them spend the night in the hedges. It was hard enough to find your way out in daylight, never mind now.

“Hey friends?” She trudged after them, summoning her nanny voice from the summer she’d spent interning at SolarSteam as an undergrad, which had turned out to be a glorified babysitting gig where she was expected to chase after her boss’s three hyperactive children—all under the age of four—the youngest of whom had just mastered the word no. “It’s late and this isn’t safe.” Or fun.

She took out her phone again, turned on the flashlight—the hanging lanterns were pretty but their glow didn’t offer much in the way of illumination.

“We need to get you home, okay?”

A rustling to her left had her twirling around, shining her light in the opposite direction. The little girl’s face peeked around the corner, down the narrow lane of hedge. She smiled, sweet and innocent, then beckoned Summer to follow before disappearing back around the corner.

Summer’s pulse skipped. That had been undeniably creepy.

“I’m serious,” she took the lane at a slight jog, trying to keep her tone stern but unthreatening, “you’re not in trouble but you need to come out now.”

She rounded the bend and there they were, waiting in the center of the maze where she’d danced with Brody that afternoon. As she closed in on them, the little boy with the backwards hat raised a hand to shield his eyes from the bright flashlight, and Summer lowered it—a reflex, instinctively polite.

But when her own eyes adjusted, the children were gone. Which was impossible.

Summer spun in a circle. The only exit was behind her, the transplanted hibiscus bushes blocked the former exit on the opposite side where the kids had been standing. It made no sense. They had to be hiding. Maybe she’d scared them. She flipped the flashlight back on and went down the entire line of bushes, peering between branches and attempting to reassure them with things like you don’t need to be scared, I just want to help you.

But they weren’t there. And the protective instinct that had drawn her into the dark garden in the first place was quickly being replaced by a tingle of dread. Something was very wrong. She didn’t believe in ghosts, but she certainly believed in stress-induced hallucinations. At best. At worst, well. She’d had an uncle, her mother’s brother, who’d been institutionalized at her age. She’d never given it much thought before.

It was the stress, she decided. Nothing more.

She marched back across the turf toward the exit, but stopped once, flipped on the light and scanned the area once more.

They had been there, she’d seen them. They’d been right there not one minute ago. She started back toward the hibiscus bushes again, because they hadn’t been hallucinations, they couldn’t have been, why would she hallucinate random children? But she’d already checked multiple times and it was getting ridiculous so she headed back the way she came for a second time, muttering as she went, telling herself she wasn’t crazy she was just exhausted, she just needed sleep.

“So, this is awkward,” a voice suddenly said. “Not sure I know the social etiquette for accidentally witnessing whatever it is you’re working through down there.”

Summer froze. The voice had come from the tree, her tree, and it was decidedly not the voice of a small child. A woman was perched in the bend of the tree, one leg stretched out along the bough, tossing something small into the air and catching it over and over again.

After a confused moment, Summer realized who it was.

“Ford?”

It was the tone she recognized first, haughty and dismissive, followed by the vague shape of her silhouette. Her hair was short now, but Summer would’ve recognized those combat boots anywhere. She’d never seen her wear anything else.

“Evening, Miss Wilde.” Her silhouette saluted Summer with a finger to the forehead. “Been awhile.” She kept tossing the thing in her hand and catching it. Toss, catch. Toss, catch.

“Yeah, hey, um,” Summer could feel her cheeks getting warm, “that wasn’t—there were these two little kids? I followed them in here, did you see them? I’m not sure where they went.” She looked over her shoulder, then back at Ford, who gave a slow shake of her head.

“Only saw you. Talking to the plants.”

Summer heard herself laugh, sharp and too loud, and she cringed internally. “Right, yeah. No, I was talking to the, um. To the kids.”

Ford seemed to nod, it was hard to tell in the dark. “Hey, I hear congratulations are in order.”

“Congratulations?”

“Aren’t you getting married next week?”

“Oh! Right. Yeah, it’s…thanks. Thank you.”

“Guess that means you’ll be my boss then, huh? If I stay on. Just like old times. You, me and Brody.”

“I’m not—I mean, it’s not like that. It’s still Grant and Georgina’s house.”

“And one day it’ll be yours.”

Summer let that uncomfortable truth hang between them. Waited for it to evaporate in the crisp evening air.

“Lady Weston.” Ford said it quietly, but there was an edge there, like the title was a joke. Or maybe it was just the notion of Summer in that role that Ford found amusing.

“Yup.” Summer popped the p a little more loudly than she meant to. “Anyway. I should go. Get some rest.”

“Don’t let me keep you.”

“Okay. Goodnight.” She started to walk away but turned back, a sudden thought crossing her mind. “Did you do all this?” She gestured around at the hibiscus, the turf, all the work that had been done.

“It’s my job.”

“It looks really nice. Thank you.”

Toss, catch. Toss, catch. “It’s my job.”

“Mmhmm.” Jesus. This was painful. “Alright, then.” It came out high-pitched and Summer cringed at herself again. “Pleasure…reconnecting. Or whatever.”

She could’ve sworn she heard Ford chuckle as she walked away, heading back to the house. It was bad enough she’d been caught chasing after…she wouldn’t call them hallucinations. Not yet. Not when they’d been so real. But then Ford had sat there in her tree, smug and full of subtle judgment. Summer was just trying to be nice.

But there was more to it. She’d been hoping Ford had forgotten. Actually, if she was being honest, she’d been hoping she’d never see Ford again. It was a stupid thing, what happened the summer they were fifteen. A vulnerable moment on the anniversary of her parents’ death. Running into Ford by the pond when she’d gone to lay flowers. Brody had been so obsessed with his new computer he hadn’t even remembered which day it was. That it was the day. But then she’d run into Ford by the pond and Ford had remembered. They weren’t even friends, and Ford remembered. They’d talked, then they’d sat and talked some more. Summer had cried, and Ford had been kind. Then, it just sort of happened.

Ford had kissed her.

Or maybe Summer had kissed Ford.

A quick peck that Summer had shot back from like an electric shock. Eyes wide. Ford’s eyes wider. Shocked, frozen. And then, Summer had run. Back to the house, back to…everything. She hadn’t seen Ford since. Not until tonight.

But it had all happened so many years ago—over a decade and a half, to be exact. There was no way Ford still thought about it. Kids experiment. Summer had chalked it up to that a long time ago. And Ford, of all people, had to understand—she’d spent plenty of days that summer with plenty of girls, townies probably, doing God knows what in the greenhouse when Frank wasn’t around. Summer had watched them come and go as she read in her tree. So many girls, a new one each week it seemed. There was no way Ford was holding a grudge over one stupid kiss.

Maybe Brody was right. Maybe Ford really was always mad about something. Maybe people really did become who they were going to be in childhood. It didn’t matter. She’d just avoid her from now on.

Simple as that.
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After breakfast the following morning, Summer had a dress fitting at Rumbles Clothier.

Months ago, she’d attempted to find a dress in Boston; something simple, something understated, something flattering. But Georgina had taken it as a personal affront, not being included. She insisted it would be a slap in the face to Rumbles, who’d been fitting their families for generations. Besides, Georgina had hummed down the phone, I have a surprise for you.

Summer hated surprises. Something Georgina probably should’ve known, considering the reason Summer hated surprises. But Georgina had a particular knack for getting her way, and Summer had a particular knack for not getting in her way. In any of the Westons’ way.

Which was why, after breakfast, she found herself arm in arm with Georgina, headed up the front steps of Echo’s oldest boutique, its front door still bright pink. Like every other shop on Main Street, Rumbles had decorated for the season, a variety of pumpkins, all shapes and sizes, arranged in the corner of each step leading to the porch, and more atop a table on the porch itself. Unlike the other shops, Rumbles’ pumpkins were all various shades of pink. A few were white, others glittery.

The familiar little bell tinkled as they stepped inside.

The boutique was a small space comprised of multiple little rooms outfitted with oversized vintage mirrors and velvet wingbacks, gold leaf accent tables with copies of Vogue that were already vintage by the time Georgina was born. There were hardly any items of clothing on display, but that’s how Rumbles worked. He measured, and he built from nothing.

Rumbles was waiting just inside, measuring tape around his neck like a scarf, hands over his mouth to stifle a squeal. He just kept shaking his head, like he could barely believe the sight of her.

Dorian Rumbles was an enigma. He was ancient, first of all—just a wisp of a thing, but always dressed in a colorful pressed suit with his thick-framed Windsor glasses. He must’ve had a pair in every color because no matter his outfit, the glasses always matched. He was Australian, but he’d come to the states by way of Europe in the fifties, and along the way he’d somehow been in the right place at the right time twenty times over. He’d sold ties with Ralph Lifshitz before he was Ralph Lauren. He’d met Vivienne Westwood when she was selling her handmade jewelry on the side of the road, he’d bought a ring and they were friends until her death. Viv was a minx, he’d chuckle, never elaborating, a naughty, naughty, minx. He’d lied about his age to get a job as a draper for Coco Chanel during her comeback in 1954—Gabby knew I was an imposter immediately, but instead of firing me she took me under her wing, even used some of my ideas for the show. And he’d spent a magical summer with Giorgio Armani at a rented villa on the Amalfi coast, just the two of them. There was a black and white photograph from that summer hanging on the boutique’s wall, their smiles coy, their pose…affectionate. Rumbles had never elaborated on that, either.

“Summer Wilde.” He cupped her cheeks before kissing the air three times on both sides. “All grown up and marrying Brody Weston at long last.” He looked at Georgina. “I told you. I told you all the time when they were kids, didn’t I?”

“You did,” Georgina laughed. “But I think we all knew.”

“Let me look at you, amore,” he stepped back, looking Summer up and down. “My goodness. Those gray eyes. Like a lonely African parrot. Lovely. Just lovely. Brody is a lucky man.”

Summer didn’t know what to do with that.

“They’re both lucky,” Georgina said, and Rumbles hummed his agreement.

He was shorter than Summer remembered him to be, and his hands were frailer, though still cluttered with an outrageous assortment of oversized rings.

“Who does your hair, kotku?” He was taking great handfuls, lifting to inspect beneath. “You were a little ginger gremlin once upon a time, remember? All that orange frizz?” This particular sentiment seemed to be aimed at Georgina, who stifled a laugh and nodded, eyes squeezed shut. “But this,” he gathered her hair again, then let it fall, “the color is divine!”

“Yeah, it’s gotten darker over the years,” Summer shrugged. “I blame the depression.”

“This is natural?” He shot Georgina a dropped-jaw gasp. “You’ll have to let me cut a reference sample after the wedding, this season is all about the rusts. In the meantime, these split ends could use some attention.” He sent Summer a stern look, then got to work measuring.

He was fast—waist, bust, stomach—moving with the fluid ease of a man who’d been measuring human bodies every day for over sixty years.

“Like a nineties swimsuit model, aren’t you, mäuschen? The good old days, before the commies ruined everything with body positivity.” He snorted. “Look at your face! I’m kidding, of course I’m kidding.” He kept measuring. When he turned her toward the front window, Summer looked down. Counted the tiny black and white tiles until he turned her back around.

“So?” Georgina seemed impatient, like some unspoken verdict was hinging on Summer’s measurements.

“I think,” Rumbles said, stepping back, “it might just be the perfect fit.”

Georgina clapped her hands together, looking thrilled.

Summer looked between them. “Uh oh. What are you two up to?” She knew, of course. They’d clearly chosen a dress already. Without her.

Sure enough, Rumbles disappeared into one of the back rooms, only to reappear a moment later with an enormous garment bag that he hung up and unzipped slowly, with great importance.

The dress was ethereal. Enchanting in its simplicity, breathtaking in its opulence.

“Oh my God.” High fashion had never been Summer’s thing. Even her own mother—a bohemian, by Georgina’s standards—had been more plugged in to that culture than Summer was now. But she’d been around high fashion her entire life, and she knew an Oscar de la Renta when she saw one.

Rumbles gave them the room and Georgina helped Summer into the thing, all layered tulle and stiff lace. When the last button was fastened, Georgina turned her toward the nearest oversized mirror, smoothing Summer’s hair and shaking her head.

“My God.” Rumbles appeared in the doorway, looking wistful. “Somewhere up there, Oscar’s weeping.”

Summer had been hoping for simple. Cheap, even. Not cheap, but sensible—she didn’t see the point in spending a fortune on one day’s dress. But as she stared at herself in the mirror, she kind of got it. Why wedding dresses were such a thing.

The color was in the ivory family, Rumbles was explaining, though to Summer’s ears he sounded muffled and miles away. The primary fabric was silk faille, the silhouette both whimsical and timeless. Hand-embroidered fern cut floral appliqués wound their way all over the a-line skirt and onto the tight bodice, all the way to the bust, where they peeked over the top to create an asymmetrical strapless effect.

“Summer,” Georgina whispered, still shaking her head, “oh, Summer.”

“Reminiscent of his famous fern dress, but this is the original design, arguably even more elegant—you can’t buy this one in stores. Rumor is he designed it with Audrey Hepburn in mind, long before he even got into bridals.”

Georgina met her eyes in the mirror. “What do you think?”

Summer had no idea what she thought. The dress was stunning. Shockingly so. She loved it, which surprised her. She hadn’t expected to have strong feelings either way. But the dress was beautiful, and she felt beautiful in it. Which somehow made her deeply sad, suddenly and inexplicably. A hunger pain throbbing in her heart.

“How—” How did you get this? She thought to ask—Rumbles had hinted it was couture, and she couldn’t imagine how anyone, even someone as well-connected as Rumbles, could’ve gotten their hands on a one-of-a-kind Oscar de la Renta. But instead, she asked, “How much?”

Georgina smiled softly. “Already taken care of.”

Summer whipped around. “What?”

“An early wedding gift from Grant and I.”

“Georgina, I’m not letting you buy this dress. A car would cost less.”

“So would a house,” Rumbles giggled.

“It’s done.” Georgina took her by both hands, squeezing gently. “You’re our daughter. Officially, in eight days. Let us do this for you.” Just then, her phone started ringing in her purse. She answered, but could barely hear the person on the other end—her sister, it seemed—so she gestured apologetically and stepped out the front door in search of better service.

It was hard to explain the knot in Summer’s chest. Why the dress—a pièce de résistance, the most beautiful item of clothing she’d ever seen, never mind worn—suddenly felt like a straitjacket. It was enormously generous, what Georgina was doing. And Summer did love the dress—it wasn’t as if she’d set her sights on another. And yet.

There was a certain gravity to the Weston’s orbit. Even when she was away it still pulled at her—their money, their affection, their son. It was like standing on one of those moving walkways at Logan Airport, getting carried along. Not pulled, not pushed, just…carried. A force so subtle that anyone looking in could be forgiven for assuming she was complicit. And yet, it was a force so overpowering the mere idea of struggling against it, of stepping outside of it, was unthinkable. She had no one else. She’d never really known anything different.

“It’s like it was made for you.” Rumbles was inspecting something on the back of the bodice. “Could take this seam out a smidge though,” he said, “and it’s a tad long, but we’ll fix that.” He knelt on a little pillow and started pinning, remarkably spry for his age.

Summer watched him in the mirror. Outside, Georgina was still on the phone with her sister, they seemed to be coordinating lunch plans. Rumbles had pinned half the hem when he suddenly stopped, sitting back and looking up at Summer.

“I wish, mon cœur,” he said quietly, glancing at the boutique’s door like he was confiding a secret, “that your parents could see you in this.”

For some bizarre reason, Summer laughed. She hadn’t meant to, but he’d caught her off guard. “Oh, that’s—that’s really nice.” She caught herself in the reflection, tugging on her ring.

“I fit your mother for her wedding dress, did you know?”

Summer looked at him. Shook her head. She hadn’t.

“They were good people, your parents. Truly.”

Summer tried to nod, but her neck felt too tight. “They thought highly of you, too.”

It was true, even if the politeness was a knee-jerk response. Rumbles had been a guest at more than one of her parents’ dinner parties, and she had a clear memory of her mother saying that Dorian Rumbles was the most interesting person to ever settle down in Echo. To which a six or seven-year-old Summer had responded with,

“But if all his friends are so famous, how come he’s not?”

Her mother had smiled, like Summer had done something right by asking.

“Maybe he doesn’t want to be famous,” she’d said. “Sometimes people have the world at their doorstep, and they close the door.” She’d booped Summer’s tiny nose. “A quiet life is just as important as a loud one.”

Summer thought about that conversation quite a lot. More and more, lately.

Rumbles was still going on about them. “And your dad, well,” he blew out a breath, “I met Rowan when he was still a boy. And just so someone says it, you should know that nobody around here believed a word of that documentary. Exploitative bullshit, that’s what that was. Rowan wasn’t that sort of man.”

“I didn’t watch it.” Summer’s palms were starting to sweat. Her throat felt tight. The urge to bite down on her cheek was overwhelming.

She never talked about her parents. Not even to Brody. She didn’t talk about her dad’s little sisters, who had probably ended up the victims of some evil predator so many years ago. She’d been in Boston when they filmed An Echo In The Wild—which, as far as documentary titles go, was about as trite and melodramatic as it got—and she hadn’t opened a single email from the producers when they’d gone after her for an interview.

She didn’t want to talk about it. Any of it. She didn’t even want to think about it. Like the The Hearth, she’d closed the door for good. She wasn’t going back.

Rumbles nodded, pursing his lips. “Probably for the best.”

Georgina stepped back inside, and the rush of cool air that came with her was a welcomed relief.

“Davina and Celina are having an early lunch at Filigree House, they’ve invited us to join.” She dropped her phone in her purse and looked at Summer expectantly.

Summer couldn’t think of a thing she’d rather do less. She could only take Georgina’s sisters in small doses. Just that morning they’d ambushed her outside her room, makeup bags in tow, begging Summer to let them add a little extra, because, as they’d put it, men can’t help that wandering eye, so us ladies have to put in the effort.

“Actually,” Summer smiled at Georgina, “I think I’m going to take a walk. I need to call Ellis and let her know I have a dress. She’s been waiting to pick her own.”

Georgina made a noise like an agitated bird. “She doesn’t have her dress yet?”

“I guess she was worried about spoiling the palette or something. She wanted to know if I’d be wearing a cool white or a warm. Which is apparently a thing.”

“A bridesmaid?” Rumbles asked.

“Maid of honor. No bridesmaids.”

Rumbles smiled, then looked stricken. “She won’t need it altered, will she?”

“No, everything fits her perfectly. It’s disturbing.”

“Just order me something light.” Georgina was attempting to voice note the aunts. “Perrier, not soda water. Perrier. Perrier.” She tapped her screen repeatedly with a manicured nail until her phone finally made the swoop sound. She looked up. “Should I have someone from the house come pick you up?”

“I’d rather walk, honestly.” Summer grabbed her racerback and tried to escape back into the little corner dressing room before Georgina tried harder to convince her to come to lunch.

“It’s five miles back to Stonehold, Summer.”

“I ran the marathon last year,” she flashed Georgina a smile, “five miles is nothing.” She darted into the dressing room before remembering— “Thank you, Georgina,” she stuck her head out the door. “The dress. I don’t even have words.”

For a moment the light coming in through the front window slanted across Georgina’s face in such a way, her skin looked paler, her blonde hair almost reddish. It happened sometimes. Rarely, but it happened. Moments where Georgina looked a little bit like Summer’s mother might have, if she’d been given the chance to get just a little bit older.

It felt good to walk. The lane was long and empty, and it was the first time in weeks that she’d been truly alone, they’d been so busy packing up the apartment and saying goodbye to friends back east. There was a slight chill to the air, the clouds were low and it was dark for midmorning, the effect was invigorating. After the first mile she was itching for more. She wanted to run.

She started off slow, pacing herself. Tried to keep her breathing even. Tried to will every thought of dead parents, loveless marriages, weird hallucinations and chronic homesickness out of her head and into the ditch beside the road. A clear head. That’s all she wanted. She barely felt herself speeding up. But the thoughts weren’t going anywhere, so her legs moved faster and faster, trying to outrun everything until she was all but sprinting.

The first drops of rain hit her cheeks, the next one hit her eye. She didn’t slow down. If anything, the rain felt good. Cathartic. Soon it was dribbling and within five minutes there was a crack of thunder and the sky split open.

She didn’t slow down.

Not when lightning hit a utility pole across the meadow with a distant crack, the sudden flare like a struck match, and not when headlights appeared behind her, an old pickup truck pulling up alongside her, keeping pace.

The window rolled down.

“No shame in a good, old-fashioned tailspin, but have you considered having these breakdowns indoors?”

Of course. Of course it was her again.

Summer slowed, just enough to send Ford a glare through the open window. “Not having a breakdown.” As she said it, she realized that, actually, maybe she was.

“You’re running in a thunderstorm and it’s not—”

“Befitting of the future Lady Weston?”

“Safe.” There was a crack of thunder. Ford pointed a finger at the sky.

“I’m fine.” Summer started jogging again. She was being needlessly rude, she realized that, but her day had been crap and there was no denying the small smirk on Ford’s face, like she was enjoying this—Summer looking like a waterlogged stray.

“Look, I’m sure you can outrun lightning and halt thunder with the snap of your little fingers, but it’ll be my neck if I leave you like this and something happens.”

Summer rolled her eyes. Of course it came back to the Westons. “You can just tell them I refused to go with you. That I knowingly chose to be fried by the next bolt.”

“Seems dramatic when you could just get in the truck.”

Summer stopped. Took a breath, turned to face Ford. “I appreciate your chivalry. I do. But no thank you. You can go back to the estate with your conscience clear. I’m not getting in the truck.”

She started running again, easing into a brisk jog. Ford didn’t say anything, but she also didn’t roll up the window or drive away. She just kept pace with Summer, seemingly unbothered, like she had all the time in the world.

They continued on that way for at least half a mile, the rain worsening and the sky darkening to a greenish black.

Suddenly, the ground shook with an enormous, trembling boom, and Summer’s heart leapt into her throat. The tree just ahead had exploded in a blinding white burst, sparks and smoke raining down like fireworks. She’d never seen lightning up close like that. It had destroyed the tree—it was just a jagged trunk now, scorched through, its boughs smoldering in the road. She should’ve been terrified, but it was exhilarating. She ran faster. She was sprinting when she realized that Ford was screaming her name.

“What the fuck?” Her eyes were wild when Summer finally stopped and faced her. “What is wrong with you?”

The tree was still burning in the distance behind them. Summer put a hand to her forehead, watching the rain put out the branches. Her heart was racing. Everything she’d been trying to outrun caught up with her, slammed into her, grabbed hold of her again.

“Sorry.” She shook her head. “I don’t know. I don’t—I don’t know.”

Ford was watching her closely, without a hint of her usual haughtiness. She looked scared, and a little bit angry, and Summer apologized again.

“Will you please get in the truck?” Ford asked, her voice measured and low.

Summer nodded and wrenched the squeaking door open, climbing into the passenger’s seat.

Ford stared at the road ahead, hands on the wheel, foot on the brake.

“Are you gonna—?” Summer looked at the road ahead.

But Ford didn’t drive. Instead, she drew in a quick, nervous breath, glancing at Summer, then back to the wheel. “I shouldn’t have made a joke about it.” She pushed her hair back. A nervous habit, maybe. “If you’re going through something, it’s not funny.”

“I’m not.”

Ford gave a short nod. “Good.”

They drove the short distance back in silence, the quiet occasionally punctuated by a boom or a flash.

It had been dark the night before, Summer had only managed to catalogue the vague shape of Ford sitting in the tree—short hair, average build. But in daylight, Ford was something else entirely. She had an energy to her, a kind of thrumming, even in the peace of the truck Summer could sense it in the way her knee was bouncing, the way her thumb was tapping on the oversized steering wheel. She was wearing an old white tee shirt, and it was nearly impossible not to notice her arms. Her biceps. Working outdoors had bronzed her, chiseled her, there were veins and everything. And tattoos. Both arms were covered in flowering black vines with intricate leaves, curling from her wrists all the way up past her sleeves to her neck, where a grayscale flower bloomed. Her hair was cut short, but not short enough to keep it from falling in layers of decadent waves that framed her face, thick and pitch black, with just a little buzzed off on the sides above her ears. It was the same style Summer had seen on girls back east—the ones who read poetry at indie bookstores in Allston or were lead singers in experimental grunge punk bands at the alternative festivals Ellis had dragged her to. Girls who were edgy and rebellious in a way that fascinated Summer, because it had never occurred to her that such bold individuality was even an option. Ford had a habit of running a hand through her hair to shove it back, but every time a single lock would escape and fall forward, just over her left brow.

Ford caught her looking, so Summer looked away. But every now and then she felt Ford’s gaze on her. Quick, worried glances from the corner of her eye.

When they reached Stonehold, the driveway was gridlocked with cars, more than had been there that morning.

“Shit.” Summer had forgotten.

“What?” Ford put the truck into park on the grass along the edge of the drive.

“Grant and Brody are doing their suit fittings in the foyer. Grant’s tailor came from Seattle, his friends are all here, there’s going to be cigars, it’s a whole thing.”

“Cigars. What’s that about?” She quirked a dark brow at Summer.

Summer shrugged, shaking her head.

“You ever think about how weird it is? The way people associate random things with status? Polo,” she pointed at nothing, “that’s another one. Private polo clubs with six-figure membership fees and ten year wait lists. Meanwhile, it’s just hockey on horses.”

“Fish eggs. That’s a weird one.”

“Not a caviar girl?”

Summer looked at her. “It’s just salty fish babies.”

“Fair enough.” Ford had a crooked grin, just the tiniest bit lopsided, the left side of her mouth quirking higher than the right. She also had a habit of looking down when she laughed, almost like she wasn’t sure it was allowed. “And hey, you have my sympathy with the suit fitting thing.” She grimaced. “Fake a headache. Isn’t that what they say?”

“No,” Summer looked out at the enormous front door, “it’s not that. I can’t get upstairs without them seeing.” She looked down at herself. She was still sopping, and somehow she’d managed to streak mud up her side as well.

“It’s just dirt.”

“To us, maybe.” Summer shook her head. “Not to them. They’ll ask me what I was doing, why I was doing it, if everything’s alright. People will talk. There’s like, twelve people staying at the house right now with more on the way, and they’re all just…” She trailed off, remembering herself.

Ford stared ahead for a moment, then with a small nod she seemed to make a decision. “Tell you what. There’s towels and clean clothes in the hut. We’ll get you fixed up. And I’m not gonna interrogate you, not like them,” she nodded at the house, “but I am gonna ask if you’re alright.”

Summer looked at her. She hadn’t been expecting that. The kindness.

“Thank you,” she heard herself mumble.

“Are you?” Ford pressed, but softly. “Alright?”

I'm fine.

The words nearly rolled out of her mouth on autopilot. But she was just nearly obliterated by lightning, and for once in her life pretending everything was fine felt like such a waste of energy. So she said nothing.

Ford seemed to take no answer as answer enough. “Alright then.” She nodded once more, glancing at Summer before she opened the door. “Come on. You’re ruining my seat.”
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The greenhouse stood along the meandering driveway, opposite from the main house and set back a bit, camouflaged by trees and foliage during the warmer months. It was a simple structure with a stone base and wooden frame, weathered with age but hardy. Its glass panes came to a peak, and there was a simple weathervane atop the apex that had long stopped working. The greenhouse was attached to the stone groundskeeper’s hut, which was even smaller by comparison. The hut was cozy, in a children’s storybook sort of way, all round cobbles and brown shutters, with a twisted chimney stack, rusted and old, sticking out of the moss-covered roof.

Summer couldn’t recall the last time she’d been inside the greenhouse, but she remembered it being a cluttered mess of a place—Frank had been a bit of a hoarder, and there were always stacks of empty pots leaning precariously while collections of rakes and spades rested in the corners like rusted bouquets, so long neglected they’d become structural supports for the surrounding spiderwebs.

But Ford had turned the greenhouse into a fantasy world. Like the set of A Midsummer Night’s Dream when Radley produced it senior year. When Brody joined drama club just because Summer had auditioned and been cast.

There were strands of fairy lights strung back and forth across the ceiling, gigantic plants of all shapes and sizes everywhere, like a jungle. The floor looked new—like polished palette wood or something. There were tables here and there made from the same wood, and on top, little projects were spread out in various stages of completion. A deconstructed lantern, several bags of soil.

“Look at this place,” Summer turned in a circle, taking it in, “it’s amazing! You did all this?”

“It’s my job,” Ford said, but there was a smile in her voice.

Summer followed her to the back of the greenhouse where a hanging salt lamp glowed by a crooked wooden door. She’d never been into the groundskeeper hut, not even as a child. She hadn’t thought much about it back then, it was just where Frank and Ford lived. But now, climbing the steps at the opposite end of the greenhouse and stepping into a small kitchen, its planked floor warped and sloping, she felt a stab of guilt. It was so cramped. So old. And there were so many empty rooms in Stonehold.

Ford turned on a lamp and a warm glow filled the room.

“Bathroom’s there,” she pointed, “towels are under the sink. I’ll find you something to wear.”

When Summer was dry, or drier, at least, she joined Ford in a small room off of the kitchen. The wide-planked floor had to be at least a century old, full of knotholes and character. The room itself was tiny—maybe even smaller than Summer’s ensuite, but it had a bay window looking out across the grounds and built-in shelves stuffed full of old books and knickknacks—an old mantle clock, a chess set, a brown globe.

Ford had lit the wood stove in the corner and she took Summer’s wet clothes, draping them near the heat.

“Dryer’s on the fritz again,” Ford nodded in the direction of a folding door in the kitchen, presumably where the laundry machines were, “so these are gonna take a while.” The yoga pants were dripping, a small puddle collecting beneath them on the floor. “Might have to come back for them.”

“I can wait.” Summer realized immediately that it might’ve been the wrong thing to say. Ford was looking at her curiously. “Or, I don’t have to. If you have stuff to do.”

“No!” Ford seemed to startle herself with the volume of her own voice. “No, make yourself at home. Comfy enough?” She nodded at the borrowed sweats and Nirvana tee.

“Yeah, thank you,” Summer tugged on the sweatpants’ ties, feeling just a little bit awkward as Ford climbed onto the patchwork loveseat boots and all, settling onto the armrest, leaning forward, elbows on her knees.

She seemed to study Summer for a moment. “Seen any more ghosts today?”

A smile tugged at Summer’s lips. “You think I’m crazy, don’t you?”

“Hardly.” Ford shook her head, then raised a shoulder. “I mean, can’t say I’ve ever gone jogging in a thunderstorm, but,” she stuck out her lip and lifted her hands, “not judging.”

“I didn’t know it was going to storm.” Summer sunk down onto a worn armchair, the only other piece of furniture in the room.

Ford looked like she was about to say something else, but a kettle started whistling, getting ready to scream, and Summer followed her back into the kitchen, where two mugs of cocoa mix were waiting on the chipped checkered counter. It wasn’t a cluttered kitchen—everything was organized, everything had its place—but it was cramped. By Summer’s count there were only two cabinets for storage, but Ford had repurposed a bookshelf for her dishes and made the most of the small square of tiled counter where several colorful canisters were lined up according to size.

“It’s better with milk,” Ford nodded at the mugs, “but I’m all out.”

“Water’s fine,” Summer said, because Ford seemed to be waiting for approval.

Just then, Summer noticed something small and brown, slowly moving along the checkered counter, headed for the sink. A snail.

Ford saw it too, and quickly reached out to squish it, but Summer grabbed her arm, stopping her.

“I know it’s weird,” Summer said, already embarrassed, “but I have this thing about killing stuff, even bugs.” Even spiders, which were one of Earth’s worst inventions. “Can we just put him outside?”

Ford looked horror-struck. “Are you a fucking psychopath?”

“N-no? I—”

Ford’s lopsided grin shattered the sudden tension. “I wasn’t gonna smoosh him, that’s Derek. Was just gonna turn the sink on for him, he likes watching the little drips. Like a cat.”

Summer eyed the snail, who had turned to watch them as they spoke, looking up at them from the counter with its long eye stalks. Ford turned on the tap, and sure enough, Derek sat on the sink’s ceramic edge, enthralled.

“Vespericola depressa,” Ford said, “harmless terrestrial snail. He just showed up one day. Honestly, friendliest motherfuckers you’ve ever known, Frank used to be obsessed. He had like twelve of them living in the greenhouse at one point, he knew all their names, their personalities.”

Ford busied herself with the cocoa, leaving Summer to stare at her with the same reverence Derek was giving the droplets.

There were Polaroids on the fridge, held in place with mismatched magnets. Old, faded ones of a much younger Ford, head thrown back in laughter, her arm around an elderly man. Newer ones too—one from New Year’s, Ford and an older lady with gray locs clinking beer bottles, holding sparklers and wearing ridiculous light-up glasses.

There was a birthday card too, and Summer used a single finger to peek inside.

Happy Birthday! Is it ‘flirty thirty’ or ‘dirty thirty’? On second thought, I don’t want to know. Have fun, just don’t tell me the details. Love, Thea.

Summer didn’t remember them being close. Maybe it was a new development, now that they were both adults on the Weston family payroll. It was odd to feel jealous, but there was no denying the pang in her chest. There were times Summer thought Thea was the only reason she’d survived Stonehold at all. Small moments, especially around the anniversary of her parents’ deaths, when Thea would pull her aside and ask how are we feeling today, sunny girl? Or wink at her and whisper I bought your favorite meringues today, they’re in the tall cupboard, don’t tell Brody. Once, during their last summer spent home in Echo before college, Thea had found her, hurt and brooding after a fight with Brody. She’d held her chin, leaned in eye to eye, then said with a sudden, serious ferocity don’t you forget that you’re a Wilde, and you are every bit their equal. She wondered what Thea was thinking now. If she was disappointed in her for not being stronger. For surrendering without a fight. For not remembering that she was every bit their equal.

Outside, the rain was still hammering down, slanting against the thick glass of the hut’s windows as the fire thawed the chill from the air. As she sat across from Ford at the uneven kitchen table, Summer decided jealousy was a completely irrational response. It was a good thing, Ford and Thea being so close. Summer had been away for so long, it was inevitable that life would grow around the hole she’d left behind.

She sat across from Ford at the uneven kitchen table, rain still slanting against the windows as the fire warmed the hut.

“So,” Ford said after a comfortable stretch of silence. “Fifteen years.” She was fiddling with something in her right hand—an oblong stone, tan and smooth. She kept weaving it between her fingers, back and forth, with practiced ease.

“Fifteen years?”

“Since the last time I saw you. Not counting last night, obviously.”

Summer’s pulse flared. There was a flush of heat creeping up her neck and she stared down into her mug, avoiding Ford’s eyes. But Ford didn’t say anything more about it—the last time she’d seen Summer.

“Hear you’re a Bostonian these days. What kept you over there? Hatred of space and fresh air?”

“New England has plenty of space and fresh air,” Summer smiled. “But school, mostly. I mean, you knew about Radley.”

“Fancy boarding school you and Brody shipped off to at the end of every summer? I remember. Those uniforms were…” She gave a short shake of her head and sent Summer a half smile over her cocoa.

“Awful, I know,” Summer said.

“So after Radley?”

“Harvard. Stayed there through graduate school.” She took a careful sip from the steaming mug, then noticed Ford watching her, a strange look on her face.

“So you’re like…wicked smaht.”

“Been sitting on that since you brought up Boston?”

“Since the truck, actually. I only mentioned Boston because it wasn’t coming up organically.”

“Ah.”

“But Harvard, huh?” She gave a little whistle. “Impressive.”

“Thank you.” It was nice to hear. She’d worked hard to get into that school, and she’d worked twice as hard to stay there.

“No wonder you were always reading when we were kids. Always thought you avoided playing with me because I was the help, but turns out you’re just freakishly smart, playing probably was beneath you.”

“I didn’t avoid playing with you! You never asked.”

“That’s probably true, yeah. We would’ve hated each other. I was a little dick most of the time, and you were a spoiled brat—”

“Hey!”

“You were! Still might be, haven’t decided yet.”

“You don’t even know me.” Summer was examining the mug—she’d just noticed that underneath all the many cracks in its glaze, the sentiment Happy Bird-day Grandpa! Thistle Be Your Best Year Yet! had been painted in child’s handwriting, alongside a bunch of bright little birds and flowers. It was clearly the work of a child—of Ford, as a child—but she’d taken her time with the details, even labeled the drawings, genus and species.

“At least you weren’t like Brody,” Ford said, “throwing rocks at Frank’s windows and smashing the pots he’d made for his orchids.”

Summer set the mug down. “Brody did that?”

Ford nodded. “But that’s not—all I’m saying is I probably judged you unfairly. I was an idiot back then.”

“You still might be.” Summer smiled. “Haven’t decided yet.”

There was a sudden warmth in Ford’s eyes; humility and nostalgia and a little bit of something else that had Summer looking away, down to the floor, over at the window.

“What about you though?” Summer asked a moment later. “One summer we came home and you were just…gone.”

Ford raised a shoulder. “Frank died, so.”

There was something about the way she said it, like there was more to the story that she didn’t want to say.

“I’m sorry about Frank. Your grandfather was a really good guy.”

Actually, Summer couldn’t remember much of Frank outside the vague memory of an elderly man hobbling around the grounds, checking on this bush or that hedge. Ford hadn’t been all wrong about her. But she didn’t want to be spoiled, she didn’t want to be entitled. She hated how it looked on Brody. She didn’t feel entitled, and yet, there were moments when she caught herself. Like now, for instance, as she desperately tried to picture the face of a man she’d seen nearly every day for fifteen years, but had never truly noticed.

“Yeah, Frank was my entire world for a while.” Ford pointed out the window where the rain was finally fading to a drizzle. “Looks like the suit fitting’s over.”

Outside, several men were hurrying from the house to the driveway, umbrellas up and cars starting.

“Finally.” Summer’s laugh sounded nervous, she could hear it. She wasn’t nervous though, she was disappointed. Ford’s hut had more warmth in it than the whole of Stonehold, with all its fireplaces and finery. In another life they would’ve been friends, probably.

Ford walked her to the door, promising to return her clothes once they’d dried. Summer had only taken a few steps back through the greenhouse when Ford called after her.

Summer turned back.

Ford was standing in the doorway of the hut, rubbing at her forehead with her thumb, looking hesitant and uncomfortable and not at all like she’d looked the past hour.

“Yeah, um. So, I don’t know why I’m even saying this, but while we’re walking down memory lane, do you remember…”

She wasn’t looking Summer in the eye, which was probably for the best, because Summer knew exactly where it was going and her face was already on fire. But in that moment she realized—and it was a strange realization to come to—she wanted Ford to ask. Wanted her to pull it out into the light of day. Laugh at it, chalk it up to being bored, to being teenagers. Explain it away so that Summer could put it to rest. Because Summer hadn’t been able to put it to rest. She’d thought about that kiss. She’d thought about it a lot.

Summer took a couple of steps toward Ford, who was squinting at the wall of the greenhouse with pursed lips and a pained expression.

“Remember what?”

Ford blew out a breath and shook her head. “Nothing.”

But then their eyes met, and the moment hung between them.

Ford’s forehead furrowed with a focused crease and she took a step closer, reaching out for Summer’s face.

“You’ve got mud on your face.” She ghosted her fingers across Summer’s cheek, not a real touch, just the suggestion.

When she dropped her hand, Summer caught it. It was an impulsive thing to do—Summer had only meant to thank her. Thank you for being nice. But then Ford was looking down to where Summer was cradling her hand, now closed in a fist.

Summer let go, stepping back.

When Ford finally dragged her eyes back up, all the air left the greenhouse.

There’d been a party once. Freshman year of college. Some sorority thing that a friend of a friend had invited Summer to. There’d been a girl there with short hair and long eyelashes and they’d watched each other from a distance for most of the night. She’d looked a little like Ford. And when she’d caught Summer in the hallway by the bathroom and leaned in with apple vodka breath, Summer had let it happen. In some strange way it felt like a second chance at that kiss. A second chance where she was ready for it, where she wouldn’t run away. She’d learned two things that night: first, that a quick peck from the groundskeeper’s granddaughter had somehow hit her with a frantic electricity that even a full make out session with a poor man’s lookalike couldn’t hope to ignite. Second, and arguably more importantly, the lackluster kissing still managed to set something alight in her. The slide of the girl’s tongue across her own. The way the girl pressed into her, anchoring Summer’s hips with her hands.

Summer had walked back to her dorm laughing that night. Girls. Girls did it for her. In a perfect world, it would’ve been an uncomplicated discovery. A celebrated discovery, even.

But the next morning Brody had brought her flowers—their third anniversary already—and Georgina had called to wish them both many happy returns. And Summer had been reminded that she wasn’t free.

She’d avoided parties after that. She’d kissed Brody with every ounce of passion she could muster. But she knew the truth of herself, and in the end she’d resigned herself to it. Plenty of people married for things other than love. She would find passion in her work. Pleasure in traveling. In incredible food and good friends. And it would be fine. It had to be. She didn’t have a choice.

Ford was still looking at her. Her eyes were nearly amber; gold-flecked and burning. Summer hadn’t remembered their intensity. Maybe it was new.

A car door slammed and the moment shattered.

“Yeah, so, um, I’ll just come back, actually,” Summer said, far too cheery. “For the clothes, so you don’t have to—you can just leave them in the greenhouse and I’ll grab them at some point.”

Ford cleared her throat. “Sure. Whatever you want.”

It took more willpower than it should have, turning and walking away. And maybe it was the heat of the moment, maybe it was impulsive stupidity that she’d regret later on, but at the door Summer spun around once more, her eyes meeting Ford’s.

“I do, by the way. Remember.” She gave it five seconds. Just enough time to see a cautious smile begin to dawn on Ford’s face.

With that, she left the greenhouse and traipsed across the soggy yard, avoiding the puddles and fighting a grin of her own the whole way.
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The rattle of her doorknob woke Summer in the dark, early hours. Brody shut the door behind him and crawled into bed, lining himself along her blanketed back. She kept her breathing even and soft, even as he whispered her name and stroked her hair. He was persistent, and finally it became too ridiculous to keep pretending.

“I’m trying to sleep, Brody.”

He lay there, quiet and still. It occurred to her that maybe he just wanted to fall asleep beside her. Brody was sentimental that way sometimes, or maybe it was more that he preferred being with people than being without, something he and Summer did not have in common. And truly, Summer didn’t mind his presence. He was comfortable, like a well-worn sweatshirt. She had a soft spot for him—for the old him that she desperately wanted to believe was still there beneath the surface—a protectiveness that baffled her in its complexity because she would take a bullet for Brody Weston, and yet it was entirely possible that she was the worst thing to ever happen to him. A bullet might’ve been kinder.

What kind of monster, she’d begun asking herself, straps their oldest and unwitting friend into a loveless marriage? What kind of coward?

Especially when she knew so much of him—knew the weaknesses he disguised as arrogance, the anxieties he cloaked in bravado. Knew that even though she was the orphan, it was Brody who longed for his parents’ affection. Summer missed her parents’ love because she’d once had all of it. Brody labored for his parents’ love—his father’s, in particular—because it had to be earned.

It felt unforgivably cruel, what she was doing to him, if only because she was certain she was the only one who saw the whole truth of Brody. Saw how vulnerable and lonely he was. There was goodness in his core, but the years of privilege had layered on like chainmail. His parents had been hard on him, expected too much from him—Grant expected perfection, a protégé, and Georgina expected happiness. Her happiness. She relied on Brody for it. On the days Summer remembered this, it was easier not to hate who he’d become.

He had a Roman nose—Summer knew this term because Georgina hadn’t shut up about it when Brody hit puberty and his adult features had begun to take shape. A Roman nose like his great-grandfather, she’d say proudly, like it was something he’d worked to achieve. But by then, Summer knew Georgina well, and knew she was loudest about the things that made her the most insecure. Brody was her masterpiece—her singular descendent, golden-haired, bright-eyed, strong-jawed—immaculate in every way. Until his nose had grown just a little larger than she’d perhaps expected. Her comments had always seemed harmless enough to Summer, until one day in eleventh grade when she’d walked into Brody’s room at Radley and caught him being sketchy on his laptop, slamming it shut as soon as she’d walked in.

She’d flopped down onto his bed beside him. “Everyone watches porn, weirdo. Who cares.”

Summer actually didn’t watch porn, but at seventeen she’d found herself enamored with the militant progressiveness of east coast prep schools, which meant not caring if your boyfriend watched porn. Which worked in her favor, because she really didn’t care, she felt entirely neutral about everything and anything Brody chose to do in his spare time.

But Brody had been so cagey about it, curiosity had gotten the best of her after he’d gone to class and left her there, reading on his bed. She’d opened his laptop—they shared everything, so it hadn’t felt exactly like snooping, even though that’s exactly what it was—and found that he hadn’t been watching pornography at all. He’d been on a plastic surgery site, looking up nose job specialists in Boston. Summer had lost a little bit of love for Georgina that day. After, she’d tried to find every organic opportunity to assure Brody that his nose was just fine. Handsome, even. Noble, like a statue. And truthfully, it was.

Brody began stroking her hair again, and soon she felt his hips pressing into her back.

She sighed. “We have your mom’s brunch first thing tomorrow morning.”

Georgina’s brunches were known for being extravagant and lengthy. Summer suspected Georgina paid the caterers extra to serve dishes at a crawl so she could bask in her role as hostess for as long as the day allowed.

“Yeah,” he whispered, “but I’m hungry now.”

The awful truth was that it had become routine to Summer. Rolling over, letting him take what he wanted. It never felt like a violation, not really—he would never force anything on her—though he certainly pouted whenever he was denied. Sex with Brody was just that—sex. Perfunctory. Mercifully quick.

She gave in, it was easier to just get it over with. Guilt was an enormously powerful sedative.

She tipped her head back and away from his breathing, hot and uncomfortable on her neck. Grit her teeth against the scrape of his beard. Squeezed her eyes shut. And then, for some godforsaken reason, she pictured Ford. 

No. 

She pushed the image away. It was wrong, dragging thoughts of Ford into something dark and complicated. Ford belonged in the sunlight. Summer barely knew a thing about her, but she knew that much.

Still, the images persisted.

Ford, flushed and staring at their joined hands. Ford, lips parted, tongue darting out to slick across. Ford, not stepping away in the greenhouse but reaching for her, grabbing a hand around her neck and bruising her lips with a kiss they’d waited fifteen years to finish.

Summer kept her eyes closed as she snaked a hand down past the shirt she hadn’t taken off, teasing herself with a finger.

“Yeah,” Brody said when he noticed, “do it.”

His voice took her out of the fantasy, made her think twice about continuing. She didn’t want him anywhere near these thoughts. They were hers, and hers alone.

But the images began to play again, unbidden. Ford, spinning her around, bending her over one of the greenhouse tables, sending several succulents to their doom as she reached around to shove a hand into Summer’s jeans, her breath hot against Summer’s ear.

Summer’s fingers sped up.

Ford, teasing her with a finger, almost sinking in before pulling back. Laughing softly in Summer’s ear when she whined for it. Then, finally plunging into her, moaning in Summer’s ear when her finger was buried in Summer’s slick heat. Fuck, Summer.

That was it, the image that sent her over—Ford, pressed against her back, barely believing how wet she was for her. Summer shuddered through it, biting her tongue, not trusting herself to keep Ford’s name from her lips.

When she came back to herself, Brody was watching her, already pawing around the bed for his shorts.

“That was hot,” he said, finding the shorts and shaking them out, sliding them on while Summer just lay there.

Shit. She shouldn’t have done that. Given life to that kind of fantasy. Fuck. Dread began to spread throughout her chest, squeezing her throat, causing her hands to curl into fists. She needed Brody to leave, needed him to get out before she was clawing her way through a full blown panic attack. She turned over, away from him. He went to use the ensuite, leaving the door ajar, and the light was just enough for her to start counting wallpaper birdcages the way she had as a child when the waves of fear began to swell, threatening to sweep her out to sea.

One. Two. Three. Four. Five. Six. Sev—

“Are you—?” Brody was standing by the foot of the bed.

“I’m tired.” She knew her voice was sharp.

“Sorry, yeah,” he leaned down to kiss her cheek, “goodnight then.”

When he was gone, she took a great shuddering breath.

Then another, and another. 

It was just a fantasy. Everyone fantasizes. Everyone. Even Brody, she realized suddenly. Highly doubtful he was getting off to the vision of his disinterested fiancé. She’d catch him sometimes, looking at women. Dark haired beauties who looked nothing like her. In the strangest way, it always came as a great relief, being reminded that she wasn’t the only one tethered and going through the motions. In that, at least, they were well matched.

She sat up, the twist of panic in her gut beginning to calm. Sometimes, when she caught it early enough, she could will the attack away. Keep her heart rate down, keep her breathing even. It didn’t always work, but it seemed to be working then. She sat on the bed, cross-legged, spine straight. She sat like that for a long time, just breathing. Telling herself it was all fine. It would all be fine.

Eventually, the tension began to ease from her limbs.

She lay back down. Felt her eyes getting heavy. Shifted onto her right side, shoved an arm under her pillow and willed herself to sleep. But sleep felt miles away now. She wasn’t even tired anymore. She sighed. No point in fighting it.

She got out of bed and headed for the door.

Sometimes Stonehold felt like an opulent cave. There was so much rock—cobblestone tile in the massive kitchen, heated slate flooring in most of the bathrooms, oversized fireplaces of sandstone, marble by the pool. Even the grand foyer’s twin staircases were stone—rough and unpolished, elegant in their imperfection. Both stairways and their connecting mezzanine featured iron railings with thick, Corinthian posts and scrolling spindles. The paneled walls of the halls and common areas were painted in cool tones; grays and blacks and browns. The formal dining room a deep emerald green, with a long table and wide-planked floor, both of polished black walnut that hadn’t been sourced from Weston & Wilde, but rather an older company back east. The entire room gave the illusion of being lost in a deep, evergreen forest.

It was a beautiful home, impressive and bespoke, but it was cold.

Summer had always found it impossible not to compare Stonehold to The Hearth; they were opposites in many ways. The Hearth was no more humble than Stonehold, it had, after all, still been built by a wealthy man. It still had its lavishes and luxuries—the ten-person sauna, the movie theater, the pool with its grotto and jacuzzi. But while Stonehold had been carved from stone purchased with the spoils of a hundred felled forests, The Hearth was built almost entirely from red cedar trees; an enormous log cabin. It had once been the largest post and beam house in all of Washington—Mountain Home had done a story on it in the early 1970s, they’d interviewed Summer’s grandparents, there’d been a photoshoot and everything. But in Summer’s opinion, the best thing about The Hearth was its warmth. How on a winter’s night, its massive cast iron lanterns flickered with real flames, their orange glow dancing on the snow that lay thick and scarf-draped along the porch railing and log balustrades of the upper balconies. The Hearth only had two stories, which meant its roofline was closer to the ground than Stonehold’s, and that was another thing Summer loved—how after a blizzard the entire house would be tucked snug beneath a soft, white blanket.

Still, she’d always felt there was more to Stonehold. A heartbeat, hidden somewhere deep beneath its polished, cold surface. She’d been twelve when she found the secret room. Not secret per se, but previously unknown, at least to Summer.

She’d discovered it at the end of the fourth floor hallway, up a narrow set of stairs. It was small—even smaller than the staff’s kitchen pantry—and someone had used it recently; there was a long cushioned window seat beneath a large octagonal window.

She hadn’t thought of that room in years, but the memory came to her as she passed the enclosed turn back staircase in the third floor library, the stairs to the fourth floor tucked between the towering built-in bookshelves.

There was a single lightbulb in the little room’s ceiling, and it took a moment to turn on, stuttering to life with several flickers. The room was just as she remembered it, though someone had reupholstered the window seat with the same gray and white striped canvas that had been used for the recent pool house renovation, they’d added a pair of matching pillows as well. A staff member, probably. Sprucing up a corner of the house to make it their own. And yet, it didn’t feel like trespassing, being in someone else’s secret space in the middle of the night. There was nothing overly personal about the room—just a pair of gray bookshelves flanking the window seat, a handful of books stacked haphazardly on the shelves. Romance novels, primarily. Bronzed men and busty women. But there was another book that had been left out on the seat, Summer found it when she accidentally sat on it, fishing it out from beneath her and peering at the title in the softly buzzing light. Mrs. Dalloway by Virginia Woolf. Summer flipped through the worn pages before setting it aside, laying it facedown and open the way she’d found it.

Then, she noticed the ceiling. It had been painted—or, rather, it was in the process of being painted. Not just a fresh coat or a new color, but an entire scene. A mural.

It was a tree; arching boughs stretched across the barrel curved ceiling, all the way to the edges and corners. There was a nest of twigs cradled in the crux of several branches, and perched on the nest’s edge was a purple finch, wings outstretched, preparing to take flight. But there was something more, a small detail. Summer stood to get a closer look. A tiny cuff was fastened around the finch’s left ankle, a chain of delicate golden links tethering it to the nest.

Summer stared and stared. It was such an odd detail. The entire painting was an odd addition to the room in general, not to mention a bold one—if Thea caught any of her staff painting murals on ceilings it would be a dark day at Stonehold indeed. They were gifted, though, this artist. The details were stunning; the shine of the cuff, the soft down of the finch’s belly.

She stifled a sudden yawn. It had to be psychological, she thought, the way insomnia took hold when she was in her soft bed, cozy and warm, yet now, just as she’d found something intriguing, she couldn’t keep her eyes open.

Thinking back on it later, Summer would barely remember settling back onto the window seat and stretching out. Resting her head on a pillow. Just for a minute, she’d remember thinking, as she let the low hum of the lightbulb soothe her.

Just for a minute.

The next thing she knew, she was startled awake by the sound of something exploding.
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Summer bolted upright in the sudden darkness of the secret room, the explosive pop still echoing in her ears. The lightbulb, she realized, the rush of adrenaline subsiding. It had only been the lightbulb. Old wiring. It happened every so often.

The tiny explosion had rocketed bits of thin glass all over the room like shrapnel. Several pieces had landed in her hair. She picked them out in a daze, one by one, feeling around her messy bun with careful fingers. The smell of burnt wiring hung heavily in the air.

Getting back downstairs would be the next challenge—she was barefoot, and the floor was covered in broken bulb. Outside, the moon was bright, but the room’s sole window was an opaque octagon, its glass laid out in a mandala pattern, more decorative than functional. Still, it was better than nothing, and a moment later her eyes began to adjust.

That’s when it happened.

First, the music. Barely a whisper, yet coming from everywhere. All around her.

Sweet dreams til sunbeams find you, sweet dreams that leave all worries behind you.

Summer’s heart pounded. It was the same soft voice singing, barely a whisper. But this time, there was no stereo to blame.

But in your dreams whatever they be, dream a little dream of me.

What happened next started as a feeling—like someone was watching her. Prickles on the back of her neck, a skip in her heartbeat.

The music stopped.

She wasn’t alone. Dread slammed into her, began pounding at her temples—somebody was standing there in the darkness. Staring.

Two somebodies. The children from the yard. Standing side by side at the top of the short stairway.

Summer let out a strangled yelp, involuntary and undignified, before scrambling backward on the seat until her back met the window.

They just kept on staring.

“Okay.” She tried to breathe. “Okay. I don’t know what’s happening, I don’t know who you are, but this is—how did you get in here?” The panic was back with a vengeance.

When her uncle had first gotten sick, he’d been convinced the things he was seeing were real. He’d lashed out at anyone who tried to convince him otherwise. That had to mean something—if Summer knew she was hallucinating, it couldn’t be the same sickness. If she knew she was hallucinating, she could will them away. Talk herself out of it. Tomorrow she’d see if Georgina’s doctor could write a script for whatever sleep medication he’d given Georgina. All she had to do was walk past them, down the stairs, back to bed.

But then, they stepped closer.

“Go away.” Under different circumstances it might’ve been comical, the way the words creaked from Summer’s throat.

“You shouldn’t be afraid of us,” the boy said, nearly indignant, like he thought she was overreacting. His entire face was covered in freckles and he was wearing the same backwards baseball hat he’d been wearing the first night she’d spotted them; white with a black brim, auburn curls poking out beneath. And he’d just spoken.

“You can talk?” Summer swallowed. “You’re real?”

“Yes, we’re real,” the boy said, sounding even more offended. Then, he raised a shoulder. “In a way.”

“Don’t!” The little girl shouted, putting her hands out to stop Summer, who’d just then stood up with every intention of fleeing. “There’s glass everywhere.”

Summer sat back down, mostly because she’d nearly fainted when she’d stood. She shook her head at them, because what the fuck?

“In a way? What does that mean, in a way? What does—is this me? Is this—I haven’t been sleeping. I’m going to see a doctor. I was honestly just thinking about talking to Georgina’s doctor. I’ll do that. I probably just need sleep.” She looked between their blank faces. “I don’t know why I’m saying any of this out loud.”

The boy just stared. The girl looked concerned.

“You could try lavender,” she said.

Summer must have looked confused, because the girl quickly explained.

“You know, like the plant? Just put it under your pillow and then you’ll sleep. Our mom does it for us.”

“I don’t have any lavender.” Pointless answer, ridiculous to even be entertaining a conversation with—with whoever—whatever these—

“Ask Georgina’s doctor for some.” The girl smiled, like she’d solved it. She was wearing a green cotton dress and her fair hair was pinned back halfway with a bow.

“Who’s Georgina?” The boy asked the girl, and the girl shrugged.

Summer looked between them. They looked like real children, but something about them was off. Something was keeping her from marching them downstairs and calling the police. They were pale, but every kid living in the northern Cascades was pale, especially after a long winter. It was more than that. They didn’t have a spark. They were there, but some part of them wasn’t.

Summer took a breath, steadying herself, because she—recent Harvard graduate magna cum laude and diehard pragmatist— was about to ask a question so ludicrous her cheeks were already warm with anticipated embarrassment. But she had to ask.

She looked at the girl, then the boy. “Are you ghosts?”

They looked at each other and giggled, but the light didn’t reach their eyes.

“We’re memories,” the boy said, with earnest eyes and such sincerity that part of Summer believed him, even if the logic and science was impossible.

Summer stifled a laugh. “Memories—my memories? I don’t—this is insane.” Another laugh bubbled up, and this time she couldn’t stop it.

The girl was eyeing her as if suddenly unsure whether or not Summer was alright. Or all there. Which was just ironic, honestly.

“I’m so sorry,” Summer said, or tried to say, but at this point she was laughing so hard her entire body was shaking with the effort to hold it in. “I don’t know,” she fought through a hiccup, “why I’m laughing.” She wasn’t even stifling it anymore, there was no point.

“I laughed when Mr. Mackerel died.” The boy said it tentatively, like he was attempting to relate, but it only pulled another snort from Summer.

“Did he die…humorously?” Summer had no idea who Mr. Mackerel was, nor any clue why she was continuing to talk to these—

“No. It was actually really sad. But laughing doesn’t always mean you’re happy.”

Summer stared at him. She could count his freckles, see the small gap between his front teeth. All the details she was certain a hallucination couldn’t conjure.

“Okay.” She took another deep breath because she was pretty sure this was a rabbit hole she wouldn’t emerge from unscathed. “Okay. You’re memories. What are your names?”

The little girl shook her head. “You need to remember.”

“Remember what? Remember your names?”

This time it was the boy who shook his head. He reached a pointed finger out to her.

“You need to remember, Summer.”

His finger touched her forehead, and suddenly she was awake, gasping, sitting up, heart pounding. The lightbulb was still shattered, glass strewn, but outside the sun was rising and the room was alight with a rosy glow.

The children were gone, but the center of Summer’s forehead was still tingling where he’d touched her.
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That morning, Summer watched from an upstairs hallway window as a flurry of staff prepared the long table that had been set out on the back veranda by the pool, beneath the ivy-woven lattice roof. Floral centerpieces were being placed every few feet; each a striking burst of orange marigolds and gray calla lilies, blue thistles and billy buttons, with sprigs of eucalyptus and brown foxtail.

At one point Ford appeared from back behind the tennis courts, crossing the yard with a wheelbarrow piled high with what looked like an enormous amount of weeds. Summer wasn’t prepared for the sight of her, looking flushed and just this side of sweaty in her black muscle tee and baggy cargo pants. Her hair was pushed back with a rolled bandana, it looked shaggier today and even that was appealing—she was usually so polished, so put together, but in that moment she was solely focused on the task at hand, function over fashion. Summer was committing the hard lines of her biceps to memory when she felt a sudden stab of guilt. She’d crossed a line, fantasizing about her the night before. People shouldn’t fantasize about their friends, and Summer had just then decided that’s exactly what they were—friends. If she was going to be tethered to Stonehold for the rest of her life, then at least there’d be a friend to talk to. Maybe even a good friend. One day.

A parade of staff was hurrying back and forth from the box trucks parked out front, grabbing boxes of linens and silverware and delivering them to the veranda before rushing back for more, and Ford waited patiently with her wheelbarrow for a break in the parade so she could pass through. The staff didn’t seem to see her standing there, no one spared her a glance, and Summer couldn’t comprehend it. Not noticing Ford should’ve been impossible; she was quite obviously a beacon. A singular flame in a world of moths. When she finally was able to pass through, she nodded at the caterer who’d stopped to let her by and said something that made him laugh. Then she was gone, off to singlehandedly maintain the endless grounds of Stonehold.

Some of the staff began arranging several tall propane heaters around the veranda like sentinels while others set out champagne glasses and polished silver. They crafted the linen napkins into swirls, setting them in the middle of each Bernardaud plate. Everything in warm pewter, burnt orange and charcoal blue with pops of ivory—colors hand-picked to compliment the distant mountains and surrounding trees, their leaves ablaze, as the white caps soared beyond.

Summer designed the entire palette, she’d overheard Georgina telling everyone. It was a boldfaced lie—Summer hadn’t chosen anything, the wedding planner had.

Georgina hired some lady in Paris to design and conceptualize everything remotely—she’d been Raúl Àvila’s personal assistant twelve years in a row—a particularly thrilling accolade for Georgina, who’d texted Summer repeatedly: Twelve Met Galas under her belt, Summer! Twelve! MET GALAS!—before opening her own company. When the poor woman started to catch on to the fact that Summer didn’t exactly have strong feelings regarding the details, she’d emailed Summer three different palette suggestions and Summer picked one.

Someone had laid out a brand new dress on Summer’s bed while she’d been showering—off-white silk with blue china patterning. When she saw it she sighed, stared at it for a moment, then put it on.

More guests kept on arriving—she could hear them collecting down in the foyer where Georgina had someone serving welcomosas from behind a pop up bar. Nieces and nephews from Grant’s side, cousins from Georgina’s, several Weston & Wilde board members and their wives who’d been at all the Christmas parties growing up. Every twenty minutes another vehicle came crunching down the long driveway, and with her door ajar Summer could hear Georgina rushing to welcome them, undoubtedly with Thea standing by dutifully, waiting to show them to their respective guest rooms so they could settle in before rejoining the festivities.

Summer had never seen Stonehold so busy, so full of life. And even though three shots of espresso had done nothing to curb her exhaustion, she decided it was good, how busy the house was. It would be a welcomed distraction, making her entrance with everyone wanting to greet her, hug her, meet her. The busier she was, the less time she had to think about everything that had happened the night before. The hallucinations. The hallucinations claiming to be memories. The hallucinations claiming to be memories that wanted her to remember something.

She'd figure all of that out later. At some point. Or find ways of avoiding it, at least. Maybe a long run before bed from now on. She could pop in her AirPods and listen to a podcast about high vibrations and positivity. There was an answer somewhere, and she’d find it. By light of day, it was so clearly a simple case of exhaustion.

She just needed to get through brunch. But first things first—she headed down the hall to Ellis’s guest room. There had to be over forty people downstairs, and she wasn’t about to make her entrance alone.

Ellis had arrived at daybreak, wearing a mustard lace midi and mulberry Louboutins, looking bright-eyed and dewy-skinned despite the redeye from Manhattan and the subsequent two hour drive north into the mountains.

She’d let herself in—classic Ellis—and when Summer had found her she was sitting on a stool at the enormous kitchen island, chatting with Thea and drinking a smoothie that one of the staff had made for her.

Maybe it was because she wasn’t expecting to see her until later—Ellis had managed to get on an earlier flight—or maybe she’d just been missing her more than she’d realized, but when Summer saw her sitting there, she’d burst into tears.

“No!” Ellis shouted, jumping up and rushing over. She held up both her hands and Summer grabbed them, squeezing tight. “Don’t cry, you’ll get puffy, just tell me with words.”

“I’m happy,” Summer laughed through her tears, “so, so happy to see you.”

“Obviously.” Ellis squeezed Summer’s hands extra hard before dropping them. “Me too. I missed you.” Her big eyes were welling up, glistening.

Tears were never far from the surface with Ellis, she cried at everything: dog videos, Christmas carols, a particularly well-delivered weather forecast. It was part of her charm. Summer envied her for it. She’d have given anything for a good old-fashioned cry.

Ellis wiped her eyes and looked around. “Where’s Brody?”

Summer shrugged. “Probably still asleep, I haven’t seen him.” When Ellis made a face, she explained, “We’re staying in different rooms. Some of the extended family members are judgmental prudes.”

Ellis bared her teeth. “Ew.”

Just then, Georgina had walked in, wearing a full face of makeup and pink silk pajamas.

“Is this—” Ellis looked at Summer, and Summer nodded. “Oh, Mrs. Weston, it is just so lovely to meet you, and to be welcomed into your magnificent home!”

Summer eyed her. Kiss ass.

Georgina was grinning, which, of course she was. Ellis was wearing all the right clothes, her nails were newly manicured, there was a Cartier Panthère watch on her left wrist, she was wearing Oud Satin Mood by MFK (the same luxury perfume she’d been wearing since freshman year) and her Afro was coiffed to perfection—every last curl shining, well-hydrated and perfectly in place. Summer clocked it the moment Georgina appraised her from head to toe (something she did with everyone) and deemed her an equal (something she did with nearly no one). There was nothing Georgina respected more than someone willing to spend eight-hundred dollars on skin cream.

“Ellis, yes? We finally meet!” Georgina rushed toward her, arms open.

Ellis took a giant step back, still beaming. “I feel overjoyed and enormously warm, your presence is welcoming and magnanimous. Meeting you has filled me with positivity and ease.”

Georgina stood there, smiling and looking slightly confused.

“Ellis practices Alternative Affection,” Summer said quickly. She should’ve prepared people. “She doesn’t hug.”

“Oh! Of course!” Georgina was instantaneously empathetic, nodding like she totally understood. “I think I’ve read about that—there was an article in Organic Yoga Couture.”

Ellis, still grinning, shook her head. “I doubt it.”

A beat passed, and Summer rushed to fill the silence. “Ellis made it up. It’s really smart, the logic behind it.” Actually, Summer thought it was insane and had told Ellis so on numerous occasions, but one doesn’t throw their very best friend under the bus.

“When we express affection through touch, we give away our power,” Ellis explained. “Alternative Affection is all about rejecting society’s whorish compulsion to engage in tactile exchanges. I’m writing a book on it.”

“Well, I can’t wait to read it!” Georgina looked even more impressed.

That was Ellis for you—she had a certain magnetism that Summer found fascinating. She could tell you dirt was the healthiest thing to eat, and next thing you’d be outside on the ground with a spoon.

Out on the veranda, the day was mild, the golden sun was shining. They could’ve gone without the heaters. Once everyone was seated and hors d’oeuvres were brought out, people seemed content to talk amongst themselves, the low murmur of conversation occasionally punctuated with the clinking of silverware, the occasional laugh.

Summer was seated beside Brody at the center of the long table, with Georgina directly across. Beside her, Grant’s seat remained empty, and at one point Summer noticed Brody look pointedly at the empty chair, then at his mother, questioning. Georgina waved it away with a smile, and a moment later an older woman, a wife of one of the high-ups at Weston & Wilde—Laura? Lauren? Summer couldn’t quite remember—sat herself down in Grant’s seat and struck up an animated conversation with Georgina.

Ellis was down by Harrison Caulfield, Brody’s best friend from college, who was most likely treating everyone within earshot to his usual monologue about how his uncle was a federal senator and he was a shoo-in for a position in DC himself. He and the others had arrived mid-morning, bursting through the front door and into the foyer with the usual grace and subtlety of fraternity brothers. The Beasts From Back East, Thea had muttered under her breath to Summer as she’d passed by in the hallway not forty minutes after their arrival, already on her way to clean up something one of them had broken in their guest room.

Brody stuffed an entire miniature pecan-crusted waffle into his mouth before standing, kissing Summer’s head and muttering be right back, which, thanks to the waffle, came out ee ight aff. He headed down toward his friends.

Lovely. Now Summer had the unpleasant task of making small talk with Georgina’s sisters, who were seated flanking Summer and Brody’s now-empty chair.

Aunt Davina and Aunt Celina looked exactly alike—not in the way that twins do, but rather, they looked like the same person, fifteen years apart. They had dark hair and the sort of severe features that wealthy women are able to sculpt into beauty, but over the years their dedication to the surgeon’s knife had begun to tilt from da Vinci to Picasso. Georgina, who was said to favor their blue-eyed, blonde-haired grandmother, had been born lucky—not for her fair features, but for her delicate nose, her rounder face. She hadn’t needed the knife to assimilate at the country club, though her forehead and cheeks were getting suspiciously firmer as the years went on.

The Aunts had flown in from Chicago three weeks earlier and were staying in the guest cottage on the far side of the hedge maze, but brunch was the first Summer was seeing of them. Which was on purpose. They were the kind of people who thought patriotism was posting unapologetically incorrect propaganda on Facebook, responding to criticism with things like everyone’s so sensitive nowadays. Summer had always found them fascinating the way one might find a centipede fascinating—what was it about their internal mechanics that allowed them to operate in such a bizarre and horrifying manner?

Celina and Davina were younger and older than Georgina, respectively. Their grandmother, Arabella Mondadori, had been Italy’s most promising young film actress until she’d married their grandfather, Toto Fontina, a celluloid film salesman who’d whisked her away for a honeymoon in America without telling her their tickets were one-way. They’d settled in Chicago, where Toto made an extraordinary amount of money when he stopped selling celluloid to filmmakers and started selling it to the United States military instead, just in time for the war. Such was his wealth, he didn’t notice when bills went missing from his wallet to pay for another one-way ticket, this time to Hollywood, Los Angeles. But the night before she absconded, Arabella learned she was pregnant with the first of her eventual eight children, all boys, carbon copies of their father. Not one of them interested in film, literature or art.

Sumer had gone to Brody’s great-grandmother’s funeral as a child. She remembered because it was her first time on a plane that wasn’t a private jet owned by the company—they gave out tiny snacks in tiny packages!—and also because she’d just learned to read, and had begun putting this new skill to use as often as possible. Airport signs, the Bible in the seat pocket at the funeral, and then, at the cemetery. She’d stared at the words on the marble tombstone that Arabella—who’d clearly never lost her flair for the dramatic—had designed herself in the months leading up to her death:

Born with wings, flying at last.

The words seemed important in the way that all words carved into stone tend to be, and it had frustrated Summer that she’d worked hard to conquer reading, only to find out that the ability to read words was sometimes separate from the ability to understand them. She’d felt cheated somehow, like the words were taunting her from a shelf she wasn’t yet tall enough to reach. So she’d memorized them, and waited to grow.

Just then Aunt Davina waved down one of the passing caterers, a young girl, a college freshman at most.

“What is this, dear?” Aunt Davina held up her flute.

“A Bellini, ma’am,” the girl smiled.

Aunt Davina laughed. “How strange to use peach syrup instead of puree, I’ve never heard of such a thing, have you?”

The girls eyes were wide. “I just serve them, but I can ask the bartender if—”

“No, no,” Aunt Davina said, “I don’t want to make a fuss. But this isn’t a Bellini, and you should tell your boss so he can train his staff properly.” She took another sip, made a face, shook her head and shoved the flute into the poor girl’s hands, waving her off.

Case and point—Summer had been avoiding them. Which, unfortunately, was no longer an option.

“I could kill you,” Aunt Davina had said when everyone migrated out to the veranda for brunch and Summer was finally forced to face her. She’d grabbed Summer up in a nearly violent hug. “I find out about your engagement from Brody’s Facebook?” She pulled away, a single drawn eyebrow raised. “Facebook, Summer?”

Summer hadn’t even known Brody put something on Facebook. She’d deleted social media years ago. There was freedom in being invisible.

“Not everything is about you,” Aunt Celina had said, rolling her eyes and hugging Summer just as tightly. “But we want details,” she said, “we want all the details!”

Aunt Davina was nodding. “How did he propose?”

They both had the habit of getting far too close to your face when speaking. Summer felt herself leaning back.

“He, um,” she blinked at the distant tree line and mustered a smile, “wrote our wedding date in his calendar, then he synced our phones.” She raised a shoulder. “It took me a week to notice.”

A beat passed and it seemed like they were waiting for more.

Finally, Aunt Celina let out a hoot of laughter. “A man who knows what he wants! I love it! Georgie, you must be so proud!”

Summer’s eyes caught on Georgina’s, who’d just wandered over. She’d been watching Summer closely, but her eyes flicked to her sisters the moment Summer met her gaze, a sudden smile blooming on her face.

“We knew they were written in the stars long ago,” she said, her arm snaking around Summer’s middle, “but it will be wonderful to officially make this girl a Weston. Finally!” She laughed a little too loudly, and when she squeezed Summer’s waist a tiny wave of champagne came sloshing over the rim.

Down at the end of the table, Summer caught sight of Brody, draped back in his chair, balancing a cocktail on his knee, deep in conversation with his friends. He looked so at ease, so comfortable. So happy.

Summer snatched an Aperol Spritz from a passing tray and took a long sip. Laura-or-Lauren nodded across the table at her.

“Enjoy it while you can,” she said, grinning with lipstick-smeared teeth, “the babies will be on their way soon. And you know,” she glanced down the table at Brody, “sometimes red hair skips a generation, you might get lucky and have golden-haired cherubs who look just like their daddy.”

The Spritz went down the wrong way and Summer suffered through a short coughing fit.

Laura/Lauren just kept talking. “Brody has his Master’s now, yes? That’s what you were up to in Boston?”

“Mmhmm.” Summer looked down at her drink. Wished it would transform into tequila.

“You must’ve been so anxious waiting for him to get that darn degree and propose already!”

Summer’s teeth tingled, and she sucked the soft pad of her cheek between them, tempted to bite down.

“And it took him so long!” Georgina joined the conversation. “He was doing grad school part time, flying back here every month or two for the company—his father’s been delegating, slowly but surely.”

Laura/Lauren sent Summer an impressed nod. “Smart young lady you are, standing back and letting your man build a foundation for you both.”

“I got one too.” The words slipped out before Summer realized they were coming. “An MBA, I mean.”

The woman just stared. How was it that even the Aunts looked surprised? Surely Georgina had told them. Surely, at some point over the last four years, it had come up.

“You did the Sloan program with Brody?” At least Laura/Lauren had the decency to seem interested.

Summer shook her head. “Harvard.” Her mother’s Alma Mater. She’d been going to the same boarding school in Boston with Brody since they were kids, she’d needed space. An entire campus where it was virtually impossible to run into him.

Laura/Lauren winked at Georgina and tipped back her drink. “Smart boy you’ve got, choosing MIT. We’re in the AI era, no point in an education if it isn’t in tech. He’ll bring the company into the new age.”

“Georgina, did you and Grant put Brody and Summer through graduate school?”

Summer didn’t even see who’d asked the question. Her stomach twisted. Georgina might’ve answered, maybe she’d nodded, Summer was staring down at her hands, spinning her ring.

They’d offered to pay for grad school. They always offered, she never asked. And she’d worked two jobs to pay her share of the apartment. She was going to pay them back for all of it. Her entire tuition. She’d already started saving. But they had paid for it. She was still in their debt.

Just then, Ellis appeared, plopping down into Brody’s empty seat. Thank fuck.

But before Summer could say anything to her, Aunt Celina leaned over again. “But—what will you do with your degree?” She looked confused.

Summer’s palms tingled. She hated this question. She’d spent the last year dodging it in all its many forms from her professors and advisors and friends. The Westons weren’t being entirely altruistic when they footed the bill at Harvard—it’d been an investment. Like Brody, she was expected to take over Weston & Wilde Wood one day. Co-CEOs, like their fathers had been. But every time she pictured herself at the head of the boardroom table, leading some meeting on cheaper scarification methods or countermeasures against deforestation propaganda, her father’s voice would whisper in her ear: Imprints, not footprints.

“She’ll be our first woman CEO!” Georgina answered for her.

“No she won’t,” Ellis said, then looked at Summer, confused. “I thought you were finally starting your nonprofit?”

Summer’s heart dropped.

But Georgina hadn’t even heard, because she’d followed her original answer with, “But only until she gets started on my grandbabies!” And all the women within earshot were busy fawning over the sentiment. Georgina scrunched her face at Summer happily, but these days her nose was the only thing capable of wrinkling.

Ellis bulged her eyes at Summer, and Summer mouthed later, so Ellis shrugged and stuffed a lox cream cheese puff in her mouth.

There was a sudden eruption of laughter from the end of the table, where Harrison was stroking Brody’s beard with both hands while Brody stroked Harrison’s face. Josh and Matt, aka the Boring Brothers—an inside joke that had never been explained to Summer—were filming it on one of their phones. Their friend Raptor—whose real name, Zhào Yuanyun, Summer had only learned that morning when he’d undergone a miraculous transformation from douchebag finance bro to ambitious bootlicker while introducing himself to Grant—said something presumably hilarious, which caused all five of them to roar with laughter.

“Harrison’s looking well.” Ellis took a sip of mimosa and looked around, casual as the breeze.

“No.” A smile tugged at the corners of Summer’s mouth. “I’m not doing this with you again.” Harrison Caulfield was a cliché: rich, gorgeous, short-tempered and entirely unremarkable in every other way. Summer wasn’t even sure why Brody liked him. She shook her head at her friend. “He’s an asshole, Ell. And you know this.”

“An asshole with biceps like cantaloupes,” she leaned closer, “and a massive—”

“You need actual help. Do you realize how many nice, normal men there are in New York who would stumble over themselves for a chance with a brilliant woman who’s just made junior partner? Hundreds. Thousands. Hundreds of thousands. And I’m sure at least one of them isn’t a raging psychopath.”

“But the normal ones lack a certain,” she waved a hand, “fire.”

“You’re incorrigible.”

“Well, we can’t all be raised alongside our soulmate, can we?” She nudged Summer with her arm. “How are things there?”

Empty. “Good, things are, um,” she sipped her drink, “things are fine.”

“Fine?” She gave Summer a look. “Your wedding is in a matter of days and things are fine?”

Fortunately, at that precise moment, Aunt Davina leaned around and asked how Ellis and Summer had met.

“Harvard,” Ellis smiled. “We were roommates in Apley freshman year, and because I grew to adore her we were never roommates again. She failed to mention her insomnia on the dormitory questionnaire,” she poked Summer’s arm, “so she ended up in a double with a roommate who was in bed by eight and up studying by four.” She jabbed her thumb at her own chest.

“That’s lovely!” Aunt Davina said, sounding oddly surprised. “You hear such negative things about diversity initiatives nowadays, but I think it’s wonderful how they give everyone a chance—at Harvard, no less!”

It took half a second for the words to land in Summer’s ears, for her to process them, and when she did something deep inside roared to life.

“Yeah, no, not okay, Ellis didn’t—”

But Ellis kicked her under the table, flashing her brilliant smile.

“I agree,” Ellis said to Aunt Davina, sweet and cheery, and if Aunt Davina knew Ellis the way that Summer knew Ellis she wouldn’t have been smiling that stupid smile, “it is wonderful to give everyone a chance at higher education, and maybe one day Harvard will offer equitable opportunities for housewives looking to reinvent themselves in the wake of their third divorce, but personally, I’d like to think my time at Harvard was secured by the letter of recommendation written by Ketanji Brown Jackson after I interned with her in D.C. under the Obama administration.” She glanced at Summer, “She sends her congratulations, by the way. I wanted to drag her out here with me, she loves the mountains, but she couldn’t take the time off.” She turned back to Aunt Davina. “That’s how it goes,” she sighed, gave the smallest eye roll and flashed her smile again, “all work and no play when you’re making history as the first Black woman to serve on the Supreme Court. Oh—are those beignets?” She snatched one from a passing caterer’s tray.

Aunt Davina suddenly became extremely interested in a conversation happening across the table.

Summer squeezed Ellis’s hand under the table. Permissible, because—according to Ellis—Alternative Affection only dictated that the practitioner not give away their own power through expressive touch. Summer didn’t believe in any of it, mostly because it was laughable, the idea that Ellis’s power could be drained. Ellis’s greatness was infinite. Limitless. She was the most powerful person Summer knew.

Just then, as the caterers began coming around to take everyone’s omelette order, Brody’s cousin Angelina arrived with her usual air of chaos, wearing enormous sunglasses and skin tight leather pants—probably to annoy her mother. Aunt Celina had given birth to Angelina out of wedlock at nineteen, and had spent the following forty-one years trying to atone for this singular indiscretion by attempting to mold Angelina into some sort of puritanical child-saint, which, unsurprisingly, had caused friction over the decades.

“Sorry I’m late!” Angelina practically shouted, handing her jacket to one of the staff, leaving the sunglasses on.

“Could’ve just slipped in quietly, sweetheart,” Aunt Celina said, her smile tight.

Ellis glanced at Summer, her round eyes even rounder. These people, her eyes were saying.

Summer nodded, small and subtle. Tell me about it.
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That afternoon, Summer and Ellis caught a ride into town with a couple cousins who were staying at Piney’s Inn above the tavern. In order to apply for the GreenGuard Fellowship, Summer had to provide proof that she had a physical location for her nonprofit, which was somewhat of a hurdle considering she currently had neither a physical location nor a nonprofit. What she had was a plan, and plenty of passion. Plus—if she was being honest—she was also hoping that her family name might hold some weight. Her father had made several sizable donations to GreenGuard, which had definitely been a guilty conscience thing, but Summer was kind of hoping his sizable donation would pave the way. A little nepotism could be forgiven, she hoped, if the end result made the planet a better place.

The office space was located on the second floor of a building on Main Street, above a little bookstore called Forest & Fable. The bookstore’s front bay window had been decorated for the season; an old, rickety desk with a typewriter and candles, with cobwebs and several realistic looking skulls. Various vintage books were scattered around the little scene—Dracula, Frankenstein, The Picture of Dorian Gray, as well as a battered anthology of Edgar Allen Poe. Like Piney’s, the building had been built in the Tudor style, with dark diagonal beams on its exterior and large, crosshatched windows.

“This could work,” Summer nodded, looking up at the second floor windows.

“I don’t know,” Ellis cocked her head, “it’s giving Industrial Revolution. And is that a coal burning stove in there?” she nodded to the open front doors of the bookstore where they were giving out free cups of mulled cider. Inside, a coal stove was visible in the corner.

“Well,” Summer thought about it, trying not to get discouraged, “GreenGuard just needs to know that I have an office space, they don’t need to know how I’m heating it.”

“But isn’t it duplicitous to—”

“Shut up, I have six days, I can figure the ethics out later but for now, support my hypocrisy.” Summer dragged her down the cobblestone alley beside the shop, where the real estate agent had said the second floor entrance was located.

Twenty minutes later, they were back outside, sitting side by side on the swinging bench and sipping mulled cider.

“Five thousand a month is a lot,” Ellis said quietly.

Summer nodded, staring down at the steaming cup in her hand.

“You could get a place in Tribeca for that. In a luxury building with all the amenities.”

Summer nodded again.

“Who told them they can charge that much? It’s a glorified attic! Five grand a month for what? So you can sit at your desk feeling like Anne Frank?”

“All the new ski resorts started a tourism boom a decade or two ago. Prices in Echo have been skyrocketing ever since. And this is the only office space available in a fifty mile radius right now,” she waved a half-hearted hand at the building behind them, “they can charge whatever they want, I guess.”

“So,” Ellis hesitated, “can you afford it?”

Summer watched a star anise float across her cider as she slowly shook her head.

“Alright,” Ellis’s tone was chirpy, like she was determined to not be deterred, “what about Stonehold? There’s probably forty-five empty rooms you could use as an office.”

“Has to be a commercial space to qualify.”

Ellis sucked in a breath through her teeth. “Yeah, I figured. Could you start the nonprofit without the Fellowship?”

“I’d need to rent an office, hire a restoration ecologist, a wildlife biologist, a geology technician, and a conservation advisor, not to mention a ton of workers and equipment to actually seed the restoration sites. That’s already hundreds of thousands of dollars that I don’t have.”

“Not to pile on, but you’re going to need a lawyer on retention too.”

Summer nodded. “And not just a nonprofit attorney, I’d also need an environmental lawyer to deal with land rights. It’s just not the kind of thing a person can do without a ton of financial help,” Summer shrugged. “The Fellowship would cover everything for ten whole years—even a livable wage for me so I can get a second job and use that to pay back the Westons.”

Ellis sipped her cider, seeming to think about it. “How about this—focus on the wedding, focus on your amazing new life here in Washington, and apply for the Fellowship next time. Give yourself more time to prepare. When does their next submission period open?”

“In ten years.” Summer fell forward, resting her forehead on her knee, groaning. The cider steam felt nice on her face, so. There was that, at least.

“Well, shit.” Ellis patted her back twice, which, from Ellis, was akin to rocking Summer to sleep while singing a lullaby medley. “Can I ask you a personal question?”

Summer straightened. “Obviously.”

Ellis smiled. “Don’t be offended, but weren’t your parents loaded?”

“Yep.”

“So…why are you broke?”

“Because unlike Brody’s parents, mine didn’t do hand outs. They thought I should have to work for what I wanted.” It was the truth, even if it wasn’t the whole truth. She wasn’t sure she wanted to admit to Ellis—smart, sensible, self-made Ellis—that her father had lost company money trying to make Weston & Wilde Wood’s methods more environmentally friendly. She was afraid it would paint her father as reckless, when he was anything but.

“I respect that,” Ellis said, sounding like she really did. “If I have kids I’m going to do the same.”

“Well, don’t,” Summer groaned again. “It sucks.”

They hiked the Redemption Trail that led from downtown to Stonehold’s backyard. The trailhead was off of a small dirt commuter lot behind the bookstore building, and they’d planned ahead with water bottles and sneakers. The trail wound up the mountain alongside the Redemption River, and it was a shortcut, at least in theory—where the road meandered, taking the path of least resistance, the trail cut right through.

The afternoon sun fluttered in the thick canopy overhead, splotches of light dancing on the packed trail before them. Colorful leaves were already falling, the path littered with orange and red and yellow. Other leaves were left over from the year before, crisp and brown and crunching under their feet as they walked. There were cabins tucked along the trail, and one of them had a fire burning in a wood stove, the scent heady and nostalgic.

“So wait,” Ellis said, sounding out of breath as she stopped to take a picture of the view—they were climbing higher, and downtown Echo was visible below, nestled in a valley between the soaring foothills that had come alive with fiery foliage, “Georgina’s sisters are named Celina and Davina?”

“They sure are.”

“And Celina named her daughter…Angelina?”

“You want to hear the best part?”

“There’s a best part?”

“Their last name is Fontina. Or, it was, before they got married.”

Ellis looked at her, eyes twinkling, pretending to zip her pursed lips.

“White people, am I right?”

Ellis guffawed. “You can’t say that! And that’s not what I was thinking.”

“Yes it is.”

“Well yeah, I’m always thinking it a little bit. But my cousin just named her baby Deanna, and they’re calling her Dee.”

“That’s not weird though.”

“Their last name is Lishuss.”

“Stop,” Summer laughed, “you’re lying, that’s not a true story.”

Ellis pulled her cousin’s Facebook page up and showed Summer the birth announcement.

“Oh, but she’s so cute! Look at her big cheeks!”

“She’s cute, alright,” Ellis muttered, putting her phone away. “She’s delicious.”

Summer had missed her best friend.

As they hiked, Summer asked about life in the city, and Ellis told her all about becoming Manhattan’s youngest ever DA, about volunteering for the Innocence Project with what little free time she had, and about buying her first place—a two bedroom overlooking Cathedral Parkway in the building she’d grown up in.

It was hard not to feel embarrassed, hearing all the things Ellis had achieved with her own two hands, no help from anyone else. She’d lost both of her parents by eighteen, it was probably one of the reasons they’d bonded so closely, and Summer had often wondered if she’d been thrown into the world and forced to sink or swim as Ellis had, whether she would’ve managed to rise to the top the same way.

“So,” Ellis said suddenly, a slight edge to her tone, “when are you planning to tell everyone you’re not going to be Brody’s co-CEO?”

“Soon.”

“Georgina’s going around telling everyone, you might want to mention it very soon.”

“I just haven’t had time to tell her yet. Or Grant.” She was more afraid to tell Grant. She was half-convinced Georgina didn’t even know what the company did.

“Do they not have phones in that big old house?” Ellis raised an eyebrow. “You’ve had this nonprofit planned since high school, how have you not told them?”

Summer sighed, long and loud. “I don’t know. It’s complicated.”

“It’s about to be,” Ellis agreed, shaking her head. “At least Brody knows.”

Summer stayed quiet.

Ellis stopped walking. “Does Brody not know?”

“He knows I want to start a nonprofit and he’s supportive!” Sort of. “I just sort of didn’t mention that it might be instead of working for the company rather than in addition to.”

“Good Lord, Summer.”

“If I tell them, they’re either going to consider it a betrayal, or they’re going to want to fund it.”

“Perfect!” Ellis shouted. “There’s your solution, let them fund it!”

“No,” she said, a bit too aggressively. “I can’t.” Not when it was the very thing that had caused Grant to fall out with her father right before her father’s death. “I already owe them too much.” She needed the nonprofit to be hers, and hers alone. Which was why she’d told Ellis there were no other office spaces available within a fifty mile radius. It wasn’t entirely true—there were a few vacant second and third floor properties scattered along Main Street, but they were inside buildings owned by Grant.

They crested a rocky precipice and Stonehold’s roofline came into view on the next ridge. Summer pointed it out.

“Good,” Ellis said, breathless, “hiking is not as cute as Instagram would have us believe.”

Fifteen minutes later they were back on Stonehold property. The trail had flattened, widened, and just ahead they could see the guest cottage through the trees.

“So, what happens if you don’t get the Fellowship?” Ellis asked.

Summer stayed silent.

Ellis clicked her tongue. “Gotta be one heavy basket with all those eggs in it.” She stopped short. “What’s that?”

Summer looked where Ellis was pointing. Her heart dropped. She looked back behind them—she’d been lost in thought, she hadn’t realized how far they’d walked. They’d passed behind the back of the tennis courts and missed the turn off through the dense overgrowth that led out of the woods to the back edge of the maintained property where the fruit trees grew.

“We’ve walked too far,” Summer said, trying to tug Ellis back toward the turn off.

“Says who?” Ellis pulled away, walking in the direction of the path she’d pointed out. “It’s not like we’re going to get lost, Stonehold’s right there. Does this lead to your old house?”

“No.” But it did lead to the Wilde’s property, and Summer knew the path. Knew who’d made it. Why they’d made it. “Ellis—”

“There’s something back here! It’s like a little—”

“Ellis!” Summer shouted it. She’d stopped walking, and Ellis had to turn back to face her. She looked surprised, confused. Of course she did. Summer was being weird; she knew she was being weird. But Ellis didn’t know what she knew.

Summer forced a smile. “Let’s not go back there.”

Ellis looked over her shoulder, then back at Summer. “What’s back there?” She’d gone dead serious. There was a dimple on her forehead, just above her right eye, and it always made an appearance when she was concerned. It was there now.

“Nothing,” Summer said, which was hardly going to fool her. So she followed it with a lie. “Spiders. There was an infestation last year, millions of them, it was horrifying—”

Ellis was already running toward the front yard, chanting nope nope nope nope nope the whole way.

Summer caught up with her in the turnaround. Ellis was standing amidst the sea of cars from all the lingering brunch guests who were still drinking on the veranda, enraptured by Georgina the way people always seemed to be. In all likelihood, none of them had even noticed Summer’s absence.

Summer peered up at Ellis from where she was bent over, hands on her knees. “One hike and I want to die,” she said, panting, “how am I this out of shape?”

Ellis, who was staring at something in the distance, patted Summer’s face without looking. “Welcome to your thirties, babe.”

Summer straightened to see what Ellis was looking at.

She saw. “Shit.”

About fifty yards away, Ford was talking with Angelina, who was leaning against the greenhouse wall, head thrown back in laughter at something Ford had said. Angelina said something in return that had Ford nodding and toeing the ground with her boot, and Angelina responded by reaching out and tugging on Ford’s flannel sleeve, taking a step toward her until there was barely room between.

“Shit?” Ellis was looking at her.

“Hmm?” She glanced at Ellis. “Oh sorry. No, it’s just—Angelina. Kind of a loose cannon. Looks like she’s cornered the groundskeeper.”

“The groundskeeper doesn’t seem to mind though, does she?”

Well. That was exactly the opposite of helpful. It was unexpected, the way Summer suddenly felt the lightness leave her limbs. Like coming down to earth from outer space, gravity kicking back in. It had just been a nice chat on a rainy afternoon, it hadn’t meant anything. Ford could flirt with whoever she wanted. Silly to feel like something had been snatched away. Ridiculous. Not to mention wrong—she was getting married in a matter of days.

“Come on,” Summer said, grabbing Ellis’s hand. “Let’s go find you a rehearsal dinner outfit that will make Harrison weep with regret for what he did to you.”

“Or an outfit that makes him think about all the things he could do to me.”

Summer took her by the shoulders. “Hear me when I say this—you are a powerhouse of a woman, you can do anything. You can be with anyone. Harrison is a spoiled little boy who would’ve failed grad school if he hadn’t been sleeping with the Dean. While he was in a relationship with you, I might add, because you seem to have forgotten.”

“We were kind of on a break.”

“I give up.”

“No!” Ellis was laughing as she grabbed Summer’s arm. “No, you’re right. Harrison Caulfield is nothing to me.” She waved a hand, like shooing a fly. “I’m going to be a Senator by the time I’m forty-five, and he’ll be on his second wife and third affair, living with the fall out of the many failed start-ups he blew his daddy’s money on.”

“Bravo.”

“See? I can change.”

An hour later, Summer found Ellis making out with Harrison in one of the alcoves beneath the foyer’s twin stairways. The brunch crowd had thinned, and it was, to Brody’s delight, also the day of the bachelor party, so after surrendering to the lost cause that was her best friend, Summer decided to encourage her to go to the party with Harrison when he asked.

Ellis looked offended at first. “Don’t be dumb. I’m not gonna go without you, that’s weird.”

“No, you should definitely go. I’m so overtired, I was planning on an early night. I’m probably gonna pop one of Georgina’s Ambiens and pass out.”

“I can’t tell if you’re just being nice.” Ellis eyed her. “Tell me if you don’t want me to go—I’m here for you, not him.”

“No, honestly, go. It’ll spare me the guilt of being a boring host.” It was the truth. She’d been yawning since brunch.

“You’re the best,” Ellis hugged her, “and I swear I’ll be back on Maid of Honor duty first thing tomorrow. I owe you one.”

“This doesn’t mean I’m giving you and Harrison my blessing,” Summer shouted after her.

“Love you!” Ellis called over the bannister as she darted up to the guest rooms.

“Not kidding, Ell! He has the emotional intelligence of a potato!”

“I like potatoes!”

“Make better choices!”

Forty minutes later the party bus Grant and Georgina had hired for the evening pulled into the turnaround, and Summer stood in the foyer waving them off, reassuring Ellis one last time that it was totally fine and no, she really wasn’t just being a good friend.

Once the bus pulled away, headed toward Seattle with its pulsing strobe lights and pumping bass, Summer took a moment, leaning against the tall post at the bottom of the right staircase, soaking in the silence.

So the space above the bookstore was a dead end. Fine. She could pivot. Back in Boston she’d done the bulk of the paperwork—budget detailing, a ten-page write up of her vision and mission statement. She’d set up the bank account and website. And she still had six whole days to do the rest of it. Well, five and a quarter. Plenty of time to find an office space, register online as an LLC, write her cover letter, upload and click Submit.

But first, maybe a nap.

There was a loud buzz behind her, sudden and startling, and Grant’s voice came through the intercom on the wall.

“Summer?”

She went over and pressed the button. “Yeah?”

“Ah!” He chuckled. “You’re a hard lady to find, I’ve buzzed everywhere.”

“Sorry,” she said, instantly annoyed at herself for the needless apology, “I was seeing the party bus off.”

“And? Coast all clear?”

Summer laughed. “For now.” Most of the guests staying at the house had gone into town with Georgina for dinner.

“Then why don’t you join me in my office? I need to speak with you about something.”

Summer’s stomach squirmed. She’d hated those words—I need to speak with you about something—for twenty-two years. Ever since the morning Thea had uttered them in her ear before sitting her down on a kitchen stool. But it was ridiculous to fear the words now. There was no bad news, and even if there was, she couldn’t picture Grant delivering it. There was such a sweetness to him, a softness in his toothy grin and subtle lisp; even with his silver hair there was an ever-present boyishness about him that hadn’t been passed on to Brody.

His office was at the end of the arched hallway leading off of the foyer; brushed gold sconces lighting the way every ten feet or so along the dark paneled walls. She rapped her knuckles against the curved black door before poking her head in—he’d left it ajar.

“Get in here!” He jumped up from behind his oversized desk, coming to wrap her in a hug. “I’ve been a terrible father-in-law, hiding in my office,” he pouted, “but you know how I feel about parties.” He kissed the side of her head, whispering, “And Georgina’s sisters.”

Summer laughed and leaned into the kiss. She loved Georgina for Georgina, eccentric yet lovable, but there was something unique about Grant. He’d known her father better than anyone, and sometimes she swore her father’s memory clung to him like an aura. Like all she had to do was look at him in the right light and she might see it shimmering there.

“Here, sit,” he said, pulling out one of the two black leather armchairs that sat facing his desk.

As he went back around to his own chair, Summer had to stifle a small laugh. He was wearing his notorious belt with the enormous, silver-plated buckle, engraved with the Weston crest. It might’ve made sense on a Stetson wearing, handle-bar-mustached cattle rancher, but on Grant, who seemed to think wearing Patagonia on a rare day off made him an outdoorsman, the belt looked like costume jewelry. It was the only thing Summer had ever seen Grant and Georgina fight over. Maybe fight was a strong word, but bicker, definitely. But it’d been his father’s, Brody had explained once, and therefore sentimental.

“So,” Grant said, folding his hands and staring intently, “I hear you’re breaking with tradition.”

Summer’s pulse skipped.

Grant raised his eyebrows. “Is it true?”

Summer felt her mouth drop open. She had no idea what he was talking about. Her mind had gone blank, she couldn’t begin to guess.

“You realize,” Grant was saying, “as the crown princess of Weston & Wilde, getting this Fellowship is going to draw undue attention to the havoc we’ve wreaked on the environment over the years, yes?”

Goddamnit, Brody.

“First your father, now you.” Grant shook a finger at Summer, a little smirk in the corner of his mouth. “I blame Meadow,” he chuckled, “she turned you both into bra-burning tree huggers.”

Summer’s mother hadn’t come from wealth. She’d grown up in the sixties with parents who’d camped out at music festivals and went to war protests and wrote beat poetry and rejected consumerism. When Meadow had gotten into a screaming match with Rowan at a deforestation debate (he for, her against) her senior year at Berkeley and ultimately wound up agreeing to a date with him, everyone in her life had been thrilled—Rowan Wilde?! Lock him down, you’ll be set for life, they all said. Except for her parents, who were distraught that their socially-conscious daughter had so readily abandoned her morals for a life as capitalism’s concubine.

To everyone’s surprise—everyone, National Geographic had done a feature on it, the story was gold—rather than sell out to capitalism, Meadow had instead convinced Rowan of the evils of logging. Their cover made history—they’d posed naked, green fronds placed tactfully, both of them holding a scruffy little eaglet, sharp-eyed and prehistoric. Imprints, Not Footprints, the article was predictably titled, and it went on to read as a manifesto—Rowan Wilde’s promise to build a sanctuary for displaced wildlife, his assurance that Weston & Wilde Wood Industries would take extraordinary measures to shift from their clearcutting practices to the more sustainable method of selective logging, harvesting only the mature trees and leaving the rest.

A few years after the article’s publication was when Rowan had gone even further, quietly taking steps to plant two trees for every one felled. A few weeks after that, he was dead.

“My dad hates that article,” Brody had said once, staring up at the framed National Geographic cover in Rowan’s home office where they’d snuck in to play on his computer. “They got in a fight over it. Our dads.”

Summer had only been half listening—Brody did a lot of talking, a staple of his personality that had never changed, and there were times she unintentionally tuned him out to better focus on the task at hand. In this case, Grand Theft Auto, a brand new video game that Brody had begged his parents for and one that Georgina had rightfully refused to buy for him, considering he was seven-years-old at the time. But Summer’s father had come of age in the dawning era of gaming—the era of Pong and Space Invaders and eventually Pac-Man—and the electric thrill of buttons and a bright screen had been hardwired into him. He thought he’d been slick, purchasing Grand Theft Auto for his office computer where he could play and appear to be hard at work, nobody the wiser. But Brody and Summer were both only children, and only children have an innate omniscience when it comes to the affairs of their household.

“It’s a metaphor,” Summer said about the framed cover once it was Brody’s turn at the keyboard and his earlier words had finally sunk in. She wasn’t actually certain if that was true, but she’d learned what a metaphor was the night before because her father was reading her Holes and he’d explained that the desolate, dry lakebed of Camp Green Lake was a metaphor for the hopelessness the campers were feeling, and it seemed like it could be true of the magazine cover as well. “It’s supposed to be like they’re Adam and Eve and the world is the Garden of Eden.” This too was something her parents had told her, maybe because it intellectualized their nakedness and thus made it less ostentatious, or maybe because it was true.

“Oh,” had been Brody’s reply, and that had been the end of that.

But at the time, Summer had misunderstood. She’d assumed Brody’s father had taken issue with the risqué nature of the magazine cover, when in fact, he’d taken issue with the article itself. With the promises made solely by Rowan, on behalf of the company owned by them both.

“I’m sorry,” Summer said softly. Pointless, because she wasn’t. She just didn’t know what else to say.

“Don’t be,” Grant waved a hand through the air, “are you kidding me? Your parents would be thrilled.” He shifted so he could reach the keyboard by the massive monitor sitting toward the corner of his desk. “Brody also tells me you need an office space by Saturday,” he said, typing away.

“Yeah,” Summer tugged on her ring, “I’m working on it.”

“How’s this?” Grant swiveled the computer monitor so Summer could see.

It was a grid of pictures featuring a bright, modern space.

Summer glanced at the photos, then looked at Grant. “I’m not sure I understand.”

“It’s an office!” He gestured at the computer with a flourish. “Well, technically it’s a living space above an established business, but there’s a gray area there that works in your favor. It’s right downtown, and if you want it, it’s yours.”

“Grant,” Summer swallowed, “this is amazing, but I—” How to explain? “It’s too much. You and Georgina have done so much—more than enough, and I can’t,” let you take this from me, “let you do this for me too.”

“Then let me put your mind at ease—it’s not my building, I’m not offering.” He grinned. “Monique is. You remember Monique?”

Summer had whiplash. “Who?” She blinked at him, tearing at her ring. It felt stuck, like her finger had swollen, or the ring was shrinking. Getting tighter. “Wait—Mo? Mo Fontaine?”

“She’s back in Echo, did we not mention? She opened up a little spot downtown, but she’s looking to rent out the second floor. I called down there this afternoon, she’s going to show it to you this evening.”

The whiplash got worse. Truly, Summer just wanted to sleep. She’d slept so little over the past few days, her eye sockets felt sore, like the bone itself was bruised. But this was something she needed to solve, and the solution was being handed to her.

“So,” she thought about it, “it’s Mo’s building? That she owns? I’d pay rent to Mo?”

Grant eyed her, but nodded.

“Okay,” Summer felt the tension easing from her shoulders, then— “how much is it?”

Grant raised his hands in surrender. “I’m just the messenger, you’ll have to ask Mo. Her restaurant’s very popular, by the way, Georgina and I keep meaning to check it out.” That was one thing about Grant—despite his fortune, he still considered himself a regular local. Just another one of the Echoes, thrilled when a new dinner spot opened up on Main Street, ready and willing for townie gossip. “Right, well,” he sighed, smiling, “Thea will pick you up shortly.”

At the door, Summer hugged him. She was tentatively hopeful, but mostly just exhausted. It felt like a small failure, needing Grant’s help in any way. He was just being kind, she reminded herself, and anyway, it would be no small relief to check off Find An Office Space from her to-do list.

“Summer?” Grant called after her.

She turned.

“Just—” He was leaning against his office doorframe, arms crossed, a hesitant look on his face. “You could’ve told us about the Fellowship. We want to support you,” he shook his head like he couldn’t understand her secrecy, “you’re family. Besides, it will be good for the company to have one of its CEOs doing environmental work in her spare time. Get some of the tree huggers off our backs,” he chuckled. “Don’t know how you’ll manage to juggle both, but I’m sure you’ll find a way.”

Oh. Shit.
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Thea’s car smelled like the happiest parts of Summer’s childhood.

Specifically, the car smelled like Thea’s fresh linen-scented perfume mixed with notes of Noodle, her long-haired dachshund who competed in dog shows on Sundays, Thea’s only day off. He’d won Best In Show once when he was about a year old, and Thea had been riding that wave ever since. Noodle was ancient now, but they were clearly still competing—several new ribbons hung from her rearview mirror: Longest Body, Best Impression of a Rug, Master of the Derp.

They were rolling along the main road, the only car in sight, meandering around the many bends that led down from the mountains into town.

Thea had been driving the same old blue hatchback for as long as Summer could remember. Grant and Georgina had tried to buy her a new car when they’d arranged to celebrate her twenty-fifth year working for their family, but she’d flat out refused.

“I already have a car, buy it for someone who doesn’t,” she’d said, and that had been that.

Thea was born worrying about others. She probably asked the nurses in the birthing room what she could do for them, told the doctor she hoped her delivery hadn’t been too much trouble.

“Hope you’re not letting these go to his head,” Summer touched the ribbons.

“Silly participation awards,” Thea smiled. “But don’t tell Noodle, he thinks he’s a champion.”

“How is he?” Summer asked.

Thea smiled, but it faded. “Slowing down.” Her smile returned. “But still happy.”

Like always, Thea was driving below the speed limit by at least ten miles. It used to make Brody crazy when they were young, on their way to the airport for Radley.

“Life doesn’t always have to happen quickly,” Thea would say when Brody would whine that they’d never get there.

Brody would pout. “Doesn’t have to happen in slow motion, either.”

“We’re driving through the wilderness, Master Weston,” Thea’s tone would suddenly be sharp, “the home of every woodland critter from bear to mouse, so I’ll take my time and keep us all safe, critters included, thank you.”

“Their fault if they run across the road,” Brody would push.

“And whose fault that the road was built through their home?”

“How else will we get anywhere?”

“How will they?”

Brody never won an argument with Thea, and Summer never knew why he tried. But he’d always get quiet afterward, pull into himself, stare out the window. Thea hadn’t picked up on the pattern, but Summer had. He always grew suspiciously spoiled and moody—more so than usual—when they were en route back to Radley. And as much as Summer enjoyed seeing Thea take Brody down a peg, she’d always reach over across the car, crowded with all the things they’d need for the next semester, and squeeze Brody’s hand. He wouldn’t say anything, wouldn’t look at her, would just keep staring out the window. But he’d always squeeze back.

Main Street had closed for the evening, the little shops dark and silent, making it easy to pick out Mo’s place. It shone like a beacon, tucked between sleeping storefronts, a flickering lantern hanging from its small front porch, its thick-paned windows aglow with warm light. The exterior was painted black, and a rough wooden planter box hung below the window. There was a hanging sign—FoJo, it read, in rough, slanted bronze.

“Fontaine de Jouvence,” Thea said, nodding at the sign. “Fountain of Youth.”

Mo had been the chef at Stonehold during Summer’s teen years, and Summer had spent many an August evening in the kitchen with her, a mailed packet of Radley prep work spread out all over the island as she worked her way through it. Mo would be making up some new dessert on the spot, humming to herself as she handed Summer a sample, muttering about how in her day summer vacation meant summer vacation. And all the while the crickets would sing just outside the open window, a cool breeze blowing in, whispering of the coming fall. But then it was time for college, and Summer and Brody moved to Boston, spending their summers interning instead of going home. One day during a phone call Georgina casually mentioned that Mo had gone back to New Orleans to take care of her parents, something about a stroke. Summer had never gotten the chance to say goodbye.

“Summer Wilde,” Mo was standing in the doorway, hands on her hips, shaking her head, “you got old as hell.”

“I’m not the one with gray hair.” Summer raised an eyebrow. It’d been Mo, she realized, in the New Year’s Polaroid on Ford’s fridge.

They stared at one another a moment longer, and Mo was the first to break. She cackled, then hurried down the stairs to give Summer a bear hug.

Mo’s first language was laughter. She found joy in everything—you’d ask her how she was, she’d respond with a giggle and something like older and wiser than yesterday, and yourself? Mo was also one of those rare people who, like Thea, didn’t ask questions out of politeness—if she asked how you were, she really wanted to know.

“It’s good to see you, kid. Kid who’s no longer a kid.” Mo stepped back, looking at her intently. “Life, man. Just races by. I’m making cocktails,” she grinned, jabbing a thumb over her shoulder, “but first, I hear you need an office space in order to save the world? Follow me. There’s a stairway inside that connects, but you got your own entrance down here, too.” She pulled a ring of keys from her pocket and disappeared around the corner, down the narrow alley beside the restaurant.

Upstairs, the space was perfect. Two large rooms, a bathroom, a kitchenette. Utterly nondescript in every way—perfectly suited for an office space. And Mo was offering it to Summer for free.

“No, you need to let me pay you for it,” Summer said once they were back in the alley, heading for the restaurant’s front door.

“Don’t tell me what I need to do with my own property,” Mo said, but she was smiling. “Consider it penance for all the shit I’m doing wrong in here,” she swung the door wide, holding it open for Summer and Thea, “with all the single-use plastic and food waste that goes on in a restaurant, I could use some good karma.”

“Or you could, you know,” Summer raised a shoulder, “stop using single-use plastic and invest in composting.”

“Don’t tell me what to do with my business,” Mo said, “just use my damn building and save some trees while you’re at it.”

Summer was about to argue further, but as she walked into FoJo she came face to face with a banner strung up behind the bar—Destined To Be A Weston! Congratulations, Summer!

She spun around, confused, to find Thea and Mo grinning at her.

“Surprise,” Thea said, and it almost sounded like a question. Is this okay?

“This is—” Summer shook her head, “this is for me?”

The restaurant was all warm lighting and soft music, and it was decked out for a party. There were fresh flowers and a large gift bag on a central table while white helium balloons drifted lazily, curled ribbons trailing beneath. A truly ridiculous amount of charcuterie had been set out—the spread was enormous, nearly as long as the entire bar, full of breads and olives and prosciutto slices folded into little roses. There was a staggering variety of cheeses set on little raised platforms with labels: goat cheese and aged cheddar, Comté and Époisses de Bourgogne, all tucked here and there amongst the decorative clusters of herbs and flowers.

“It’s only fair,” Thea said. “If Brody gets a party, shouldn’t you?”

It probably wasn’t the best moment to admit she hadn’t wanted a bachelorette party because there was nothing to celebrate, so Summer just thanked them both profusely.

“It was Thea’s idea,” Mo said.

“But Mo did all the food,” Thea said.

“And Ford did all the flowers,” Mo said, going back behind the bar.

Summer’s stomach dropped. “Ford?”

“Ford Flores,” Mo said, as if it could be any other Ford. “She heard we were throwing you a mini soiree and offered her services.”

Her services. A job, then. Just like any other.

“So I’m gonna get my mixology on,” Mo was saying, “I’ve got something special planned for you,” she pointed at Summer, “but Althea?” Mo was the only person Summer had ever heard use Thea’s full name. “Lady’s choice tonight.” She flourished an arm at the expansive stock of liquor bottles lined in neat rows on the back wall.

“Oh, I don’t know, surprise me.” Thea smiled and clasped her hands in front of herself.

Mo saluted her and busied herself behind the bar.

Thea went over to peruse the charcuterie and Summer, for the first time since walking in, looked around.

Mo had brought Bourbon Street to Echo. The walls and ceiling were black, and the chairs and tables were set up more like a speakeasy than a restaurant, everything haphazard and deceptively casual. There were velveteen chaise longues and tall, button-tufted wingbacks in peacock blues and bright plums, and overhead, a layered chandelier fit for a French opera house with at least a dozen small bell-shaped lampshades, tiny crystals dangling from each shade’s bottom rim. The floor was a checkerboard of polished black and white diamonds, and in the corner, a vintage phonograph was playing soft, crackly jazz.

Ford’s contributions to the world’s smallest bachelorette party were everywhere, from the handmade garlands of wheat sprays and chokeberry cuttings to the truly enormous bouquet of yellow poppies and orange Japanese lantern flowers exploding from a black vase on a small table just inside the front door. The charcuterie spread was large enough to take up most of the bar top, and that had signs of Ford as well—sprigs of greenery poking out from between various boards of meat and fig jams, clusters of herbs placed along slabs of cheese and decorative petals like fallen leaves. Ford was everywhere, and yet, she wasn’t there. Summer tried not to let her disappointment show. Of course Ford wasn’t there—she’d done the flowers the same way she was readying the grounds of Stonehold for the wedding. It was her job. They weren’t friends. Of course she wasn’t there.

Summer pushed it aside. It was lovely, everything they’d done for her, and she wouldn’t be anything less than grateful.

“Mo,” she said, wandering back to the bar, “this place is amazing!”

“Thank you,” she put her hands over her heart, “a dream come true for me, this place. Speaking of dreams come true—how’re we feeling, Ms. Blushing Bride? Excited? Nervous?”

“Oh, we’re feeling many things,” Summer smiled and nodded. “All the things.”

Fortunately, Mo seemed to assume she was being humble rather than evasive, and she turned her attention to the task at hand. Summer and Thea settled onto stools and watched as Mo began crafting a cocktail she said she’d invented especially for the evening’s festivities.

She conjured a pear from somewhere below the bar and started slicing it, stopping to point the knife at Summer when she said, “I haven’t forgotten how much you loved my pear cobbler.” She looked at Thea. “Do you remember? Every time I made it, this one here would eat the entire dish herself.”

“Not true!” Summer laughed. “You always cut slices for everyone else before I could get to it.”

“I sure did, I didn’t want to have to pry the dish from your greedy hands, you might’ve bitten me.”

“That’s fair, actually” Summer said with a nod.

“So, now that you’re of age,” she grabbed several bottles from the ledge behind him, “and maybe less likely to bite,” she started pouring this and that into a shaker, “tonight I’m making you a pear cobbler cocktail.”

“Oh, yes please very much to that,” Summer grinned.

Mo took three glasses, dipped them in something and then rolled the rims in what appeared to be crumbled strudel before filling them with ice and pouring her concoction in, garnishing each with a sugar-coated pear slice.

“Final touch,” she said, firing up a butane torch and caramelizing the pears.

“Goodness, this is an art form,” Thea’s hand was on her cheek.

Mo winked at her again before serving her the first glass. “There’s a table over there,” she pointed across the restaurant, “all ready for us. Why don’t you bring your drinks over and come back to fill your plates.”

The tumblers were heavy; full to the brim and coated in condensation, so Summer lifted hers carefully, sipping a bit off the top as she turned to head for the table.

“Holy shit, Mo, these are—”

At that very moment, Ford walked through the front door.

Summer’s drink slid right out of her grasp, shattering on the floor and rocketing bits of glass, cocktail and pear in every direction.

Mo let out a hoot of laughter. “One sip and she’s sloppy!”

“Shit, Mo!” Summer was staring at the ruined floor, cheeks flaming. “I’m so sorry”

“For what?” Mo laughed. “It’s a restaurant, drinks spill. Was gonna whip up another batch anyway, now that Flores decided to join us.”

Ford had bent down to collect bits of ice and glass from the floor, and Summer rushed to help her.

“You’re here.” Summer tried to sound indifferent when she said it.

“You can thank Thea, she invited me.” Ford tipped her head toward the woman now bringing them a roll of paper towels. “Or you can scold her. Guess I shouldn’t assume.”

“Ford told me you two spent some time catching up the other day,” Thea said, “so I thought, the more the merrier.”

“I’m glad,” Summer looked at Thea, then at Ford. “The flowers are beautiful. Thank you.”

“It’s my—” Ford paused. “You’re welcome,” she said softly, smiling as she reached beneath a stool for the rogue caramelized pear. Then, she stood, offering Summer a hand.

It really hadn’t been Summer’s fault, the whole broken glass thing. How was she supposed to be normal when Ford was dressed like that? Tapered black pants and combat boots, a brown buttoned vest with nothing underneath, arm tattoos on full display. It was criminal.

“You look nice, by the way,” Ford said, avoiding Summer’s eyes as she dropped the last of the glass into the trash.

“Not as nice,” as you, Summer almost said, quickly recovering—well, not recovering—and saying, “as like, people.” What the fuck. “Who know about their party ahead of time.”

Somehow, Ford seemed to magically understand, because she was nodding. “The downside of a surprise party, I guess. I have this recurring nightmare that someone throws me a surprise party, but I show up half-asleep in my pajamas. Seriously though, you look great.” Her eyes flicked to Summer’s, then over to the bar where Mo was setting out more cocktails. “You always do.”

Summer’s pulse flared. She’d worn a simple black dress, cap sleeves, thigh-length. She’d put on a little makeup, some mascara. Her hair was down, she’d given the ends a little bit of a curl. She looked fine. Pretty, even. But Ford was like a supernova, and Summer felt perpetually awkward in her blinding light.

They sat around the table sipping their drinks and catching up—Thea and Mo on a plum chaise longue on one side, Ford and Summer across from them in twin olive green wingbacks. Every now and then one of them would go over for more cheese or fruit from the spread Mo kept insisting had been her pleasure to prepare. Mo told them all about her decision to sell her childhood home in New Orleans after her parents had passed, and, once she had so, how strange it felt to be so suddenly and wholly untethered. She could go wherever she wanted, do whatever she wanted—and after years of being their caretaker, it was a dazzling and terrifying freedom that sent her heart swinging like a pendulum, oscillating between relief and devastation.

“I brought a little part of home here with me though,” she said, pointing out a pair of paint-chipped turquoise shutters hanging on the far wall beside a framed black and white photograph of a simple square bungalow. “Those shutters were there when my great-grandfather bought that house on South Rampart Street in 1915,” she said, “and they were there when the boy down the street came by to sit on my great-grandfather’s stoop to play his trumpet—his name was Louis Armstrong, by the way—”

“No!” Summer’s jaw dropped.

“Yes, ma’am,” Mo nodded. “Those shutters lived through wars and the Depression, riots and the Civil Rights movement. They were about a hundred years old when Katrina hit, and they lived through that, too.” She smiled across the room at them, like looking at an old friend. “I couldn’t leave them behind.”

“Why did you sell the house? If you don’t mind me asking.”

Mo thought about it for a while, and Summer was just buzzed enough to wait for an answer without worrying that she’d asked the wrong question.

“I was born in that house. My Mama was born in that house, and so was her Mama before her. That house saw weddings and funerals and Christmases and thousands of Sunday dinners. I loved that house, but,” Mo shook her head, “it was just a house. Just the setting, not the story. Better to take the memories with me and go live my life than to sit in those empty rooms, listening to the echoes.”

“I get that,” Ford said. “My grandfather used to say the rocks remember.”

“Frank Ford always said such poetic things,” Thea smiled, then looked confused, “and most of them went over my head.”

“Mine too,” Ford laughed. “But I think he meant that places hold memories.”

“I’m sure that’s exactly what he meant,” Mo nodded, “and he was right. But it’s a fine line between holding and haunting. Here? I can hold onto the memories,” she gestured at the black and white photographs all over the nearest wall—children eating ice cream outside a city store, a young, bell-bottomed man with disco hair leaning back against a vintage car, a teenage girl who looked a lot like a younger Mo sitting at a table with an older woman, both of their heads thrown back in laughter. “But I think they would’ve haunted me if I’d stayed.”

A beat passed, then Thea raised her nearly empty glass.

“To memories.”

They raised their glasses and Ford said something to Summer like careful, they’re slippery, and just like that everyone was chuckling, the heaviness dissipating.

“What the hell kind of party is this,” Mo stood up, “we need some fun.” She went over to a sliding paneled door that had looked like just another section of wall and slid it open to reveal an enormous built-in bookshelf with at least a hundred board games stacked and stuffed in every nook and cranny.

“Of course you gave your restaurant a board game collection,” Summer laughed.

“Uh uh,” Mo said, “I gave my board game collection a restaurant.”

Mo had two primary passions: food and fun. Food typically took the form of any number of dishes from her native Louisiana—gumbo, jambalaya, crawfish étouffée—all elevated by her years studying in Paris. Fun almost always took the form of board games. She’d once told Summer the best way to get to know somebody was to sit across from them and play a friendly board game.

But as it stood, after several long moments of inaction where they couldn’t choose between a trivia-based game or a strategy-based based one, they decided they’d do a game night another time—Mo’s drinks were strong and they were already feeling the effects.

“A drinking game then,” Mo said when she delivered another round of drinks to the table and sliding back into the booth alongside Thea, “what kind of drinking games do they play at bachelorette parties?”

“I don’t know that they do,” Thea said, “then again, the only bachelorette party I ever attended was my sister’s, and it was uneventful and civilized. A complete bore.”

Ford snorted. “Aw. Your poor sister.”

“I know, I felt awful,” Thea said. “I’m the one that planned it.”

It was already the best night she’d had in a long time, Summer realized, laughing with old friends. Well, old friends and Ford, who she’d never considered a friend, until now. She hoped, at least. That it was mutual. That maybe Ford wanted to be friends with her, too. She’d come to the party, so that was a good sign. And she was sitting there beside her, enjoying herself, it seemed. Every now and then their eyes would meet and Ford would smile her crooked smile, eyes crinkling just a bit, all warmth and mirth.

“We should,” Summer said suddenly, the minute it came to her. “We should do something eventful and uncivilized.” She could sense Ford eyeing her with interest. The pear cobbler was to blame—it’d gone down like fruit juice and the edges of her brain were delightfully fuzzy. “I mean, Brody and his friends are in Seattle for the night and I doubt they’re keeping things completely classy.”

Mo patted the table by her hand. “Brody knows what he’s got, I’m sure he wouldn’t make that kind of mistake, even on his bachelor night.”

“No, I didn’t mean—” Summer let out a sharp laugh. “I’m not worried about that.” She hadn’t even thought about it. And now that she was thinking about it, she found that the thought didn’t bother her. There may have even been some small, quiet part of her that hoped Brody did do something reckless. For his sake.

The silence dragged for just a moment too long, and things were teetering on the brink of awkward when Ford suddenly slammed her hand down on the table and said,

“Never have I ever done anything uncivilized.” She looked around the table with an arched eyebrow, then grinned before taking a drink.

Summer clinked glasses with Mo before they took twin sips.

“Let’s hear it Thea, everyone has a wild side,” Ford said, nodding at Thea’s untouched drink.

“I just told you—even my parties are dull,” Thea said, giggling at herself. Her pale cheeks had gone delightfully pink after her first drink and her silver hair was the tiniest bit mussed.

“But there was that one time,” Mo said quietly, an odd smile on her face as she looked down at her hands, “when I was working at Stonehold, and you—”

“Don’t you dare!” Thea said, laughing as she took a sip. Her cheeks were now an interesting shade of red.

“Wait, what did she do?” Summer looked at Mo.

“She drank,” she shrugged, “wouldn’t be fair to tell you now.”

“I’m pretty sure the point of the game is to tell the story, though.” Ford looked amused.

“It definitely is,” Summer agreed.

“One of the perks of casual games with friends,” Mo said, “is that you can bend the rules a bit.” She sent Thea another wink. Three winks, by Summer’s count. Interesting. “Alright,” Mo sighed, “my turn. Let’s see,” she squinted at the ceiling. “Never have I ever stolen nationally protected flowers from the Washington Park Arboretum.”

Ford made a face. “Unsportsmanlike of you, resorting to personal attacks.” She took a drink.

“You stole flowers from the Arboretum?” Summer asked.

“It was a limited exhibit of rare flowers and it was days before the first frost, they were doomed. I hopped the fence with a bucket and spade and rescued a couple.”

“Rescued,” Mo chuckled.

Ford kicked her under the table before turning back to Summer. “I transplanted them in the hedge maze. Red helleborine, it’s kind of like an orchid. There are lots of cool flowers at Stonehold, actually, and a lot of them are rare. Could show you sometime. We could take a walk maybe, if you ever want to—”

“Careful there,” Thea’s smile was gentle, “she’s almost a married woman.”

“Almost,” Ford echoed.

There was something about the way she’d said it. A lilting tone that made Summer’s stomach flutter.

“My turn, I suppose,” Thea said. “Never have I ever…oh, I don’t know. Been to jail.”

Ford’s hand dropped from where it’d been resting on top of her head. “You’re all out to get me.” She drank.

Summer tried to do it quickly, while Thea and Mo were looking at Ford, but Ford noticed. Of course she did.

“Sunshine…did you just drink?”

“No! Not because of the—not because—” Her cheeks were on fire and she couldn’t keep a straight face. Also, wait—Sunshine?

“Summer!” Thea said, looking thoroughly scandalized and also a little bit concerned. “What happened?”

“I got arrested in college.” Summer tried to stop giggling. Her brain was getting fuzzier by the minute.

Mo’s jaw dropped. “You are so much cooler than we’ve been giving you credit for!”

“Okay, this story needs to be told.” Ford turned her entire body in the chair, drawing up her legs to sit cross-legged, facing Summer. “Okay. Tell.”

“But I drank,” Summer faced her and shrugged, an innocent look on her face. “I don’t have to tell.”

“Okay, like I said before that’s definitely not the rule and it’s also not fair because I need to hear this story.” Her eyes were doing the crinkle thing again and Summer was having trouble hearing any of her words. “How about this—I’ll tell you mine if you tell me yours.” Ford was looking at her with immense interest.

Summer searched the ceiling, pretending to consider it. She was going to tell the story—it wasn’t actually a secret, and it also wasn’t all that exciting—but it was oddly satisfying, seeing Ford on the edge of her seat.

“Fine,” Summer said. “But you first.”

Ford grinned. “Deal. Alright,” she ran a hand through her hair, thinking for a moment. “So while you were in college,” she shot Summer a look, “I was hooked on drugs. Not proud of it, but everyone has a past. Except Thea.” She shot her a grin, Thea stuck out her tongue. “I was staying at this halfway house for like, wayward youth or whatever, and my roommate stole some money from a counselor’s wallet. They found it in our room, we both denied taking it, they didn’t know who to believe so they kicked us both out. And when you’re homeless at nineteen, your standards get real low when it comes to making friends. I ended up in Portland with a pretty rough crowd. They were using, I ended up using too. Uppers, downers, in-betweeners, everything. And I don’t know how much you all know about drug addicts,” she let out a little huff of laughter, almost self-deprecating, “but they can be prone to stealing, too. These ones were, anyway. I stayed with them for about a year, there was a camp out in Marquam Hill—Pill Hill, they called it—and we used to go carhopping at night to try to find things to sell. But then one day there’s a guy inside the car we break into, sleeping in the back seat. Homeless, like us. We didn’t see him until he woke up, and then he starts freaking out, and I think we just panicked. I ran off, thinking my friends are behind me, but they’re not. Then I hear more shouting. So I run back and my friends are beating the shit out of this guy.” Something dark crept into Ford’s eyes. “I scream at them, ask them what the fuck they’re doing, tell them to stop, try to pull them off. Turns out the car was his, the old guy’s, and he wouldn’t give them the keys. It was over quickly, someone saw and called the police, everyone scattered. But I was just stood there, frozen. The man was lying in the road, bleeding onto the pavement. He looked a little like my grandfather, actually. So I went over and tried to be like, comforting, I guess, and I told him help was on the way—we could hear sirens at that point. Anyway, they got him into the ambulance and off they went, but then they put me in handcuffs and before I know it I’m serving time for aggravated assault and possession, because I still had shit on me when I was searched.”

“Jesus, Ford.” Summer had been watching her tell the story, and she couldn’t wrap her mind around how unbothered she was. Like it was just a thing that happened. While Summer was in college.

Ford shot Summer a reassuring look; crinkled eyes, smallest smile.

“In prison I kept getting into fights. At first I was finishing them, then I was starting them. One day this guard—big, burly woman, kind of looked like you, Mo—”

Mo flipped her off, chuckling.

“This guard says something that sets me off, so I take a swing at her. She could’ve tased me, thrown me in solitary for a month, like any other guard would’ve. But I’ll never forget this—she slams me into the wall and says Choose. Right here, right now. Then she stares at me, an inch from my face, just waiting.” Ford shook her head. “And that’s all it took. It was that simple. Right there, I chose to get my shit together so I could get out of there. A month before my release, that same guard brought me out to the grass yard, which is reserved for good behavior, but it was a mess out there, all kinds of invasive shit growing, crabgrass and dandelions and stuff. So I spent my last weeks on my hands and knees weeding, covered in dirt and happier than I’d been in a long time. I’d name every bug and plant as I went to make sure I hadn’t forgotten. Genus and species, just like—”

“Frank.” Thea smiled.

Ford nodded. “By the time I got out, I’d cleared the whole yard. Nothing but soft grass as far as the eye could see. It was a high that no pill could touch. And that’s why I came back to Stonehold—I realized I had more of Frank in me than I’d thought. I wanted to spend my life doing what he did; uprooting the toxic shit to make room for what’s meant to grow.” She stared off for a moment, then seemed to come back to herself. “Sorry, that was more than I meant to say. Strong drinks tonight, Mo. You’re up, Sunshine.”

Summer had been staring when Ford looked over, catching her. She’d been watching her the entire time, she hadn’t been able to look away. It wasn’t fair. She’d made peace with the fact that she was going to be Brody’s wife. She wasn’t angry about it—she was numb. Numb had gotten her this far. And it wasn’t fair that now, six days before her wedding, she was finally starting to feel.

She shook the thoughts away. “Well, I can’t top that. At all. My story is…” an embarrassing tale of privilege “well, different circumstances, obviously.”

Ford gave her a small nod, encouraging.

“There was this company putting up a luxury apartment building near my college, but the construction site backed up to the marshlands, and they’d broken ground right near this colony of endangered herons. And it was awful—the herons had been panicking, abandoning their nests and their young, so a bunch of people came to protest, and my friend Ellis and I went too. But since the land was already owned by the company, I guess technically we were all trespassing, so they arrested as many of us as they could. And…yeah. That’s what happened.”

“Shit, Sunshine, no good deed, right? How long were you in for?”

“Oh, not long.”

“Weeks? Months?”

“No, nothing like that. Um. We—well, when our constitutional law professor heard what’d happened he got the university involved so we didn’t have to stay overnight.”

Mo looked like she was trying not to smile. “So you went to jail for what, an hour?”

“Listen, I told you Ford’s story is better,” Summer laughed.

“Oh, hush,” Thea scrunched her nose happily, her cheeks even pinker than before, “it’s not a competition.”

“But if it was, Ford would win,” Mo muttered to Thea.

“What happened to the herons?” Ford asked. There was a slight crease between her brows, like she really cared.

“An avian rescue stepped in,” Summer said. “They’re living out their days at a sanctuary in Maine.”

“Good,” Ford nodded, “that’s good.” She leaned forward to sip her drink, oblivious to Summer’s lingering gaze.

It isn’t fair, Summer thought. It’s just not fair.

The night slid by. Drinks disappeared, an impressive dent was made in the charcuterie buffet. Things were winding down naturally when Mo remembered she’d made a cake.

“You didn’t have to make a cake,” Summer said, feeling weepy. Maybe it was the alcohol, but in that moment the entire world was her friend, especially the three lovely people beside her who had given her a celebration, even though there was nothing to celebrate.

“Of course I did, every party needs a cake. Thea, would you help me in the kitchen for a moment? You two,” she gestured at Summer and Ford, “don’t be so boring. Turn the music up, this is supposed to be a party.”

And then it was just the two of them.

Earlier, Mo had turned off the crackly phonograph and plugged her phone into the main speaker system. For the last hour they’d been listening to her Crazy Eighties playlist, but just then, the music changed from up-tempo Guns N’ Roses to something much slower.

Ford’s fingers had been keeping the beat, tapping out a steady staccato on the arm of the wingback. She kept it up, even when the music slowed.

Summer tilted her head. “Is this…?” It was. Time After Time.

Ford chuckled. “Classic.”

A silent moment passed where they both looked everywhere but at each other. Ford had a way of seeming both anxious and casual at the exact same time; sitting slouched, her combat-boot-clad right ankle resting atop her left knee, her fingers still tapping away.

Summer stole side glances. The air felt heavier now that it was just the two of them, frenetic and full of possibility.

Ford seemed to be deep in thought, her eyes focused intently on the table, now cluttered with empty glasses, dirty plates and used napkins.

“Mo had a point,” Ford started, still staring at the dishes.

“You think we should turn the music up?”

“I think,” a muscle worked in Ford’s jaw, “we should dance.”

“Like—together?”

A short nod. “I’m thinking about asking you.”

“Oh. You are?” Summer focused on not panicking. On not letting her sudden elation show. It was difficult, the words had filled her cheeks like helium and smiling felt inevitable.

“Thing is,” this time it was Ford who stole a glance, “I’m not sure how that question would be received.”

“Mm. It’s a gamble.” Her pulse was suddenly galloping.

“Think I’m gonna do it anyway.”

“Brave.” Holy shit.

“Wish me luck.” Ford stood.

Summer laughed, even as alarm bells blared in her mind.

Ford offered her hand, and Summer tried to take it all in: elegant fingers, short, clean nails, olive skin, another tattoo on the back of her right hand near her thumb—small words that Summer wasn’t quite at an angle to read.

She met Ford’s gaze, heart pounding.

“Dance with me?” Ford’s smile was shy. Nervous, even.

Summer’s fingers felt static-tipped and she worried they’d give her away, sparking and crackling the moment she took her hand. The mood had still been light, playful, but the moment Summer stood, stepping in close, something changed. There was a sudden seriousness, and Summer didn’t know if she was terrified or thrilled. Ford tugged her in closer, and the last thing she saw was the little upturn at the edge of Ford’s mouth, a faint red hue blooming on her cheeks.

Summer had never slow danced with a woman before. She’d thought it might feel new, or maybe even a little strange. But it didn’t. It felt good, dancing with someone her own height. It felt equal.

Ford’s left arm was around her waist, resting on the small of her back, their hands entwined midair. Summer let her free hand curl behind Ford’s neck, brushing against the soft, short hairs.

Together they swayed to the music, turning in a lazy circle.

“This was my mom’s favorite song,” Summer whispered.

“Yeah?” It was more hum than articulation.

Summer nodded. She wasn’t sure why she’d said it. Nerves, probably. Making her chatty. She could feel Ford’s eyes on her, but they were so close, she was afraid to meet her gaze.

The music swelled, and there was a slight pressure on Summer’s back. Ford, pulling her even closer, their heads coming together. Summer surrendered with a quiet sigh, resting her temple against Ford’s.

Then, Ford’s lips were at her ear. “Is this okay?”

Summer nodded, and tried not to shiver. It was more than okay, and it wasn’t okay at all.

Her body was at war with itself; she wanted to run, she wanted to never leave. Her ear was tingling with the memory of Ford’s lips.There was a high-pitched ringing she was certain only she could hear—an alarm bell sounding in her brain: Stop. Don’t do this. Turn back while you still can.

But Summer was sick of doing what was expected. For once, she wanted to try the unexpected.

So she stepped closer, pressing into Ford until all they could do was sway in place. She let her fingertips trail over the buzzed edges at Ford’s nape, the undercut that allowed for such strange intimacy—the pads of her fingers brushing over the ridges of Ford’s skull. She was lost in the moment, and barely felt herself reaching farther, sliding her fingers up into the longer strands of ink-black pompadour on top.

She felt Ford’s soft gasp. Felt when she stopped swaying.

Summer’s fingers stilled. There was a question hanging between them, they both knew.

“Summer,” Ford whispered, pulling back just a little, ducking her head and resting her temple against Summer’s cheek, “what—”

The kitchen door swung open, and they broke away from each other like a snapped twig. If Mo and Thea noticed, they pretended not to.

They ate cake, sobered up, helped Mo put everything away. Summer spent the entire time pretending she couldn’t feel Ford’s eyes burning into her. Finally, when it was good and late, everyone said goodnight.

“Drive you home?” Ford asked, a bit too casually, as she stepped out onto the porch behind Summer.

“Oh, I—” Summer looked over at Thea, who was by the street unlocking her car door. “I came with Thea, so I should probably…”

“Mind if I take her off your hands, Thea?” Ford asked. “I have a few wedding related questions, just want to make sure everything on my end matches the designer’s aesthetic for the, um,” she shoved her hands into her pockets, rocked up on the balls of her feet, “for the big day.”

“Didn’t they send you the look-book?”

“Umm…” Ford frowned, squinting off at nothing.

“They did,” Thea said, “I know they did because I brought it to your door and said ‘this is the look-book for Summer and Brody’s wedding’ and you said ‘excellent, I’ve been waiting for this, it’ll make my job much easier’.”

Ford appeared to have a miraculous remembering. “Right! Yeah, no, that did happen, yes. But still, I just want to make sure—”

Thea was giving Ford a look. Daring her to go on, to keep bullshitting her.

Ford had the good sense to shut her mouth.

“Summer’s a grown woman,” Thea said. “She can go home with whoever she’d like.”

Summer looked between them. God. Of course Thea was making her decide. She knew. She’d probably known long before she saw them dancing.

“I mean,” Summer shrugged and her shoulders got stuck by her ears, “if Ford has questions about the wedding…” Pathetic.

Thankfully, Thea let it go. She asked Ford if she was okay to drive, then said she’d see them both tomorrow.

Summer climbed into the passenger’s seat of Ford’s truck, and soon they were bouncing down the dark country road.

There was a heavy silence curling around them, threatening to entwine. Constrict. It still wasn’t too late—they could still get out of this, whatever it was. Nobody had to get hurt.

It was a long while before either of them spoke.

“Nervous?” Ford asked quietly.

“Huh?”

Ford nodded at Summer’s hand. She was tugging at the ring again. She hadn’t realized.

“Oh, no—it’s,” Summer shoved her hand under her leg, “habit.”

More silence.

Finally, Ford glanced at her again. “Can I ask you something?”

“About the designer’s aesthetic?”

Ford didn’t look at her, she just smirked at the road ahead. “No.”

“Oh.” Her pulse flared. “Sure.”

“Why are you marrying him?”

Summer looked at her. Ford just watched the road, calm and collected.

“I—I mean,” Summer found that her hands were lifting of their own accord, gesturing, trying to snatch the right answer out of thin air, “I’ve known him forever. I love him.” It wasn’t a lie. It also wasn’t the truth. “I’m happy.”

“Mmm. Practically bursting with joy.”

“It’s normal to be nervous.”

“Is it normal to be miserable?”

“Weddings are stressful!” She hadn’t meant to be loud, but she didn’t have Ford’s tolerance and the alcohol was making her impulsive. She didn’t want to be having this conversation, but her mouth just kept moving. “And for the record, relationships have ups and downs, which means being miserable sometimes. Not that you’d know. The greenhouse should have a revolving door.”

Ford just smiled, so Summer kept poking.

“Surprised you ever get anything done, to be honest. Hard to dig holes in garden beds when you’re more interested in the holes in your own bed.”

“Not okay to make lesbian jokes.” Ford looked at her, serious.

Summer’s stomach dropped. “Sorry. That was stupid.”

But Ford was laughing, her straight teeth flashing in the darkness.

Summer shook her head. “Fuck off. I thought you were upset.”

“I am, that was disturbing. Holes in my own bed? Jesus.” She glanced at Summer. “But while we’re setting the record straight, that’s not me anymore. These days I much prefer a glass of wine and the latest Farmer’s Almanac to a revolving door.”

Summer smiled, and the mood in the truck lightened. When they parked in front of Stonehold they sat for a moment, waiting in the dark silence.

Then, they both spoke at once.

“Sorry,” Ford said, “go ahead.”

“No, you.” Summer hadn’t really had anything to say, she’d just wanted to fill the silence before Ford could fill it with words like goodnight or see you around. She wasn’t ready for the night to end.

Ford seemed to be waging war in her own mind. Lips pursed, forehead creased. She never did finish her thought, so Summer spoke instead.

“Can I come over?” It had to be the pear cobblers making her say it. “To the greenhouse? For a little?”

Ford swallowed. “Summer—”

“Please?”

Ford looked at her, and Summer was struck by the way the shadows fell across her face, the way the moonlight caught in the bow of her lips. It wasn’t a secret that Ford was hot. Everyone with eyes could see that, objectively, Ford had been blessed with good looks and a natural charisma. Add in the jawline and those eyes, and it was nearly obscene. But she was also beautiful. It showed in moments like this when she was soft and unsure. When she’d taken off the brass and swagger like a coat and set it aside.

“I still have your clothes. They’re dry now.” Ford gave the slightest shrug. “Could come back with me to get them.” Another shrug, even smaller than the first. “If that’s what you want.”

Summer felt herself nodding, a smile pulling at her cheeks. “Okay.”

“Alright then.”

And then they were out of the truck, heading for the greenhouse in the dusty moonlight, the silence tangled with the tendrils of this thing, whatever it was, that they were letting grow between them.
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Summer was starting to feel the cocktails.

On the way in, she’d gotten distracted by the mini excavator parked next to the greenhouse—she’d never seen heavy machinery look so adorable.

“Can I drive it?”

“Again, no,” Ford said, looking amused and slightly out of her depth.

“I just feel like I’d be really good at digging things.”

“Ask me when you’re sober,” Ford smiled.

“I can drive it when I’m sober?”

“No.”

Summer pouted.

“Don’t—don’t do that, with the lips and the eyes, you’re killing me, come on,” Ford laughed. “It’s a rental, and you’re drunk.”

“What’s it for?” There were so many buttons.

“Used it to transplant the hibiscus bushes,” Ford nodded toward the hedge maze, “and I’ll use it for any other—would you stop pressing buttons?—any other monumental task Georgina wants done for the big day.”

Everything came back to the wedding. Summer sighed, and followed Ford inside.

The greenhouse tables were covered in spools and greens, an assortment of odds and ends that hadn’t been there the other day.

“Is this for—?” Summer picked up a spool of ivory ribbon.

“Mmhmm,” Ford said distantly, already fiddling with her keys at the hut’s door.

“I hate these colors.”

Ford turned. “I thought—I’m just going off the book they sent, but if you hate it I can—”

“No, it’s not you, it’s not this,” she looked around at the tables, all covered in bursts of dark orange flowers and decorative clusters of gray-blue berries, “the colors are just…aggressively bold. Like a sports team jersey or something.”

“Bold is in right now.”

“You’re just being nice.”

“Wouldn’t lie to you.”

“I hate them.”

“Didn’t you pick these colors?”

“Nope.” Summer tossed the spool of ribbon back onto the table, maybe a little less gently than she meant to. “Georgina hired someone.”

“Your hands-off approach to matrimony is downright mystifying, Sunshine.” Ford held the door open, let Summer walk in ahead. “Did you have a say in any of it? The dress? The groom?”

Summer rolled her eyes at her as she walked past. Ford snickered as she locked the door, then turned around to lean against it.

“What are you doing with all that anyway?” Summer gestured back at the greenhouse. “Georgina hired someone, why are they making it your problem?”

“Georgina hired someone to do the arches and bouquets, the big stuff. I’m doing the details. A vase of sage and lavender in every bathroom, sprigs and sprays on the lampposts.”

“I’m—” sorry you have to do that, Summer almost said. But she stopped herself. It was Ford’s job. It would’ve been an odd thing to say. It probably would’ve been an odd thing for Ford to hear. So instead, she thanked her.

“Hey, you know. Big day. Happy to do what I can.” Ford shrugged, like the conversation was making her uncomfortable. She walked across the small kitchen and drummed her hands on the back of a chair, forehead furrowed. “I’m gonna make flavorless watery hot chocolate again, you want any?”

“Mmm, how could anyone say no?”

A little while later they were waiting for the kettle to boil, watching a small flame take to the logs in the wood stove.

Summer’s head was still spinning, her cheeks were still warm. It was like the alcohol hadn’t all hit at once, like it was still catching up to her now. She swayed on her feet and reached out to catch herself on Ford’s arm.

Ford chuckled and Summer smiled at the sound.

“Tonight was fun. Wasn’t tonight fun?”

“Tonight was fun,” said Ford.

Summer leaned back against the doorframe between the small kitchen and living space, right beside Ford, who’d stepped back from the stove once the flames had picked up. It was all too easy for Summer to shift, resting her head against Ford’s shoulder.

“This is comfortable.”

“Don’t get too comfortable, when that kettle goes off it sounds like a goat being tortured.”

“Ford?”

“Yeah?”

“You smell good. You smell like—honeysuckle? Is that? That’s not—it’s more like earth. Not dirt, earth. Like the air and the trees and the wind and the grass. And also maybe honeysuckle? I don’t really know what that smells like though, so.”

“Sunshine—”

Summer had turned into Ford’s neck, resting her forehead there. Boundaries were being crossed. She knew that. And on some level she knew, once sober, that she’d be mortified with herself. As it stood, Ford was warm. And she smelled like maybe honeysuckle. She nuzzled her, the tiniest press of her nose against Ford’s neck.

“Sunshine—hey, hang on,” she was gentle as she struggled to put space between them, “Summer.”

“Sorry.” Summer turned away, scrubbing her hands up into her hair. “I’m sorry.”

“You don’t have to be sorry, it’s just—you’ve been drinking. A lot. So maybe we can just sit for a bit. Talk.”

“Yeah. Yeah, that’s good. That would be good.”

Summer sighed, turning to find Ford perched on the arm of the couch, leaning forward with her elbows on her knees, watching her. She had that stone in her hand again, turning it over and over in her palm, flipping it around with her thumb.

“Sorry.” Summer shook her head. “God. I had…yeah. A lot to drink. And my brain is…a fish bowl? That doesn’t—I’m hearing my words and they don’t—but you know how when you’re drunk it sloshes up there? In your brain? Like a fish bowl with fish—” A sudden realization hit her and she pointed at Ford. “You drove! Droved? Droveded.”

Ford was smiling up at her. “I droved because I had less and I can handle it better, apparently.” She tucked the little stone in her pocket. “Not that you set a very high bar.”

Summer shook her head, agreeing. “I don’t.”

“Why don’t you come sit down before you spill your fishes.”

Summer walked around Ford’s legs and plopped down on the patchwork loveseat, letting her head fall back and roll to face Ford’s back. “So. What’re we talking about?”

The kettle screamed. Ford hadn’t been exaggerating, it sounded like a dying goat.

“Horrible.” Ford glanced over her shoulder. “I’d get an electric one but this one was Frank’s, so.” She went to the kitchen, returning a moment later with steaming mugs, just like the day before. She handed one to Summer, resting her own on a bookshelf within arm’s reach before sitting back down on the loveseat’s arm, this time with her feet on the cushion, facing Summer.

Summer eyed her. “Do you ever sit like a normal person?”

“Oh, like—” Ford slid down onto the cushion, feet on the floor, crossing her legs and tucking them to the side with her hands folded on her lap, “like this?”

“What is that?”

“You know…” Ford glanced down at herself, then back to Summer, “finishing school position. Like, fancy. I’m sure everyone sat like this at Radley.”

“No one’s ever sat like that ever, go back to what you were doing before.”

Ford ignored her, grabbing her hot cocoa from the shelf and sipping it delicately, pinky sticking out. Summer retaliated by jumping up and sitting on the opposite arm, shoes on the cushion.

Ford laughed, rearranging her own limbs until she looked like herself again. Comfortable.

Summer took a sip of cocoa. She was trying incredibly hard not to be as drunk as she was, which was difficult, because her brain was very sloshy.

“Alright, conversation. Let’s see.” Ford reached out to help Summer steady the mug she’d just nearly spilled. “I’ve always wanted to learn to ski.” She arched an eyebrow at Summer. “I know what you’re thinking, there’s like ten resorts in a twenty-mile radius so what am I waiting for, but that’s the thing—everyone around here is already so good at it, and I don’t want to look stupid, you know?” Her brows came together like she was suddenly concerned. “And I don’t want anything to do with the dummy slope, I want to start on a regular trail. Throw me to the wolves—if I fall, I fall.”

“Very brave. You’ve clearly thought this through.”

Ford nodded.

“Question—what is a dummy slope?”

“You know.” Ford seemed to be trying to urge the knowledge from Summer by stretching her head like a turtle. “For little kids. A dummy slope.”

“So, that is actually called a bunny slope, but I can see how you got there.”

“Are you sure?”

Summer nodded.

“Oh.” Ford pondered this. “Well, that’s adorable. I’ll go down the bunny slope.”

They were crumbs, Summer realized, and drunk as she was she didn’t want to forget them. Like the story Ford had told about prison. Little tidbits of truth that Summer was starting to pocket like items on a scavenger hunt. Maybe once she collected enough of them, she’d see the whole of Ford. Who she was beneath the smooth, protective surface.

Summer smiled at her, trying to remember the last thing Ford had said so she could respond, but she really had overdone it at Mo’s and the look she was giving clearly wasn’t the sweet smile she’d meant it to be because suddenly Ford was shaking her head.

“That probably sounds so lame to you.”

“What?”

“I remember when you and Brody got back from Dubai when we were like, ten or eleven? And Brody wouldn’t shut up about how you’d all gone dune bashing in the desert and snorkeling in the sea. I acted like those things were no big deal and who cares, but I came back to the hut and pulled Frank’s globe down from up there,” she pointed to the top bookshelf where the globe still sat, “and scoured it until I found Dubai. I’d never even heard of it before.” She shrugged, avoiding Summer’s eyes. “Wanting to learn how to ski probably sounds so, like…small. To you.” She chuckled to herself, and finally looked at Summer.

“Okay, first of all?” Summer shifted, wiggling up onto a folded leg because she had to be taller for this. “Not the point, but I hated Dubai. I got food poisoning and had to stay at the hotel with the travel nanny, so I didn’t snorkel or dune bash or anything fun. Second? Wanting to learn to ski isn’t lame at all. Skiing is incredible, especially on a warmer winter day when the slopes are mostly empty, you can just…fly.”

Ford beamed, her entire face lighting. “That’s exactly what I thought it would feel like. Flying.” She nudged Summer’s leg with her boot. “Sorry you got food poisoning in Dubai. Also, I have questions about the term travel nanny, but we can circle back. Okay, you’re turn.”

“For what?”

“We’re telling secrets here, Sunshine, keep up.”

“Oh. Oh! Okay.” Her mind really was waterlogged. She tried to think. “I don’t have…” She scrunched her nose. “That’s not true, I do have one.”

Ford straightened. “Let’s hear it.”

“I—” Summer closed her mouth.

Ford had grown serious. Almost like she was expecting one truth in particular to come out. But that wasn’t something Summer could let herself say. Even if she’d just slow danced with a woman and practically bullied her way into an invitation to said woman’s house. There was a line there, a line they were both being careful not to cross. Careful-ish, anyway.

“I’ve always wanted to go camping.”

Ford looked genuinely surprised. “Camping? Seriously?” She stuck out her lip, nodding. “I wouldn’t have guessed that.”

“Why not?” Summer made a show of being offended. “I like the outdoors. I’m not—” She made a vague gesture with her hands. “I can be rugged.”

That earned a hearty laugh, Ford’s eyes lighting up. “Rugged. Alright then. So you’ve always wanted to go camping—what, do they not have tents on the east coast?”

“They do, but,” she nibbled her lip, “there’s more to the secret.” She wasn’t sure where this was coming from. She’d never gotten this close to the edge of the abyss before, but somehow she found herself tip toeing closer. Tempted to peer over the rim.

Ford waited, an eyebrow raised. The fire crackled, they both watched the logs shift.

Summer thought about it. Considered how much she’d had to drink, and whether that was a factor. But it wasn’t, she concluded. She’d been drunk before and she’d never wanted to talk about it. But somehow, there in the groundskeeper’s hut, Summer wanted to tell the other half of the truth. The rest of it. For the first time ever.

“So,” she glanced at Ford, who was watching with the utmost concern, before looking back at the orange flames dancing in the wood stove. “I was supposed to have a campout with Brody for my eighth birthday when it…when everything happened.”

“Shit, really?”

“I’d been asking for months. I think I saw The Parent Trap? You know, the movie?”

Ford shook her head.

“Oh. It’s not important, it’s just, they go camping in it and it looked, I don’t know—new? Fun. So for my birthday, my mom said Brody and I could camp out in the yard, but then my dad—he was always big with ideas—he said he’d do me one better. He wanted to build me a treehouse, somewhere safe where I could have as many campouts as I wanted.” It was more than she’d ever told anyone before. Brody knew the story, he’d been there, he’d lived it with her, but they’d never talked about it. Summer would’ve stopped him if he’d ever brought it up.

But this.

This easy conversation with this practical stranger who was looking at her with kind eyes and palpable empathy. She was making it easy—almost—for Summer to unlock the door.

“The day before my birthday my dad was putting the finishing touches on the treehouse. My parents had me spend the day with the Westons so I wouldn’t peek—they were coming and going from our house all day, my mom had sewn tiny curtains and everything. I was supposed to go home after dinner.” She could still remember the exact blue of the bowl she’d eaten spaghetti from. The grass stain on Brody’s arm. Details, branded into her memory. A log suddenly caught a draft of air and the flame began flickering wildly, softly fluttering and filling the silence. “I don’t usually talk about this.”

“You don’t have to. If you want to stop. But…you can. I’m listening. I want to listen.”

“My—my dad called the Westons to ask if I could stay longer. He’d bought a bell, a giant bell, the kind that hangs at the top of a big post and gets rung for special occasions and stuff?”

Ford had a curious look on her face.

“I was excited to camp out there with Brody, but I was scared there could be bears back there—”

“Oh, there are definitely bears back there,” Ford said.

“Helpful, thank you.”

The corner of Ford’s mouth twitched.

“So his solution was the bear bell. It had to be tall enough that I could reach out the treehouse window and pull the rope to ring it, and big enough to be loud—so loud the adults could hear it at Stonehold and The Hearth. They’d never put up a giant bell post before, and they didn’t realize until that night that they needed a special kind of shovel for digging post holes, I’m not sure what you call—”

“A post hole digger.”

Summer chuckled, then realized Ford meant it.

“Oh. Okay, that’s—anyway, they were just going to run downtown to Grady’s Hardware, he was staying open for them to come, he had the—the post digger thing waiting. The bell was supposed to be a surprise, but I heard him on the phone with Thea. I don’t think anyone knows that I heard.” She glanced at Ford. “Brody said I should just sleep over. Georgina was away, but Grant said it was okay. Thea left a message for my mom, then my mom called back and said I could. Said they’d see me in the morning. And that was it.” Summer swallowed. Let her eyes glaze as she focused on a single, flickering flame. “Frank found their car in the pond just after sunrise. There were tire marks down the embankment. They’d gone off the driveway, hit their heads when the car hit the water. The perfect storm, I kept hearing people say when they thought I wasn’t listening. It was dark, they were in a hurry. They veered off at just the right spot—the drop-off is steep right there, near the main road?”

Ford nodded.

Summer wondered if she knew the exact spot. She probably did. It was her job to know the property better than anyone.

“The car hit the water and just…sunk to the bottom.” Summer glanced at Ford again, then back down to her hand. She was tugging her ring again, but she didn’t try to stop. “Do you think drowning still hurts if you’re unconscious?”

Ford didn’t answer right away, and when she did her voice was rough and soft at the same time. “I don’t know. I’d like to think it was peaceful for them.”

“I Googled it once. Drowning while unconscious. To see if it was awful. The internet said no, but then I thought—what if they weren’t unconscious? What if they woke up and couldn’t get out because the car was already at the bottom? When I was younger I used to hold my breath underwater in the tub and count. Even when I really pushed myself I could barely make it to twenty, and it felt so wrong that I could just sit up and breathe again when they hadn’t been able to, so one day I forced myself to stay under. And it felt like acid in my lungs. I mean, it hurt. And then, the panic came. It’s like your entire body is screeching, screaming at you, and then it’s just involuntary—you take a breath, even if you don’t want to, you take a breath. And that? Breathing in water? That’s even worse. It burns its way through you like liquid fire and you feel it for days. I got pneumonia from it, I even went to the hospital. But nobody knew the real reason.”

“Fuck, Summer.”

“I wasn’t even all that afraid of bears, I don’t know why I—” She looked at Ford. “So, it’s a little bit my fault, if you think about it.”

Ford leaned forward, steepling her hands and pressing her thumbs to her lips. Then, she was standing, disappearing down the short hallway and reappearing a moment later, holding a flashlight in one hand and a coat in the other.

“Put this on.” She held out the coat for Summer.

“What? Why?”

“There’s something you need to see.”

The night sky was heavy with stars. There were distant galaxies smeared like finger paint that would vanish if you looked right at them, only to reappear at the edge of your vision when you looked away. Summer had missed this; the sparkling sky and the singing bullfrogs and distant calls of night birds. Nowhere did nighttime like Washington.

Ford led her across the big yard while the moon and stars lit the way, everything bathed in indigo. She took her hand at one point, though it didn’t feel electric the way Summer thought it might. Which was probably because Ford was on a mission, practically vibrating with excitement. She wasn’t holding Summer’s hand so much as she was tugging it.

When they reached the edge of the manicured back yard and started along the path through the overgrowth, headed for the tree line—the same tree line she’d walked to with Ellis earlier that day—Summer pulled on her hand.

“Seriously, where are you taking me?” She eyed the woods. It was dark, she couldn’t see the little path, but she knew it was right there.

The forest, thick with pine and fir trees, took up the back portion of both the Wilde and Weston properties. No man’s land that generations of children from both families had used as a playground. They’d always called it the Fairy Forest, because it was one of the only places in Washington where you could see honest-to-God fireflies, pulsing and glowing like stardust on warm, languid nights. Summer and Brody had played there as kids, and their fathers had played there before them. There’d still been remnants of a tire swing built by both men when they’d been young.

And it was where her father had been building the treehouse.

Ford stepped in front of her. “You don’t need to come the whole way. Just stand at the edge with me and look.” She smiled, soft and reassuring. “I’m telling you Summer, you need to see this.”

But Summer didn’t move. She’d never seen the treehouse in person. She hadn’t peeked during its construction, even though Brody had urged her to try. Unlike Brody, she liked surprises. Liked the anticipation. The wondering. In all the years since, she’d never gone to see it. She didn’t even look out the back windows if they had a clear view to the Fairy Forest. She didn’t want to risk spotting it through the trees.

“I swear to you Summer, you don’t have to go anywhere near it. And if you’re not ready to be out here like this, then,” she smiled, wide and genuine, “we’ll go back. Tell more secrets. Whatever you—”

“I’ll do it.” There was something about Ford’s smile just then that had made her feel spontaneously brave. “I’ll go with you.” It was just wood and nails. Atoms and molecules. She could do this.

Ford found the path with the flashlight, and Summer followed after her. Ten feet into the Fairy Forest, Ford turned back and waited, looking at her expectantly.

“I’m okay,” Summer nodded.

They stepped carefully, the path hadn’t been used in ages and it was overgrown, choked with weeds.

“See all this?” Ford was pointing. “All this growth along the ground here?”

“What is it?” It looked like the same mess of overgrowth from the back edge of the yard, it was endless.

“Cuscuta suksdorfii, more commonly known as dodders, or strangle weed. I call it cunt grass.” She kicked at it. “It’s a gardener’s worst nightmare, it creeps its way into everything and it’s almost impossible to get rid of.” She swept an arm out. “The whole backyard is riddled. I’ve been waging war with it for three years now, but,” she sighed, “it’s fucking relentless.”

Ford shone the flashlight along the ground.

It was everywhere. Strands of it had wrapped around the ferns, clumped at the trunks of trees. It was like hair, or webs, maybe. A network of yellowish webs, choking everything in its path.

“So it’s like…a weed?” Summer’s knowledge of plants began and ended with the succulent she’d murdered freshman year of college. It had been Ellis’s—just a spiky little plant in a ceramic pot shaped like a brontosaurus. Ellis had called it a cactisaurus. Then she’d gone away for a weekend and Summer had accidentally stepped on it when she’d climbed onto the ledge to open the window. Ridiculous design flaw, putting the latch where no one can reach it.

“It’s a parasite, actually,” Ford was saying. “See how it’s crawling up the trees like that?” She shone the light. “It’s literally taking over them. And there’s no rhyme or reason to the path it takes, it just kills everything it comes across for its own gain.”

“Wow. You know how to cheer a girl up.”

Ford looked at her, smiling. “I didn’t bring you here to show you the dodders. Here, look.”

She pointed, shining the light.

About ten feet away, there it was. It was a simple box with an angled roof, a couple windows, several boards nailed into the tree for a ladder. The years had taken their toll—the wood was warped and stained, the roof sagged. But it was still there. Her dad had built it. That thing right there in front of her. He’d built it with his own hands. He’d been alive and he’d built it. For her.

The shock of finally seeing it was staggering, and Summer stuttered through a deep breath.

“You okay?”

She nodded.

It was so small. The perfect size for children, but so very small. To think she’d been afraid of coming back here for twenty-two years.

“Do you see it?” Ford’s voice was soft.

There was nothing there except for the treehouse, and Summer didn’t understand what she was supposed to be seeing. She almost turned to Ford to ask, but then she saw it.

“It’s flowers,” Summer said, taking an involuntary step forward, feeling completely lightheaded.

It was like an invisible forcefield had stopped the dodders, there was a full circle of forest surrounding the treehouse, a boundary that not a single strand had dared to cross.

Instead, there were flowers.

Yellows and reds and purples and blues and oranges. Ford was lighting it all with the flashlight. There were large flowers, small flowers, some that looked like fireworks, tiny blooms exploding from a stem. The flowers wound their way up the untouched ladder, all the way up the sides of the treehouse. There were even flowers on the roof.

“Wildflowers,” Ford said. “I didn’t plant them. They were just…here, I don’t know. Sun barely hits them, they shouldn’t even be able to grow, never mind last this late into the year, but here we are. Never seen anything like it. And I didn’t know it was your treehouse, not until tonight, so. I thought you should see.”

Summer reached and took Ford’s hand. Squeezed. “Thank you.” She turned to face her, wanting to express just how much this meant, the relief, the…maybe even joy? Definitely joy. She’d faced a fear and found that it wasn’t scary at all. It was beautiful.

But as soon as she turned, Ford was reaching out, picking a leaf from Summer’s hair, muttering for it to go away as she flicked it on the ground. Summer watched her, trying to understand how she could’ve spent her entire life at Stonehold with the wrong best friend.

When Ford looked back, Summer let herself get caught staring. And the look Ford gave her was full of everything they weren’t saying out loud. Everything that had bloomed between them in three days. God. Had it really been only three days?

Her eyes closed when Ford reached out again, cradling her cheek in her hand.

“I want to kiss you.”

Summer opened her eyes. “Okay.” I want that too. 

“But I’m not going to.”

“Oh.” Summer nodded. “Okay.” Swallowed. “Why?”

Ford reached down with her other hand and touched Summer’s engagement ring. A gentle reminder.

“I’m not going to kiss you when it has to be a secret,” Ford said. “I don’t live my life in the shadows.” Her thumb traced Summer’s lip, and just that whisper of a touch was searing.

Summer could only stand there and try not to breathe too hard, try not to do anything that would bring an end to the moment.

Ford was watching her thumb move across Summer’s lip, tracing it over and over.

“See, when I kiss you, I’m going to take my time. Going to need privacy, a locked door, a wall I can back you up against. And I wouldn’t start with your mouth—I’d save that. No, I’d start here,” she let her hand slide down Summer’s neck, trailed it over her collarbone. “And here.” She rubbed her thumb against Summer’s pulse, then moved up to just under her jaw, “and here.”

Summer’s skin was electric, buzzing and humming and aching for more.

“My hand would be here,” Ford said, sliding it back around Summer’s head, grabbing a fistful of hair and holding, just hard enough for Summer to feel it. “I’d use my teeth here,” she touched her earlobe with her other hand, “and here,” she touched her neck again. “And here, too.” Finally, she touched her fingers to Summer’s lips.

Summer made sure to hold Ford’s eyes as she parted her lips, drew Ford’s fingertips into her mouth and bit down—just a little.

Ford’s eyes glazed over, a muscle tensed in her jaw. When Summer moved her tongue over the calloused pads of her fingers, Ford’s own mouth fell open, the look in her eyes practically feral.

Then, Ford slid her fingers deeper, and it was instinct—Summer sucked them. Just once.The noise Ford made, somewhere between a soft whine and a moan, sent a throbbing ache straight to her core.

Ford pulled her hand away, then pressed her forehead to Summer’s on a sigh.

“I want you.” It was a whisper, full of heat but there was something else there too. Sadness, maybe.

“I want—” Summer started.

Ford looked at her, waiting.

There were a million ways to finish that sentence, but maybe the truest thing had already been said—Summer wanted. Pure and simple. And not.

“Thing is,” Ford said softly, “I think your fiancé’s a piece of shit.”

Summer let out a short laugh. She hadn’t been expecting that. “He’s just—”

“You don’t need to defend him, I’ve known him almost as long as you have, I’ve formed my own opinion. Brody Weston is a shitty person, Summer. But I’m not a shitty person. I don’t do this.” She gestured between them. “And you shouldn’t either, because you’re not a shitty person. I want you, already said I did.” Ford stepped back with a shrug, sliding her hands into her pockets. “But I want you free. And you’re not free.”

And honestly, what could Summer say to that? It was like she’d been thrust centerstage, spotlight blinding, completely unprepared. It wasn’t fair, the timing of it. It was cruel, really.

“I, um. I—” Her hand was on her forehead while Ford watched from a short distance away. “Ford, I can’t.”

The wedding was in six days. Less than a week. What was she supposed to do? Call it off because forty-eight hours ago she realized she’d really like to fuck the brains out of the groundskeeper? She’d spent a lifetime preparing for the role of Brody’s wife. There were people depending on her to follow through. The Westons had given her everything. Everything. And they hadn’t asked for a single thing in return, except for her loyalty. She had to be loyal. It was all she had to offer the only family she had left.

Ford was nodding. Avoiding Summer’s eyes. “It’s late. I’ll walk you to the door.”

“Ford—”

“Look, I don’t get it!” Ford’s arms spread wide, and that goddamn lock of hair fell over her left brow again. “I really don’t. I know exactly the kind of person he is, your fiancé, and when I heard you were marrying him I thought sure,” she nodded, lip stuck out, “cut from the same cloth, those two. But now I know you, and it makes no fucking sense. You’re better than them. Better than him.” She shook her head. “What are you doing here, Summer?”

“Are you—what are you asking me for?” Summer let out a laugh, frustration and disbelief. “Are you honestly asking me to leave my fiancé so we can—what? Kiss? Fuck? You want me to give up my entire—”

Suddenly Ford was closing the distance between them, purpose in her steps, fire on her face.

“I’m not asking you for anything. Unlike them,” she raised an arm, pointing in the direction of the dark manor behind them, “I don’t keep people on chains. If I woke up tomorrow and heard you’d run off in the night, left a note telling Brody to fuck off, to never follow you, that you’d turned your wedding dress into a pyre on the front lawn? I’d celebrate. Honestly, I would. Even if I never saw you again, just knowing you were free of their bullshit would be enough. Because you’re not happy. It’s so obvious, Summer, it’s so painfully obvious. You know it, I know it, and there’s only two possibilities where they’re concerned,” she pointed at the house again, “either they don’t see it, or they don’t care.” She raised a shoulder. “Still haven’t decided which is worse.”

It was too much. The drinks and the heat and the treehouse and the words, all these words. Words no one had ever said to her before. Summer’s eyes were prickling, so she looked up at the starry sky and counted constellations. She hadn’t cried in so long, and she wouldn’t cry for this.

But Ford knew. She knew the tears Summer was fighting because she seemed to see everything, every part of her.

Her brow furrowed she she reached out, soothing and soft. “Summer, I didn’t mean—”

“No.” Summer stepped back, out of Ford’s reach. “It’s not fair.” She shook her head, meeting Ford’s eyes. “It’s too late. You’re too late. You don’t get to make me feel guilty, or stupid, or—or weak—”

Ford’s voice had steel in it. “I never said you were weak, Wilde.”

Summer swiped at her eyes, angry at her tears. 

Wilde. She’d needed that reminder. She was a Wilde. She was every bit their equal.

She summoned all the strength she had and looked Ford in the eye. “It’s probably best if we don’t see each other again like this. Alone.”

There was a look on Ford’s face, a sneer, and it landed like a punch to the gut.

Summer looked away, her eyes settling on the house. She could just make it out through the trees, its enormous silhouette looming in the near distance, with all of the reasons she wasn’t allowed to want waiting for her just over the threshold.

Without another word, she left the forest’s dark stillness, left Ford, and walked back out across the lawn, heading for the nearest door.

Slowly enough that no one could accuse her of running away.

Fast enough to outrun the desperate temptation to turn back.
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It was the alcohol.

Vile, repulsive swill disguised as a delicious, drinkable dessert. It’d turned a perfectly fine evening with a potential friend, a real potential friend, into—whatever that had been.

Summer stood under the shower’s spray in a fog of steam, letting the scalding water pink her skin. She kept having flashbacks. Cringe-inducing flashbacks. The image of herself pressing into Ford’s neck last night in the hut, nuzzling her, smelling her, practically unhinging her fucking jaw and swallowing her whole like a goddamn anaconda.

Her head was throbbing and the mere idea of drying her hair—the combing, bending this way and that, the noise of the dryer—it was enough to make her nauseous. She toweled it, threw it up in a messy bun and swallowed down two more painkillers. The two she’d taken earlier had barely taken the edge off.

Through the fogged window she could see someone moving around in the backyard. She wiped the glass with a forearm. Ford was there with a hatchet and a wheelbarrow, chopping away at something near the tree line. Summer sighed.

Another image flashed. Ford, with a fist full of Summer’s hair. When I kiss you, I’m going to want to take my time.

Someone who sounded an awful lot like Harrison Caulfield bellowed her name from downstairs, but the group of them weren’t due back until noon.

She looked at her phone. Oh. 12:15 already.

Ellis, Raptor and the Boring Brothers were down in the kitchen, seated on barstools around the island in the center of the massive room. They were still wearing the clothes they’d left in the day before, looking like they hadn’t slept a wink despite Grant having spent a small fortune on several rooms at the Four Seasons. The guys all had their heads down on the island’s marble while Ellis nursed a mug of coffee, staring blankly ahead. She winced when Summer turned on the overhead pendant lights.

“So,” Summer plunked onto the stool across from Ellis and rested her chin in her hand, “did we have fun last night?” The painkillers were finally kicking in, and she giggled at her friend’s groan before going to the junk drawer to rummage for some pills she could offer Ellis.

“It’s a long story,” Ellis sounded like her throat was coated in gravel, “but Brody is no longer welcome at the Needle.”

“The—the Space Needle?”

Ellis nodded, then closed her eyes and covered her mouth like she was going to be sick. Summer slid the pill bottle across the table and Ellis swallowed some a moment later when the nausea seemed to pass.

Summer went to the pantry for bread. Plain toast was exactly what they needed. “I thought you guys were doing the whole golf yacht thing and then a bar crawl? How’d you end up at the Needle?”

Ellis’s hands were over her face as she shook her head. “I couldn’t tell you. All I remember is Harrison and Brody got into a pissing match over who could free climb higher, and now,” she splayed her hands, eyes still closed, “no more Needle.”

Harrison and Brody seemed to be the only two people who’d somehow miraculously dodged a hangover, and they chose that moment to burst into the kitchen, singing some MIT frat song loudly and dismally out of tune.

Ellis’s eyes bulged then squeezed shut at the noise, and then her head was on the island with the others.

Brody came up behind Summer as she was plunking slices of bread into the toaster. He wrapped her in a massive hug, smacking loud kisses on the side of her face. His beard was bristly, but she tried not to shrink away.

She patted his arm, still clenched around her like a vise. “I hear fun was had last night, huh?”

Across the kitchen Harrison was leaned over Ellis, who may or may not have been conscious. He looked up at Summer with huge eyes and nodded dramatically. “An offensive amount of fun was had.”

The toast popped up from the toaster and Summer made a plate for herself and another for Ellis, which she placed on the island in front of her friend’s face.

“I will eat that,” Ellis said, one eye cracked open, “but I need it to be cut it up and fed to me in tiny pieces.”

Harrison obliged, popping small bits of toast into her mouth. “Have you told Summer the news?” He lobbed a piece of toast at Brody, who was over at a far counter filling a mixing bowl with milk and cereal.

Summer glanced between them. “What news?”

“You should sit down for this,” Brody pulled up a barstool with his giant bowl and a spoon, then tugged Summer down onto his lap. “I talked to Dad this morning and he says…drumroll please, Master Caulfield…”

Harrison drummed his hands on the island, making Ellis retch.

“We can take the Volante for our honeymoon.”

Summer didn’t react, and Brody seemed to think it was due to lack of understanding. He shook her. “He’s letting us take the car, Summer! The Aston! He’s going to have it shipped so we can pick it up in Milan, and I know we were going to do Naples to Zurich but Dad wants to ship the car with this specific company because he knows the CEO, and they only ship to Milan. So I’m thinking we just do the same trip in reverse, but instead of Zurich we could spend a week at Lake Como?”

“I’m confused,” Summer said, trying to shift around so she could look at Brody, who was kissing up and down her arm, almost performative with his sudden affection. “I thought we decided we were holding off on a honeymoon?”  

They had. They had definitely decided that. She’d asked and Brody had agreed, not even a whole three days earlier.

“Mm.” Brody was nodding, chewing a big bite of cereal and swallowing. “No yeah, I know we’d thought about waiting, but Dad doesn’t think we should do a big drive like that in the winter and if we leave right after the wedding we could be done by the end of fall.”

“I don’t—we didn’t think about waiting, Brody, we literally decided we weren’t going to do it this year.”

“He’s offering us the Aston, Summer.”

Grant had more than one prized car in his collection, but the Aston was his pride and joy. Summer had never actually seen Grant drive the car—someone on his payroll drove it every so often to keep the engine working—but at least twice a year he’d pull it out of the garage to wash it, wax it. Sit in it.

Summer stared at Brody. “Do you realize this is literally the only thing I’ve ever asked of you?” As she said it, she realized how blindingly true it was. She had never asked him for a single other thing. “All I asked was for a little bit of time after the wedding to get started on the nonprofit.”

“Yeah, but,” Brody let out a little sniff of laughter, “you’re probably not going to get the Fellowship. Like, be honest, you’re massively underprepared.”

Summer bit her cheek. Clenched her jaw. “Maybe I just don’t want to go to Italy with you. Maybe I want some time to figure out what the hell I’m going to do with myself now that I’m stuck here in this small, sad town for the rest of my fucking life.”

Brody blinked, looking surprised. Something that almost looked like concern passed through his light eyes.

Harrison booed at her. “Buzzkill.” He’d stopped gently feeding Ellis pieces of toast and was now trying to launch them into her mouth from several feet away. A couple of stray pieces hit Raptor and the Boring Brothers, who slowly began rousing from their stupor.

“We can talk about it later,” Brody said in a low voice. Then, to the rest of them, “Who wants to see the Atlas?”

“Oh, me! Me! Pick me!” Harrison raised his hand, waving it wildly, rocking up on the balls of his feet.

Before Summer could say another word, Brody was dragging her out to the garage with Harrison, a barely-mobile Ellis and the others following close behind.

The Atlas, in Summer’s opinion, was hideous. It looked like someone had used a child’s drawing of a car for the design—it was, quite literally, a square with wheels. Brody’s friends, however, regarded it with the same awe and reverence Summer had felt at the Louvre when she’d seen a da Vinci in person for the very first time.

They piled inside, shouting about how sick the seats were, asking a thousand questions about its custom paint job—no, it’s not Vantablack but it’s similar—and its off-roading capabilities as Brody stood just outside the open door, repeatedly telling them to stop fucking touching all the buttons.

“Dude,” Raptor stuck his head out, “can we take it out?”

Brody grinned. “Why do you think I’m showing you?”

What followed was a lot of cheering, hooting and chest bumping as they took turns climbing out and then back in to sit in the driver’s seat.

Ellis sidled up beside her. “It’s like watching evolution in reverse.”

Summer sighed.

“Hey,” Harrison had climbed out of the Atlas and was staring at the gray cover stretched over the small car in the middle of the garage, “is that it?” He looked at Brody.

Brody went over and pulled the cover off the Aston slowly, seeming to revel in Harrison’s obscene reaction.

“Holy shit. That is one sexy automobile,” Harrison said, making several disturbing gestures with his hands.

“1970 Aston Martin Volante convertible, leather upholstered, deep-pile carpet, limited edition, mint condition,” Brody said.

“Lotta words for ‘overpriced red car’.” Summer was hanging back with Ellis, leaning against the open garage door with her arms crossed.

Harrison shook his head at her, chuckling.

“Women don’t understand cars, and here’s why,” he pointed at the vehicle, “nice cars are like the female body. Sleek, perfectly proportioned, curved in all the right places. Sexy,” he touched Ellis’s waist as he slunk by. “Men are hardwired to want that sort of thing, but women? They just see it as competition.” He sighed at Brody, like it was such a shame. “They just don’t appreciate the female form like we do.”

A laugh barreled out of Summer’s chest before she could stop it.

Harrison looked at her.

“I’m not wrong about this,” he said, and Ellis, who seemed to be making a slow recovery, squinted at him and made a disgusted noise in her throat.

Brody took his time walking Harrison around the car, pointing out this and that, telling him about when his grandfather had first bought it, about the painting he’d commissioned that was hanging in the lounge upstairs.

“My grandfather was obsessed with it,” Brody said, “washed it twice a day in the drive, and just imagine my dad; twelve-years-old and just fucking drooling over this car. So one day my grandfather goes on a business trip—or so my dad thinks—and my dad takes the keys from his dad’s dresser for a little joy ride.”

“Grant fucking Weston,” Harrison clapped his hands together, “balls like a bull.”

“So he takes it out, drives all over Echo, but then he gets back and his dad’s work car is here—his business trip was cancelled. Somehow, my dad sneaks the Aston back into the garage, wipes it down, puts everything back the way it was. But like I said, my grandfather loved this car, he knew every inch of it, and there’s a dent on the front bumper that wasn’t there the day before—and I’m talking minor here, like barely noticeable, with a couple flecks of missing paint.”

“Sand blast,” Harrison said. “They do a shit job getting the sand up after winter, happens all the time on country roads in Pennsylvania, my dad gets so pissed.”

“Right,” Brody was nodding, “so not even a big deal, but he calls my dad out to the garage and just waits. Doesn’t say a fucking word, just lets him sweat. My dad finally broke down, admitted to taking the car, and his dad made him do grunt work at his office the rest of the summer just to pay to have this pinprick of a dent fixed.”

Harrison was still laughing when Brody opened the door, sliding into the driver’s seat. Harrison jumped into the passenger’s.

Summer was about to ask if Ellis wanted to head back to the house when Angelina appeared out of nowhere, poking her head into the shed with her big sunglasses on.

“Hi all,” she said, taking in the scene—Harrison and Brody laughing in the car, the others still obsessing over the Atlas, Summer and Ellis looking miserable. “What’re you up to?”

“We’re learning about the heteronormative allure of automobiles,” Ellis said.

“Ah.” Angelina eyed the car with confusion, then turned to Summer. “Have you seen Ford around today?”

Something squirmed in Summer’s stomach. “Ford? Like, the groundskeeper, Ford?”

“Is there more than one Ford here?” Now Angelina was looking at her with confusion.

“Oh, no, I just—I didn’t know who you meant at first, I don’t really know her. That well.”

“Okay,” Angelina waited. “So have you seen her?”

“She’s in back,” Ellis said. She was looking nauseous again. “Doing outside things.”

“Thanks.” Angelina glanced around the garage one last time before taking off in the direction of the backyard.

“God, her perfume,” Ellis made a retching noise once Angelina was gone. “I need more painkillers.”

Summer realized her jaw was clenched to the point of pain. She took a breath, trying to relax.

“We can go. I don’t think they need us for…whatever that is,” she nodded toward the car. Raptor and the Boring Brothers had piled into the back of the Aston and they were all making engine revving noises as Brody pretended to steer.

Summer linked her arm in Ellis’s as they headed back to the house, trying—and failing—not to think too hard about what Angelina wanted with Ford.
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That afternoon, Rumbles brought the dress by for a final fitting. Only five days remained between Summer and the wedding.

There was a short hallway tucked back behind the foyer’s twin staircases that led to a sunporch, as well as several other first floor rooms and a large bathroom where Summer went to change into the dress for Rumbles appraisal.

Ellis helped her into the dress—fuck entirely off, is this a de la Renta? Fuck you, stop, is it?! Summer, you bitch, oh my God, I’m so excited for you, fuck off, I hate you, it’s gorgeous—and held her train as Summer made her way down the hallway barefoot, stepping into the blinding light of the sunporch with its stone tiles and white columns and twenty-foot windows that stretched floor to ceiling.

Georgina gasped, her hand went to her mouth.

Rumbles squealed. “You are a vision, schatje. An absolute vision.” He had her put her shoes on—crepe satin sandals with medium heels that Georgina had picked out—and then he walked around her, checking the length of the skirt, the fit of the bodice around her ribs.

“God, Summer,” Ellis said, shaking her head.

“Does everything feel right?” Rumbles asked.

Hah. What a question.

“Yeah,” Summer peered down at herself, twisting left and right to see as much of it as she could, “it’s kind of a perfect fit, isn’t it?”

“Oh, Summer.” There were tears in Georgina’s eyes.

Thea stepped in to announce lunch, and her breath caught when she saw.

“My goodness.” She clasped her hands together in front of her face and for a moment it looked like she might cry too. “If only—” She stopped herself, shaking her head and smiling.

Soon everyone’s attention turned to lunch—Georgina was having Filigree House cater the light meals in the days leading up to the wedding, and shortly after noon each day there were always a couple of Filigree’s teenage waitstaff setting up in the dining room. Summer sent Ellis on ahead without her—she didn’t need help taking the dress off, and Ellis was looking paler and paler as the day dragged on, she needed food and maybe some hair of the dog.

Summer went to change.

Halfway between the sunporch and the bathroom was a small first floor bedroom that had once belonged to Brody’s great-grandmother, who’d moved into the house with her son when Arthur Weston had first purchased the property, and lived there until her death. In the decades that followed, the room had been left to collect clutter. An unofficial storage room. Boxes and books and framed pictures that had never found their way to the wall. There was also a large, wooden mirror leaning against the wall, as large as a kitchen table, and it was the mirror that Summer was after when she stepped inside, moving several boxes to get an unobstructed view.

Her hair was still in a messy bun, but small tendrils had come loose by her ears, framing her face. She could almost imagine it styled—swept to one side in an organized chaos of rust, copper highlights shining, some sort of elegant pin adding just a touch of sparkle.

The dress fit perfectly now, even more so than when she’d first tried it on in the shop. The asymmetrical design of the fern appliqués was such that they covered her chest at opposing angles, their ivory leaves creating a deep V between her breasts. The fern over her left breast came up slightly higher, the angle of the right fern was more horizontal and ultimately wrapped around her side, under her armpit.

Summer had never worried all that much about her looks. In a strange way, she hadn’t needed to. Brody had confessed he had a crush on her when they were six, and he’d told her at least twice a year every year after. At fourteen, he’d kissed her. By sixteen, they were a couple. And sure, Summer wore makeup for dates and events, but Brody had loved her at six, when she’d had frizzy hair and wore neon bright leggings and Disney princess shirts. For better or worse, she had the security of a partner who had been a sure thing since childhood. She hadn’t had to worry about whether or not she was attractive.

But standing there in front of that mirror, she knew she was. The way the dress framed her figure, the way the appliqués rested just below the shadow of her prominent collarbone. Her elegant neck—she hadn’t known her neck was elegant until that very moment, but it was—long and graceful. Her small, freckled nose. She had her mother’s eyes, gray as thunderclouds, but she’d gotten her father’s eyelashes, dark and lush.

You are a masterpiece, she remembered her mother saying, brushing Summer’s wet hair after an afternoon in the pool, made from the very best parts of your father and I.

She took one last, long look in the mirror, giving in to a silly little impulse: a slight twist, left and right, smiling softly at the dress’s swish.

There was a noise from the doorway.

Summer looked up.

Ford was standing in the doorway behind her, Summer could see her in the mirror. She didn’t turn around, she just watched as Ford stepped in, clasped her hands behind her back and rested against the wall by the door.

“You look…” Ford whistled, soft and low.

Summer smiled at her in the mirror, but the smile faded when she caught sight of herself. Her smile wasn’t hers these days. People used to tease her for her full-toothed, nose-scrunched, eyes-squeezed-shut grin. After her parents died, she’d spent an entire year afraid of the dark, and Thea would say it was silly to be afraid when she could simply light all of Stonehold with her smile.

“I’m sorry,” Summer said, catching Ford’s eye in the mirror. “For last night. For everything.”

“Nah.” Ford waved it away with a hand. “Too much to drink, both of us.”

Summer decided not to point out that one of them had been sober. Ford’s eyes lingered on hers a moment longer before traveling down the length of the dress, coming back up again, pausing—so briefly it could’ve been imagined—at the places that offered glimpses of skin.

She cleared her throat. “That dress is stunning, Sunshine.”

There was a heaviness in the room and Summer just wanted it gone. “You can borrow it any time.”

It worked, earning her a short laugh. Ford crossed her arms over her overalls, she was wearing a ribbed tank beneath, and for the second time Summer noticed how toned she was, her biceps giving way to shapely shoulders that disappeared beneath her top. Then, Summer saw her arms—truly saw them.

“Oh my God!” She whirled around, practically tripping over the dress in her hurry across the room. She pulled one of Ford’s arms from behind her back where she was attempting to hide them.

Her forearms were covered in bright red splotches; swollen, angry welts that seemed to be spreading to her hands.

Ford pulled her arm away, scratching at it. “Occupational hazard,” she said, shrugging. “Trying to clear out the back again,” she nudged her chin at the window, “but nothing works. I’ve used a rake, a hatchet, a fucking scythe—I’m about ready to douse it in gasoline and light a match. Fucking cunt grass.” She scratched her other arm. “I was on my way to the bathroom,” she nodded down the hall, “gonna try slathering myself in calamine.”

“I’ll help,” Summer said, tugging her out the door.

“I don’t need help, it’s just hives.”

“You look like you have bubonic plague, accept the help.” But as soon as Summer had managed to drag Ford out of the room, they were face to face with Grant Weston, who had suddenly appeared in the hall.

“Summer!” He said, taking in the sight of her in the dress. “You look like royalty.” He smiled at her, shaking his head like the others had. “Brody will weep, do you realize?”

“I think you’re all being a little dramatic,” Summer laughed.

“No. You’re stunning.”

Grant and Summer looked at Ford, who looked surprised, like she hadn’t meant to say it out loud.

“Are you—” Grant looked from Ford to Summer, from Summer to Ford, “helping Summer with her dress?”

“Hmm? Oh, no, I’m just—” She pointed down the hall, tried to squeeze by.

“She’s having an allergic reaction,” Summer said, “her arms are—here, look—” She tried to pull Ford’s arm out to show Grant.

“I’m fine,” Ford nodded at them both, still attempting to escape down the hall.

“How’s it coming along?” Grant asked, and for a moment there was confusion until he seemed to grow impatient, waving a hand in the general direction of the backyard.  

“The weeds back there are from the ninth circle of hell, but another day or two of clearing and the scales should start to tip in our favor.” Ford was scratching at her arm like she was trying to dig to the bone.

It was strange that Grant didn’t seem bothered in the least.

“You’ll be sure to have it all cleared by Thursday?” He asked. “They’re coming out Friday with the chairs and tables, Georgina will want you out of the way by then.”

“Loud and clear, boss,” Ford saluted him and went right back to tearing at her arm.

“Wait,” Summer looked between them, “why the back yard? I thought the—Ford stop, you’re drawing blood—I thought the ceremony was happening in the hedge maze?”

Grant was nodding. “Right, Georgina decided the hedge maze is too small. Your guest list is twice the size ours was when we got married there,” he chuckled. “The area back behind the tennis court is perfect—flat, spacious. And there are some old stone ruins, an old carriage house or something, the foundation is somewhere under all those weeds,” he laughed, “if we can dig it out, it might be quite the focal point for the ceremony.” His forehead wrinkled. “I thought Georgina had told you all this, no? Well, hedge maze, back yard, potato, potahto.” He shook his head and made a face like he was just the messenger. “She wants a clearer view of the mountains for the photographs, I think that was another factor.”

“But the hedge maze,” Summer glanced at Ford, who looked like she’d rather be rolling around in cunt grass instead of standing in the hallway with them, “Ford already did all that work.”

“It’s fine, Sun—Summer, it’s fine.”

But it wasn’t fine, the hedge maze had taken ages. Transplanting the hibiscuses was a feat in itself, and trimming every single hedge and flowering bush? Summer was sure she’d taken countless thorn stabs along the way. She’d bled for Summer’s stupid wedding venue. Not to mention removing the zen garden, moving all those stones. Putting in turf. It had taken weeks and weeks, Summer was sure of it.

“So now she has to clear a lifetime’s worth of weeds from the back in a matter of days? Dig out an old foundation? By herself? That’s ridiculous, it doesn’t even seem possible.” Summer looked at Grant.

Grant wasn’t an idiot. She could see the gears turning, see the vaguest whisper of suspicion entering in.

“Ms. Flores,” he said suddenly, “why don’t you go figure that out,” he cast a pointed look at her ruined forearms. “And stay away from the house, hm? No one wants to see that. Especially not our guests.”

Summer did a double take, certain she’d misunderstood. She’d never heard Grant speak to the household staff that way. Georgina? Sure. Georgina had no problem giving orders, forgetting to say please. But not Grant.

Ford’s eyes flicked to Summer’s. A warning. Don’t. 

Then, she jutted her jaw, nodded. “I’ll do that.”

Ford disappeared down the hall. It took a moment for Summer to realize she’d turned left, heading back toward the sunporch’s door. She’d gone back outside without even getting the medicine.

“So,” Grant said, chirpy as ever, “did Mo’s space work out for you?”

It took a moment to figure out what he was asking.

“Oh. Yeah,” Summer swallowed, “thanks.”

She tried to move past him, but he blocked her, smiling jovially.

“I’ve been meaning to talk to you,” he said, “and this seems like the perfect opportunity.”

“About what?” She squared her jaw, stood up straight.

Grant had always been so warm to her. Neither she nor Brody had seen him all that much growing up—between Grant’s business and their boarding school, it was usually only a handful of weeks a year that they were all together—but still, he’d always been warm. Silly. She’d never seen him speak to anyone the way he’d just spoken to Ford. It had shaken her.

“The thing is,” he said, “I think we muddied the waters, letting you and Brody be so informal with the staff when you were young. I know Thea has a true affection for you, I know Ford grew up on these grounds alongside you, so it can be difficult, walking that line between friendly and…casual.” He smiled, like it was a normal conversation. “But you and Brody are going to inherit Stonehold, and I know it’s all a bit old fashioned but there’s an order to things, you know? A chain of command that we all adhere to, and it’s worked for our family for generations. Years and years. So, moving forward, I think we should go ahead and have the staff start calling you Miss Wilde. At the very least, you’ll insist upon Mrs. Weston after the wedding.” He made a happy little hum, then sighed as if his speech had tired him, as if he regretted having to say any of it at all.

Summer was staring down. Not at the floor, just…down. At nothing. Her hand, hidden in the folds of her dress, was a tight fist.

The sun glinted off of Grant’s belt buckle, catching Summer’s eye. It really was a monstrosity, with the flashy Weston crest, his initials engraved in swirling font. Summer had only ever found it comical. Endearing, even. But standing there in that dusty room, the buckle glinting like a flare in the afternoon sun, Summer felt something else entirely. The crest, the stamp of the great family Weston, gleaming at her. In a matter of days, she’d be branded with that crest too.

Grant was still talking. “It was very thoughtful of them, throwing you that little party the other night, Thea and the others—and they’re good people, don’t get me wrong, such good people, we’ve been very fortunate—but fraternizing with the staff just isn’t appropriate, now that you’re grown. I’m sure you understand.”

Summer’s molars were digging into the soft pad of her cheek. She didn’t realize how hard she was biting down until she felt a soft crunch. Her mouth filled with blood, metallic and warm.

Summer looked Grant in the eye. “I don’t—” Want this. Their home. Their money. Their name.

But they kept you, that little voice whispered, when you had nowhere else to go.

Summer swallowed. “I’m getting something for Ford. Her arms are raw.”

She pushed past, but suddenly he reached out for her wrist—not violently, not tightly—just enough to stop her.

“Why don’t you get changed and join the others in the dining room?” He smiled, bright and sudden. “I’ll bring Ford some antihistamines. Poor thing,” he chuckled. “Tragic irony, a gardener allergic to gardens.”

Summer stood there, rooted to the spot. She heard Grant in the bathroom, rummaging around for the medicine. Heard the door open when he headed out into the back yard.

She just stood.

Maybe if she stayed stone-still she could slow down the molecules, the particles, the energy—whatever it was that kept the world hurtling forward. It was Monday, the sun was low in the sky, it would be Tuesday before she could blink.

Five days left.

Five days until she was entombed within Stonehold, tethered to a flat-line future that stretched before her like a long, empty road. Five days until she was buried alive by the weight of a house that had once rescued her from catastrophe, only to suffocate her slowly.
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On Tuesday, Summer and Ellis drove to the coast.

Summer had been scrambling for any opportunity to put distance between herself and Stonehold, and there was a forest about an hour and a half’s drive west, overlooking Bellingham Bay, where Weston & Wilde was currently harvesting. The company owned hundreds of parcels totaling in many millions of acres, most of them farther north, but Bellingham Bay was perfect for a day trip. It was a beautiful area, full of old growth—the kind of wood that fetched a premium, and the company had recently purchased the surrounding acreage as well. She still had to write a cover letter for her application, and so far all her attempts had sounded cliche, bordering on Neanderthalish. Trees good, logging bad. But maybe she could find inspiration at the source. And if not, at least she’d get a morning with her best friend, away from everything else.

They took the Range Rover, which had been a gift for Summer and Brody, theirs to use when they were home. Big enough for luggage, safe enough for icy mountain roads. But this week—like every other time they’d been home—Brody had commandeered Grant’s Bugatti, so once again the Range Rover was all Summer’s.

On the drive, after stopping for coffees and parfaits, Summer explained selective logging to Ellis—how her father had been the one behind its initial implementation, how the practice was better for the environment, how it kept the soil from eroding.

“It keeps the ecosystem preserved,” Summer said, “but just barely. Enough to allow the politicians to sleep at night, I guess.”

“Maybe it’s like leg hair.”

Summer blinked at the road ahead, waiting for Ellis to explain, which she didn’t. “I don’t—” Summer glanced over at her. “I don’t know what that means.”

“Yeah, when you shave and the hair comes back faster and thicker?”

“You’re suggesting we shave the trees?”

Ellis shrugged. “Not with a razor obviously, but like,” she scooped a spoonful of parfait and plopped it in her mouth, swallowing, “there’s gotta be a way to try it.”

“Sorry—how would that be different from cutting them down? Like what technique would differentiate—”

“Listen, I have about three-hundred ideas a day, they can’t all be Nobel worthy.”

Summer chuckled.

“But this one feels pretty solid.”

“Okay.” Summer nodded, smiling. “I’ll make some calls.”

Ellis laughed. Then groaned. “How fucking far is this place?”

Summer sighed. “Almost there.” They’d only been on the road fourteen minutes.

Eventually they pulled up outside the site. It was down a dirt road off of the main road—there was a nondescript modular trailer by the gate, tan with a white door. Office space for whoever was running the site. A massive green sign with white lettering had been fixed to the trailer’s exterior: Weston & Wilde Wood Industries. Smaller orange signs were posted everywhere else: Private Property.

As it turned out, they couldn’t actually access the deforestation site—Weston & Wilde was meticulous about barricading their properties with twelve-foot chain links and barbed wire. Summer hadn’t thought about that part.

“They think someone’s gonna come steal their trees?” Ellis was peering over her enormous sunglasses at the padlocked gate with confused disgust.

“More like they’re afraid activists will mess with their equipment.”

Ellis headed for the fence.

“Where are you going?”

“To mess with their equipment.”

“They’ve got cameras.” Summer pointed.

Ellis walked back to the car.

“There’s a lookout we can drive to,” Summer said, still looking at the map she’d searched for on her phone, “we should be able to see from there.”

The lookout was at the top of a mountain, and getting there required precise, careful driving and a little bit of stupidity, because really, without guardrails the whole thing was a hairpin-turn suicide mission. The Cascades towered behind them, white and enormous, and when they cleared the evergreen tree line the Bay below stretched endlessly to the horizon, the sun sparkling on its sapphire surface.

The landscape’s beauty was staggering, but Summer hadn’t yet decided if it was worth the terror of reaching the summit. Her knuckles were turning white as she gripped the wheel. The Range Rover felt too big for the narrow road, like driving on a tightrope.

Somehow, Ellis was completely unbothered. “If we fell off right here, we’d die,” she said, forehead pressed to the passenger window, staring down at the thousand foot chasm beside them. “Do you think they’d ever find our bodies? Maybe they’d make a podcast about us. When A Car Falls In The Forest. Oh—” she whipped around to look at Summer, “that was good. I’m gonna write that down.”

She didn’t mean anything by it, Summer knew. Driving off a cliff was totally different than driving into a pond and drowning. It was actually silly, the way Summer was suddenly terrified that the car would become their tomb.

Finally, the road opened up into a small gravel parking lot with a low beam fence on one side, the entire world waiting just beyond. They parked and got out, neither of them saying a single word as they walked to the fence, pulled there by the sheer grandeur awaiting them.

They were positioned on a ridge overlooking a dense valley, acres upon acres of firs, pines and hemlocks, a blanketed tapestry of evergreen and gold and every color in between. The verdant peaks of the Cascadian foothills stood in endless layers to the north and south, while the placid waters of the inner Bay reflected the sparse scattering of clouds above like a mirror.

“Holy shit,” Ellis finally whispered.

Summer nodded. “Holy shit.”

Just then, a bird took off from the top of one of the trees at the edge of the lot behind them, massive and unbothered by their presence. It swooped low as it passed just to their right, making Ellis duck to the ground with a panicked no oh my god it’s so big why. For a split second, the bird locked eyes with Summer before soaring out over the edge of the cliff, catching an updraft with a long, lonely screech that pierced Summer’s chest and reverberated in her bones.

“Was that a turkey?” Ellis stood slowly.

Summer shook her head. “An eagle.”

“Where’s its white head?”

“She’s a golden eagle,” Summer said softly, watching the beautiful thing dip and glide over the valley, “they’re all brown. And gorgeous.”

“Oh, well,” Ellis waved a hand and made a face like obviously. “Stay beautiful, queen!” She shouted to the bird. “But also stay over there, you scare me.”

They watched the creature for a long moment as she rode the breeze higher and higher, catching the sun in her feathers before plummeting and doing it all over again. She didn’t even seem to be hunting, she was just…flying. Soaring.

There was a knot in Summer’s throat, sudden and unexpected. Home, she realized. For the first time in years, Washington felt like home again. This was why her parents had raised her here, she was certain—not because of the company, not because of some weird conglomeration of corporate greed and familial obligation, but because it was utterly impossible to grow up surrounded by purple mountain majesty and not be overcome with the conviction that life is a privilege.

Then, she spotted it, far below the stretch of sky where the eagle was still gliding.

“Fuck.” It was a scarred section of forest to the north, brown and barren. There was no way to see how extensive the damage was—a nearby ridge was obstructing the full view, but it had to be at least several square miles of destruction.

“Wildfire?” Ellis asked.

Summer glanced over to find Ellis staring at the same stretch of ruined forest.

She shook her head. “Us. The company.”

It was the Weston & Wilde parcel, she was sure of it—the location matched where they’d just driven from, and the company had just bought up all the surrounding parcels—no one else was harvesting in the area. There was a vibrating in her forearms, spreading up to her biceps, into her chest. She was thrumming with it. How fucking dare they.

“I believed them.” Summer shook her head. “All the PR bullshit about selective logging and sustainability, I just swallowed it whole. That,” she stabbed her finger at the valley, “is the opposite of sustainable. They just—they took it all. Oh my God,” her hand flew to her mouth when the realization landed, “they’re going to raze this entire valley. That’s why they keep buying more land—not because they’re waiting for regrowth, it’s because they’re literally clear cutting the entire area.”

“Not to be a lawyer about it,” Ellis said, “but are they breaking any laws?”

“Yes!” Summer shouted, half-laughing with fury. “A hundred-twenty acres is the limit for clear cutting, and that’s,” she gestured at the land below, disgusted, “four-hundred hectares at least.” Her mind was racing. Did Grant know? Of course Grant knew—but did Brody? Was it just this site, or were they doing this everywhere? Had they ever implemented a single sustainable practice or was it all a smokescreen?

“Okay, I don’t know what a hectare is, but if they’re breaking the law, maybe call in an anonymous tip to whoever’s in charge of that stuff? It’s not like they’d shut the company down, but maybe they’d fine them. The Westons. Or—wait, would you get fined? How much of this company do you own?”

“None of it,” Summer gave a quick shrug, shaking her head, “Grant absorbed my dad’s half when he died.”

“But they all think you’re gonna be the next CEO…doesn’t that give you leverage?”

“I’m just the poster child for the company’s faux enlightenment. A female CEO in the logging industry is peak progressiveness and looks great on paper, but Grant’s not an idiot, the company belongs to Brody. Even if I wanted it, the industry is rife with misogyny, Grant’s not actually planning to put me in charge of anything, he just wants good press.”

“Alright, depressing, but moving on, take some photos,” she nodded at Summer’s phone, “and send in the tip. Who oversees this sort of thing, state or local?”

Summer giggled, then burst into full blown laughter. Ellis just watched, wide-eyed.

“The Chief of Forest Services,” Summer managed, “that’s who oversees it. Which is perfect, because I can hand deliver the tip—he and his wife will be at the wedding. He’s one of Grant’s closest friends.”

Ellis’s wide-eyed stare turned into a teeth-baring cringe. “Oh.”

Summer’s laughter dwindled. “Yeah.”

“Do they clear out the wildlife before they cut those trees down?” Ellis had turned back to the valley and she was glaring down at the wounded forest. “There must be so many baby bears and sleeping squirrels and busy chipmunks and fat raccoons and tiny little hedgehogs. Do they warn them at least?” She looked at Summer. “Lie to me.”

But the knot in Summer’s throat had grown bigger, and she didn’t have it in her to lie.

“Let’s go back,” Summer said, a raspy whisper. She cleared her throat. “I want to write that fucking letter.”

It had worked, driving out to see the land. She was going to write the best goddamn cover letter Green Guard had ever been given.

“Are you okay?” Ellis asked when they were winding their way back down the mountain, inch by incremental inch. “Do you want me to drive to the bottom?”

“You don’t have a license.” Summer had the wheel in a vise grip. Coming back down was more terrifying than the drive up; she could feel the weight of the car against the steep descent, feel the brakes struggling. Maybe it was because she felt heavier, carrying the weight of what they’d just discovered. The entire valley would be gone within a year. There wasn’t a thing anyone could do about it.

“Who’s gonna pull us over Summer?”

From the corner of her eye she could see Ellis gesturing at the vast wilderness that awaited them past the drop-off, barely five inches from their outer wheels.

“Wait, do you think I can’t drive?” There was an edge to Ellis’s voice. “No one who grows up in Manhattan has their license, but believe me, we can all drive. Kind of.”

“I trust you, it’s not that, I think I just need to get it over with,” Summer managed through teeth clenched around her cheek. “I’m not even sure I could let go of the wheel, my hands might be fused to it.”

They were coming up on the sharpest hairpin turn, a switchback like the curved end of a bobby pin with about as much square footage as the car itself. It had felt treacherous on the incline, but now it felt impossible. Like physics and geometry forbade it.

They’d been rolling along at a crawl, but as they approached the curve Summer pressed the brake to the floor and bit down on her cheek, staring at what awaited them. From their position, it looked like the road ended at the bend. Just a short stretch of narrow road and then the open valley, a thousand feet below.

“This was stupid.” Summer was trying not to panic, but her mind was racing. “Coming up here was stupid.” Neither of them had cell service, and neither of them had told anyone at the house where they were going. They had to make it past the bend, they couldn’t stay stranded up there. Summer bit her cheek even harder.

“You can do this,” Ellis said, her tone purposefully carefree, “I’ll talk you through it.”

Summer swallowed. Nodded.

“Ease off the brake and don’t look down.”

The car started forward again, pebbles crunching into the packed dirt beneath the tires.

“That’s it,” Ellis said, “now get ready to ease the wheel—”

“Actually,” Summer could feel her heartbeat in her tongue, “don’t talk about what’s happening. Distract me. Talk about something else.”

“Okay,” Ellis gave a short nod, seeming to think it over. “Alright, how’s this—you’re different.”

Summer turned the wheel a couple millimeters to the right and the car started inching into the sharp turn. “Different how?”

“More serious. Less you.” Ellis was eyeing her, Summer could sense the concern behind her oversized sunglasses.

“I mean,” Summer tilted her head, tried to play the part of someone being honest, “weddings are a lot. And there are so many people staying at the house, I can’t leave my room without a crowd gathering. Why do people treat brides like celebrities?”

“I think they’re just excited for you. It’s nice to celebrate love.”

“It’s so weird though, none of these people have ever been interested in knowing me before—some of them I’ve only just met this week. I have this theory,” they were halfway around the bend and, as it turned out, the anticipation had been worse than the execution, so Summer felt brave enough to take her eyes off the road for a split second to send Ellis a wild grin, “I think word got out about the wedding and a bunch of randos showed up and everyone is too prim and proud to admit they have no idea who half the people are.”

“Summer.”

“I’m serious!” She could’ve cringed at the sound of her own forced laugh.

Ellis took off her sunglasses, folded them, and hung them from the unbuttoned V of her linen shirt. “What’s going on?” She had serious eyes. Lawyer eyes. Best friend eyes.

There was a hairline crack somewhere at the top of Summer, a near invisible fracture that Ford had created the other night with looks and touches and a kiss that wasn’t but felt like it was. Or maybe the fracture had been there all along. But either way it was the sort of fissure that would split her in two, given the right amount of pressure. Turn the cold marble lie of her life in Echo to fragments and powder. And it wasn’t that Summer was afraid of the shattering—actually, the pull to break free was becoming increasingly hard to ignore—but what came after, that was what gave Summer pause. When the marble was rubble at her feet, what could possibly be left standing, when the façade was all she’d ever known?

The back wheels rounded the sharpest part of the turn, and finally the bend of doom was behind them. They were still a thousand feet in the air with no margin for error, but the worst of it was behind them and Summer’s pulse returned to normal.

She put the Range Rover in park. Killed the engine. Just for a moment, just so she could think this through.

“I’m thinking,” she said when she sensed that Ellis was about to ask.

She could tell her. Confess everything. Ellis would take it to her grave if Summer asked it of her. But Ellis was a solver, and this wasn’t solvable. Still, maybe she’d feel lighter, knowing Ellis was carrying the secret too.

Ellis was staring, and Summer could tell her concern was tipping toward frustration. Ellis didn’t really have patience for inaction, especially between friends. Out with it, she’d barked at Summer a million times over the course of their friendship.

Summer opened her mouth to say something, anything, but nothing came out. Her mouth was dry, and her cheek was killing. It was in shreds, and she couldn’t keep from poking her tongue into the mangled ruins. Then, before she’d really thought it through, she turned to Ellis and showed her. Hooked a finger in her own mouth and tugged, showing Ellis what she’d done to her own cheek.

At first, Ellis eyed her, confused, like what the fuck, but then she leaned in, looked, and saw.

“That looks like it hurts,” she said, calm and cool. But that worried dimple had appeared above her eye.

Summer put her hand down. “It does.” She glanced at Ellis. “I did it to myself.”

Ellis nodded. “Can you tell me why?”

Summer raised a shoulder. “I don’t like pain or anything, it’s not—it’s nothing like that, it’s just, sometimes I feel too many things at once and it all has to go somewhere. I can never just be happy, it’s always happiness mixed with guilt for being happy mixed with sadness for feeling guilty mixed with anger that everything is always tainted with sadness and guilt and what the fuck am I supposed to do with all that? It’s easier to just bite down and distract myself. Wait for the storm to pass.”

Ellis hummed, a thoughtful little noise. Summer wanted to crawl inside that sound. Wrap herself in Ellis’s compassion.

“Because of what happened?” Ellis asked. “When you were a kid?”

“Probably a little.” Summer gave a slow shrug. “It’s all related, right? Childhood trauma and all the ways we fuck up in adulthood? But I think,” she shook her head because it was hard to believe she was only putting this together now, “I mostly do it to punish myself.”

Ellis reached over and tucked a strand of Summer’s hair behind her ear. “Why would you need to punish yourself?”

“Because…how dare I?” Fuck her throat for clenching, her voice for breaking, she just needed to get this out. “Grant and Georgina kept me. They raised me. They love me, Ell, as much as people who aren’t your parents can love you. So I punish myself for being selfish and wanting to leave. And then sometimes I punish myself for not leaving. For not being selfish enough.”

“You mean leaving the company? To pursue your own thing?”

Summer nodded, though it was only half of the truth.

“You’re thirty years old,” there was a lilt in Ellis’s voice, like she wanted to laugh, “what the hell do you mean you feel selfish for wanting to leave? You’re grown! You’re allowed to pursue your own thing, you’re supposed to!”

Summer felt her head shaking of its own accord. “Nobody leaves people like the Westons. The Westons are a galaxy, and my small world exists entirely within theirs. There’s this weird sense of duty and loyalty and tradition, like you’re just expected to fall in line.”

“They’re not the royal family, Summer.”

“That’s it though, that’s exactly what it’s like. Brody and I were raised on this assumption that one day we’d take over Weston & Wilde Wood, it was never even a question, it just was. And I’m not going to pretend it’s all been awful, that’s what makes it so hard, because they were good to me—they are good to me—I mean, the best schools, clothes, vacations,” she threw her hands up with a defeated laugh, “a fucking Range Rover.”

“Okay, but those are things, not love.”

“But they’re things that I accepted. Enjoyed. Benefited from.” Summer swallowed. “And they do love me. They do. That’s what makes it so fucking confusing.” She’d jabbed her finger at her skull, frustrated, and poked herself a little harder than necessary. “I let them believe I wanted what they wanted. And now it’s too late, the wedding’s in four days. A cautionary tale for those who follow, I guess.”

“So,” Ellis was examining her coral pink nails, picking at something on her thumb, “are you gonna stop dancing around it or do I have to drag it out of you?”

Summer’s stomach twisted. It had been safe, everything she’d said so far. She turned in her seat, facing forward to the road. The winding mountain road leading down to all the other roads they’d take back to Stonehold. Always back to Stonehold. Boston had been her rumspringa, but Stonehold was all she’d known. All she’d know. Unless—

“Alright.” Summer took a deep breath in. Out. “I don’t love Brody. I’m not in love with him, I mean.”

Ellis was a good friend, she didn’t gasp or judge, she didn’t react.

“Okay,” she was back to nodding, “okay. Is this an I’m sick of him and it’s all too much at the moment thing? Or is it a he’s not the guy for me and I can’t marry him thing?”

“Both? But also neither?” Summer lifted the sledgehammer and swung for the marble façade. “The truth is, I think I’m—”

Her phone began buzzing in the center console. The alert appeared on the dashboard touchscreen and Siri asked if she’d like to answer the incoming call from Brody. She closed her eyes on a sigh and waited for the buzzing to stop. Then, the texts started. Where are you? Call me. People are asking where you are. Summer? Wtf my texts aren’t delivering? Where did you go?!

Ellis grabbed the phone from the charging dock and tossed it in the backseat. The dashboard screen lit up with another call. Brody again.

“It’s paired with the—” Summer gestured at the touchscreen.

“Ignore it.” She was on the edge of her seat, where she’d been since Summer’s confession.

Another text. Getting worried, Mom says you took the car but didn’t tell anyone?

“We should go.” Summer started the engine again.

“Summer!” Ellis flailed her arms, bulging her eyes dramatically.

“People are worried.”

“I’m worried!” She shook her head, her forehead dimple deeper than Summer had ever seen it. “Say what you were going to say.”

Summer eased off the brake and the car rolled forward. Her pulse was still fluttering. She’d been so close to saying it. Too close.

“Summer?”

Ellis wasn’t going to let this go. From the corner of her eye Summer could see her shaking her head. Her frustration was growing, Summer could feel it, but what could she possibly say? She couldn’t backpedal, Ellis had no tolerance for bullshit. She couldn’t tell the truth, she could barely believe she’d even considered it. So what, then?

“Summer!” As she shouted it, Ellis reached across the car. Not to grab, not to strike—simply to touch Summer’s shoulder, to offer comfort, because Summer was clearly going through it, Ellis would later explain.

But Summer was lost in her thoughts—she’d been doing this more and more lately, sinking down under the waters of her own consciousness, the real world reduced to distant mumbles—and it startled her, Ellis’s reaching. There was nothing Alternatively Affectionate about offering tactile comfort, so how was Summer to know her intention? As it stood, the sudden movement jarred her from her catatonic state, and there was a bizarre split-second where Summer thought Ellis was trying to grab the wheel, intending to jerk the car to get her attention, so Summer yanked the wheel in the opposite direction to counterbalance. But Ellis hadn’t been reaching for the wheel.

In the end, going over the edge wasn’t scary at all. It happened too quickly; there was only shock. First, the sickening cockeyed drop as the front left wheel went off the road, shifting the vehicle’s center of gravity, slamming Summer against the door, sending Ellis into the dash. The front right wheel followed the left with an ear-shredding cacophony as the car’s metal frame grated against the rocky precipice, followed immediately by a violent jolt as they came to a sudden halt, wide-eyed and staring straight down into the valley a thousand feet below.

Ellis started screaming. Open-mouthed roars that sounded more like an exorcism than genuine terror.

Without looking away from the near-vertical drop, Summer reached over—slowly, fingers trembling—and took Ellis’s hand. Squeezed.

The irony of a logging heiress being killed by misadventure in the wilderness was not lost on her. They wouldn’t be found out here, not for a long time. Years, even. Maybe the wolves would feast on her broken body, maybe the chipmunks and squirrels would make a home in the battered Range Rover. Maybe that was exactly as it should be—the universe, evening the score just a little.

Ellis was still screaming.

“Stop,” Summer whispered, “please.”

Ellis did, immediately. “We’re dead, we’re dead, we’re dying, we’re dead, we’re—what happened? Why are we—” She looked at Summer, pure terror on her face.

“I’m sorry,” Summer said, and the words came out all crackly, her mouth had gone bone dry, “I thought—I thought you were grabbing the wheel, I don’t know—”

“Why would I be grab the wheel?” Ellis shouted.

“I don’t know!” Summer shouted back. “I’m seriously messed up lately, I don’t—” Suddenly it dawned on her, as she slowly grew brave enough to look left, then right, that it was possible they weren’t going to die after all. “I think we’re stuck on something.”

“We’re stuck? On something?”

“No, it’s a good thing, we’re—” she dared to lean forward the slightest bit, peered out the window in an attempt to evaluate the severity of their predicament, “we’re lodged up against it, I don’t think we’ll fall.”

It was a tree, they learned, long minutes later when they’d popped the trunk’s automatic door and worked up the nerve to start crawling—first into the backseat, then over the backseat, through the cargo space and out onto blessed, flat ground.

“I know you’re an atheist,” Ellis’s voice was still quivering when they stood side by side, assessing the situation a safe distance from the edge, “but you can’t tell me that’s not divine intervention.” She pointed down at the singular tree, inexplicably growing straight up out of the cliffside, before bursting into tears.

The height was dizzying, and Summer’s vision swam as she inched toward the edge and peered down the steep, gray length that had almost been their tombstone. Her legs felt boneless, her head was full of static. The Range Rover had been caught by the tree’s upper branches, the wheels were hovering only an inch or two off of the smooth rock face, but if they’d gone over anywhere else…if they’d been going any faster…

It was a strange thing, coming so close to death. Maybe later she’d feel relieved, or gloriously grateful, maybe she’d finally manage an actual tear (though Ellis was doing an impressive job of weeping enough for the both of them), but at the moment, she was preoccupied with horror. Like the almostness was its own small tragedy, not yet separate from what had nearly been.

Long moments later, Ellis, now dry-eyed and chipper, crawled back through the Range Rover and into the driver’s seat. There was absolutely no risk, she’d decided, because the tree had spoken: they weren’t meant to die that day. The back wheels spun, kicking up dirt and pebbles, and the underside spit sparks as it scraped back the way it came, but between Ellis’s blind faith and the car’s all wheel drive system, it took nearly nothing to reverse back up onto the road. It was anticlimactic, really. Insultingly simple.

When they were both back in the car, sitting in their original seats, Ellis sighed, long and loud, like she’d just kicked off her shoes and sunk into her couch after a long day in court.

“So, that happened.” She looked at Summer. “We should’ve taken pictures, no one will believe us.”

Summer nodded, unsure what she was agreeing with, then shivered. Probably from shock. That felt like a thing that happened—shock, making you cold. Then again, it was cold out. Even colder this high up in the mountains, right by the sea.

Her phone buzzed from somewhere underneath her seat where it had been catapulted in the chaos. She fished it out, sent a quick text to Brody. Just lunch with Ellis, sry! Then, Coming—she almost wrote home, but decided on back. Coming back now!

Later, when they were jostling back along the unpaved forest road that led to the main route that led to I-5, Ellis’s words were still rattling around in Summer’s head.

“I’m not an atheist, by the way,” Summer said, glancing over at Ellis and shrugging. “I don’t have an opinion on that stuff. I don’t really think about it.”

Ellis’s mouth twitched like she had an inside joke with the hereafter. “After that,” she nodded back toward the cliff, “it might be worth considering.”

They drove in silence for a while, and Summer thought about it. About chance, or fate, or whatever you wanted to call it. It felt like an equation that needed solving: if two cars veer off the road, why does one get caught by a tree growing a thousand feet in the air while the other drowns its occupants in water barely deep enough to dive in? How does the universe choose?

And then—maybe because they’d almost died, or maybe because they’d lived—Summer, with her eyes still on the road, said,

“I’m gay.”

The words floated down around them like a burst of confetti. Surprise.

In the end, all Ellis did was nod. Like she’d known all along and was just waiting for Summer to get brave and say it.

They’d talk about it, Summer knew. Ellis didn’t do white elephants. But for now, there was only this: a secret confessed along an endless forest road and Ellis, grinning like she couldn’t help herself as she reached over and gently patted the air an inch above Summer’s forearm.

This time, Summer didn’t flinch.
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Wednesday dawned, bright and beautiful and all too soon.

Brody and Harrison were down in the Salt Mine finalizing the reception playlist, and Summer followed Ellis to join them after Harrison had texted her to get her sweat ass down here.

“He means sweet,” Ellis had quickly pocketed her phone.

“But he wrote sweat,” Summer said.

“It’s a typo.”

“Is it?” Summer’s quick nose-scrunched head tilt had Ellis shoving her shoulder.

“Was it a typo when you said yes to Brody even though you’re a raging lesbi—ow!”

“Sorry.” Summer hadn’t meant to smack Ellis’s arm quite so hard.

“No,” Ellis rubbed her arm, “I deserved that.”

They’d agreed—they weren’t going to talk about it until Summer spoke with Brody. Too many eyes and ears in every corner of Stonehold.

The day before, after the drive home from the cliff, they’d parked in the driveway and sat talking in the Range Rover, ruined front bumper and all, for nearly an hour.

“It makes sense,” Ellis had said, looking over at Summer. “You, being gay.” The corner of her mouth had twitched like she was trying not to smile. “You used to get so nervous around my roommate sophomore year, the one with the mohawk—”

“Remy.”

“Right, and I wondered. But you and Brody were like, a single-celled organism, so I didn’t look too hard at it.” Then, she’d punched Summer’s arm. “Why didn’t you tell me?!”

“I’m telling you now!” Summer shouted, rubbing her arm. “I haven’t told anyone, Ell. I thought I could just, like, ignore it.”

Ellis shot her a look.

Summer searched for a way to explain. “Brody’s dad was my dad’s best friend, right? Like, best friend—they grew up next door to each other, took over their fathers’ company together.” She needed Ellis to understand. “When Brody was born, they waited four months for me to be born so they could do a joint birth announcement. But when they sent it out, they made the cards look like engagement announcements. The only son of Grant Weston and the only daughter of Rowan Wilde. They meant it to be fun, I think, like we came into the world together and were meant to stay that way. They used to dress me up in a white dress and put Brody in a tiny tuxedo for the holiday card they’d send to all their employees. They told everyone we had an arranged marriage, it would get a laugh at all the Easter brunches and Christmas parties when we were little. But it wasn’t a joke. Not entirely.”

“First of all,” Ellis was making a face, “that’s gross, so let’s just leave that there.” She shooed Summer’s words away, out the car window in the direction of Stonehold, as if it really was that easy. Maybe it was. “And second, do you realize this has nothing to do with being gay? I mean, I’m straight, and I’m not into Brody. People can’t predetermine that shit.” She shrugged. “Besides, who cares what they want? My mom wanted me to be on Broadway, she had me in tap shoes before I could even walk. Voice lessons, acting classes. We lived in the city, so every time Les Miz was casting, every time they were hiring orphans for Annie or stair-step von Trapp kids or—Lord help me—when Lion King had open calls for young Nala, she’d haul me out of school and we’d spend all day in midtown with all the stage moms and shiny, happy stage kids who’d come from every corner of the tristate. Like clockwork, every few months, I’d march into that big room with all the mirrors, say hi to the grown men sitting behind that long table with their notes and their judgment, and I’d sing and dance my heart out, just like my mom wanted me to. It went on for years and years until she finally had to accept that it was getting weird—I was years older and at least two feet taller than any other kid auditioning.”

“How have you never told me this! I didn’t know you could sing?”

“That’s the point, Summer—I’m tone deaf. Can’t sing a note, never could. Didn’t matter how much my mom spent on voice lessons, I was never going to be a singer. Just because someone hangs their hat on you becoming something, it doesn’t mean you should. It doesn’t even mean you can.” She raised a shoulder. “I was never going to be a singer because I was born to become obsessed with procedural dramas and courtroom transcripts. I was meant to go to law school. And I don’t think my mom’s glaring down at all the Broadway stages wondering where I am, I think she’s laughing at how selfish her dream for me was. I think she’s proud as hell that I didn’t let it change the dream I had for myself.” She reached out and gave Summer’s shoulder a gentle poke. “Your parents would want the same for you.”

“They would, you’re right.” Summer was staring at her hand, spinning her engagement ring around and around with her thumb. “But they died, and the Westons made sure I didn’t end up in the system. No questions asked, they didn’t even have to think about it. And Brody’s in love with me. Or—he’s happy with me, at least. Used to me. He’s not good with change. And Georgina’s in love with the whole idea of Brody and I being soulmates.” She looked at Ellis. “If I end it, they’ll hate me. They’re going to ask how I could let it get this far, how I could’ve lied for so long. How I could hurt them like this. They’re the only family I have, and they’re going to hate me.”

“But Summer, that’s conditional love, it’s not the real thing. If they can’t love you beyond what you offer them—the perfect creepy holiday photo, the capitalist Hallmark love story—then they never really loved you in the first place.” She gave Summer’s leg a light smack. “And how dare you say they’re the only family you have.”

It had taken the rest of the day for Summer to even consider doing what she already, deep down, knew she had to do. What she’d known she had to do for months. Years, even.

“I need to speak with Brody,” she’d finally let herself say aloud, holed up in Ellis’s room, hiding from the other guests and watching reruns of Friends.

“You mean you need to break things off with Brody,” Ellis had said, “and stop with your cheek, I can hear you from here.”

Just the thought of it made her gag. It was easier to speak in euphemisms. More manageable. Less paralyzing. So she was planning to speak with Brody.

She and Ellis swung by the evergreen dining room on their way to the Salt Mine. Georgina was hosting yet another mini-brunch and the table was piled high with bagels and pastries. Ellis grabbed a donut and broke it in two, offering Summer the other half. Summer shook her head and poured a mug full of coffee instead. She hadn’t eaten since the day before. It was too much—the company destroying the valley, nearly falling to their doom. Coming out to Ellis. She’d returned to Stonehold and promptly lost her appetite after realizing how every single aspect of her life was about to be irrevocably altered.

When it had been her secret and hers alone, she knew she could’ve carried it through life—not happily, but dutifully. Everyone had secrets, after all. But then Ford happened. When I kiss you, I’m going to take my time. And keeping the secret forever was suddenly unbearable. I don’t live my life in the shadows. And now that Ellis knew everything, there was no going back to before.

“Do you have a plan?” Ellis asked as they crossed the foyer, headed for the back hallway that led to the wine cellar stairway. “For The Talk?

“Not yet.” She hauled the heavy wooden door open and gestured for Ellis to go ahead.

Ellis stared at her. “Do you realize how hard it is for me to keep a secret? I can’t act normally when I know things. Georgina said hi to me earlier and I just screamed.”

“You’ll be fine.” She couldn’t deal with Ellis’s panic on top of her own. “Get your sweaty ass down there.”

The Salt Mine wasn’t a salt mine at all but rather a room below the wine cellar, down a curved stairway carved right out of the bedrock. Originally, the Salt Mine had been used to house barrels of wine and whiskey. The room was essentially a cave—moist rock walls and a ceiling like the underside of a massive boulder—and the cool temperature and high humidity was ideal for the aging process, though it had been a couple generations since a Weston had dabbled in distilling, and the room had gone unused for decades.

Downstairs, Brody was perusing the hundreds of vinyl records that were packed tightly along the backlit oak shelves his father had installed for his collection, all arranged alphabetically and by genre. Harrison was draped across one of the two black velvet couches, looking hungover and nursing a bourbon. He kept shaking the tumbler so the ice would clink before each sip.

Summer dropped onto the opposite couch and Ellis stretched out beside her.

“This one’s worth like twenty-k,” Brody pulled out a small record sleeve.

He kept pulling out records, playing half a song then getting distracted by yet another record which he’d then pull out and play, while the others watched from the couches.

Over the years the Salt Mine had undergone a transformation from empty cave to music room to luxury lounge with speakeasy vibes—a black chandelier with a dimmer switch now hung from the center of the rock ceiling, and the velvet couches mirrored each other in front of a full bar. The sound system had become more elaborate too, Grant had added to it over the years with the best of this and the newest of that. At night, when Stonehold was still and silent, music from the Salt Mine carried throughout the rest of the house. An architectural phenomenon, mostly because of all the stone. As a child, Summer had spent many sleepless nights in the wake of her parents’ accident lying awake, listening to the unfamiliar melodies that came drifting up from the Salt Mine, humming along the house’s marble floors and carved limestone features like a tuning fork.

“Who fucking cares bro,” Harrison moaned from where he was draped across the couch, “all this music is old and weird.”

“It’s Elvis, dude,” Brody laughed and put the record back before pulling out another. “Okay, this one is incredible.”

The music started, crackly and old, and Harrison groaned. It was instrumental at first, and Summer sat straighter as the opening notes played.

It was the song. The one she’d heard in the cigar lounge. And in the secret room. A different version, she realized as a man’s voice began to croon, but the same song. Affecting her in the same way—cold limbs, twisting stomach.

“I don’t want this song,” she said, but no one seemed to hear.

“Everyone always thinks The Mamas and the Papas recorded the original,” Brody was saying, “but it was this guy.” Brody held up the record sleeve. “Ozzie Nelson. He recorded it in 1931, and this is the original.”

“I don’t want this song.” Summer said it loudly this time.

Ellis was giving her a look like what does it matter? If there wasn’t going to be a wedding, why have an opinion on the songs?

But Summer meant she didn’t want the song now. She didn’t want to hear it.

“Are you okay?” Brody turned it off. “You look—” He trailed off.

Summer nodded. “I’m just—” Her eyes slid to Ellis, sitting ramrod straight on the edge of the opposite couch, eyes wide as she nudged her head toward Brody, like Summer might want to speak with him right there and then. “I’m just tired.”

It wasn’t a lie. Last night had been just as sleepless as the rest. And to make matters worse, the little sleep she did manage to get had been plagued by nightmares where she’d end up stark naked in public, with no clue how or why, and—as she frantically searched for her clothes, a blanket, anything—all the fully-clothed people continued to interact with her as if everything was normal. It was related, of course. It had to be. She could imagine her old therapist jotting notes in her leather-bound file: Sierra is conflict-avoidant so her subconscious is working through her existential terror at night, which is an insufficient and cowardly course of inaction.

“They almost died yesterday, don’t forget,” Harrison chuckled. “I’d be tired too.”

He’d been the only one unbothered by their ordeal on the cliff. Brody had looked sick when they’d described it, then spent the rest of the day worrying over Summer like the almostness had rendered her fragile. Grant had waved away Summer’s apology about the damage to the front of the Range Rover, hugging her and insisting the only thing that mattered was that she and Ellis were okay. To which Brody had said it would’ve been a different story if they’d damaged the Aston, but that he too was glad they were okay.

Harrison, on the other hand, seemed to think they were both exaggerating the incident while simultaneously being at fault. Something about women and large cars.

Summer stood up. “I have an idea,” she said, and from the corner of her eye she saw Ellis cover her mouth with her hands after whispering oh my God it’s happening, “we should play tennis.”

“Ew.” Ellis’s nose wrinkled.

“Doubles,” Summer clarified. “It’ll be fun.”

Truthfully, she just wanted to go outside. She needed air, and if she went out alone she’d be surrounded by a gaggle of Brody’s cousins in minutes. Also, she wanted Brody to stop planning their wedding. Even the last minute details like finalizing the playlist. She wanted to protect him from the indignity of it all. The indignity of her.

“Yes!” Harrison jumped up and clapped his hands together. “You’re on!”

“Sure,” Brody agreed, but he looked confused. “I’ll just—” He put the record back in the sleeve and tucked it back onto the shelf. “I can do this later.” He shrugged, shoved his hands in his pockets and sent Summer a small smile.

“Ford’s out there, you know. In back by the courts,” Ellis said. “Is that why you suggested tennis?”

“Nope,” Summer said, which was the truth. Mostly. “Let’s hope she’s not expecting Wimbledon,” Summer laughed, attempting nonchalance, “I haven’t played in years.”

They’d run upstairs to grab rackets and change into Summer’s old tennis skirts left over from lessons at Raquette. Ellis was leaning against one of the bed’s tall posts, arms crossed and grinning.

“I saw her from the window when I showered this morning.” Ellis wiggled her eyebrows and licked her teeth. “She’s a hard worker. Seems like she doesn’t stop until she gets the job done, like her utmost priority is to please you. Like she’ll keep on going until you’re good and satis—”

“Jesus, Ellis, stop.”

She hadn’t meant to tell Ellis about Ford. But the night before, after a day of heart-to-hearting, Ellis had asked the obvious question—is there someone else? And no, Summer had insisted at first, of course there wasn’t. Truly, there wasn’t. But also, just a little bit, there was. So Summer had told her what happened fifteen years earlier. The night the future groundskeeper had kissed her, or the night she’d kissed the future groundskeeper, effectively ruining Summer for all future kisses.

And Ellis hadn’t stopped romanticizing the situation since. Which, while validating, was entirely pointless at the moment.

“Do you think she’s been thinking about you all this time?” Ellis caught the skirt Summer tossed her way and held it up to assess. “While you were in Boston?

“Probably not.” When I kiss you, I’m going to take my time. “Maybe. I don’t know.” Summer sighed. “I do know that she’s out there clearing weeds, putting in fourteen hour days of manual labor so that I can marry Brody, so that sucks.”

Ellis grimaced, baring her teeth. “Oh my God, can you imagine? Fixing up the yard so the love of your life can marry someone else?”

“I’m not the love of her life, Ellis, we barely know each other,” Summer had laughed, pulling on her skirt. “Ever consider that the reason your mom wanted you on Broadway is because you’re really fucking dramatic?”

“Ever consider that the reason you’re in this impossible predicament is because you’re not dramatic enough?” Ellis had arched an eyebrow. “Fake it and take it never works out in the end. I look good in this,” she turned this way and that in front of Summer’s mirror, tugging the white skirt higher, making it shorter.

“One of the things I hate about you,” Summer flipped her hair forward to throw it into a ponytail, “is that you look good in everything.” She pulled on a baggy black crew neck. “What if I just light the house on fire when everyone’s asleep? I could start it down in the gym or something so people have time to escape.”

Ellis shook her head. “Georgina would have the wedding in the ashes.”

“Why did I wait so long?” Summer looked at her.

“Because life is terrifying.”

“I’m not leaving Brody for Ford,” Summer said, surprising herself, because Ellis hadn’t asked. “With or without Ford in the equation, Brody and I haven’t been happy for a long time. I don’t even know if we were ever happy.”

“Okay, you’re not leaving Brody for Ford, I hear that, I respect that,” Ellis nodded, then raised an eyebrow, “but seriously. Come on. You’re gonna fuck her, right?”

“Jesus,” Summer laughed, more exasperation than amusement, “I don’t know. I want to know her. Get to know her. She’s kind.”

“Holy shit.” Ellis was shaking her head. “You’re in trouble.” She lowered her voice, smirking. “But seriously, do you want to…?”

Summer found herself nodding. “But she won’t. Not until—she said she wants me free. Before.”

Ellis started slapping the bed post with one hand and fanning herself with the other. “She’s waited fifteen years for you, she’s hot as hell, and now you’re telling me she’s noble too? My God, when you two finally get down to it,” she made a whooshing sound, pantomiming an explosion, “like launching a rocket at an oil rig. They’ll see that blaze in space.” She pointed. “You better call me right after, I’ll need details. Maybe a few sketches.” She looked Summer up and down. “She’s going to see you in this, you know.”

“So? Summer looked down at herself. “This is my cozy shirt.”

“You look like half a body bag.” Ellis was warming up, practicing her backhand on the other side of the room.

“Alright, fine,” Summer groaned. She pulled out a barely-there yoga top and made a face in the mirror once it was on. She looked…amazing, for one. But also ridiculous, because— “It’s like fifty degrees outside, she’s going to see how desperate this is.”

“Doesn’t mean she won’t appreciate it.”

Summer tilted her head. “Did I hear you say she was hot?”

“Obviously,” Ellis tested her racket against her palm. “I’m straight, not stupid.”

Tennis, it turned out, was rather a loose description for what unfolded. Mostly it was an afternoon of Brody and Harrison serving the ball over and over, rocketing it across the court in an attempt to hit the other in the penis.

“They’re grown men,” Ellis said, watching them with disgusted fascination, “and this is fun for them.”

Summer had never understood their friendship. Couldn’t see the appeal of Harrison. Brody was the love child of generational wealth and the west coast hippie culture, which was already enough of a paradox without Harrison at his side, looking like he’d just time traveled from 1960s Wall Street with his greased hair and skinny ties and problematic personality. They were an odd duo, the pair of them.

Summer shook her head and served. She and Ellis had moved over to the adjacent court. And if Summer jogged over to the far side of the court before Ellis could claim it—the side that offered an open view of the backyard—well, it was just practical.

And yet, the yard was dismally empty of both weeds and groundskeepers.

How she’d managed it Summer wasn’t sure, but in just a day and a half Ford had cleared nearly an acre. The job was done. Ahead of time, no less. Which, Summer realized with a stab of disappointment, probably meant she wouldn’t see her after all.

Ellis volleyed the ball back to her and Summer lunged to hit it back. It went that way for a while, the thwack of the ball against their rackets, the bounce of it on the asphalt.

At one point, Brody got a phone call from Grant. Summer could always tell—Brody had a way of speaking to his father, low-pitched and just this side of self-important. He signaled for Harrison to give him a minute, walking a short distance away from the courts.

Summer served again, but she was rusty and it veered left.

Ellis chased after it, serving it back before being caught around the waist by Harrison. He lifted her up and she squealed, smacking Harrison’s back as he carried her around fireman-style, laughing and kicking her legs.

According to Ellis, Alternative Affection actually encouraged tactile exchanges between romantic partners, which, to Summer, seemed a little convenient. And dangerous, when that partner was Harrison. He’d always been the worst offender when it came to stealing Ellis’s power, and he didn’t need to touch her to do it.

Summer balanced the ball on her racket, waiting for her friend. Bounced it in place a few times. Suddenly, there was a shift in the atmosphere. 

Ellis had something in her hand, something Summer had watched her pull from Harrison’s pocket when they’d been roughhousing. She was holding it out in her palm, looking pissed. Summer couldn’t see what it was. She also didn’t really care. Five years she’d done this with them in college. They fought and they fucked and they fought some more. She’d squinted at it from every angle but still couldn’t see what Ellis saw in him. Harrison Caulfield was poison.

Ellis was getting louder, Harrison was doing that annoying thing he did whenever they fought—steepling his hands and pressing them to his lips like he was praying for the patience to deal with it all, which was bullshit because it was usually his fault they were fighting in the first place.

Summer took several steps backward toward the chain fence, turning away to give them some semblance of privacy for whatever it was they were hashing out, and came face to face with Ford, standing directly on the other side of the chain link.

“Shit!” Summer’s hand flew to her chest, still clutching the tennis ball.

Ford grinned. “Boo.” She was raking up errant chunks of freshly cut grass along the court’s exterior edge, wearing baggy black jeans and a tee shirt under a green and gray flannel, unbuttoned with sleeves rolled, tattooed forearms on full display.

Summer’s heart was still racing. “How long have you been standing there?”

“Long enough.” Ford, clearly amused, didn’t look up from where she was raking. “Are they okay?” She nodded to where Ellis and Harrison were inches apart, spitting venom back and forth.

“Don’t know why you ask, they’re completely in love, can’t you tell?”

Ford smirked. “To each their own, I suppose. And you? Holding up alright?” She put a hand to her eyes to shield the sun, and finally looked directly at Summer. It was quick, subtle, almost undetectable—Ford was good at almost undetectable—but Summer caught it. Caught her noticing the skirt. The legs. The shirt that was more like an elongated bra.

Like launching a rocket at an oil rig. “Yeah, things are good. I’m good.” They’ll see that blaze in space.

“You look good. Like things are good.” Ford said it casually, looking away.

Summer smiled at the ground. “How are your arms?”

“Well, turns out, I’m rather allergic to cunt grass,” she grinned, raising an arm. Her tattoos were dotted with countless calamine-covered scabs.

Summer clenched her jaw. “Is there more—” to do, she was going to say, because if so, she was going to tell Ford to stop, that she was itching in vain, that there wasn’t going to be a wedding, but she was interrupted by an aggravated growl from Harrison.

He was looming over Ellis, telling her to lower her voice. Her hands were flying as she berated him.

“You can tell how angry she is when she talks with her hands like that,” Summer said. “The anger is proportionate to the ferocity of her gestures.”

“Pretty pissed off then, huh?”

“Ten years. That’s how long they’ve been on this bleak roller coaster ride. On and off, up and down. He’s horrible, that guy. Harrison. He’s horrible.” As Summer said it, Harrison lunged toward Ellis, grabbing her shoulders.

“Dude!” Ford shouted across the court. “Take a step back, man. No need for that.”

There was a beat of absolute deafening silence as Harrison turned his head—just his head—from Ellis to Ford.

“I’m sorry?” Harrison’s smile was wild. “Did you just give me an order? Am I a fucking dog?”

Ford shrugged, unflustered. “Do dogs put their hands on women when their intellect’s been bested?”

Shit. Summer’s stomach was knotting. The way Harrison was looking at Ford was…not good.

“My intellect?” He echoed, and his smile was wider now, maniacal. “A fucking landscaper is telling me about my intellect?”

“Harrison—” Ellis could sense it too. The shift in his fury, all of it now focused on Ford.

“Do you know who I am? Who my family is?” He spit the words.

Ford, incredibly, had actually gone back to raking the grass while he stalked toward her. “Oh, Harrison, bud,” she laughed, still raking, “I really don’t care.”

Harrison grabbed the chain fence between them and shook it, metallic and loud. “I am not your bud—”

“Back off, asshole.” Summer’s cheeks were on fire, heart pounding in her ears.

“Seriously, Summer?” Harrison did a double-take, like he couldn’t quite believe it. “You think it’s okay for her to say that shit? I’m a guest—”

“And she’s my friend. So back off. And apologize.”

“Apologize?” He let out a sharp laugh. “To her?”

“And Ellis. For whatever the fuck you’ve done this time, you toxic, small-dicked—”

He lunged at Summer.

She didn’t have the time to be afraid or even to react, because as soon as he’d lunged Harrison was shouting out in sudden pain, whirling around, palm rubbing the small of his own back. The handle of Ford’s rake was sticking all the way through the chain link. A blunt sword.

“Wouldn’t do that if I were you.” The look Ford was giving him could’ve called an avalanche from the distant mountains.

Ford stared at him, unyielding, and he stared back.

Finally, he put his hands up, took a step back. Scrubbed his face and growled into his hands. He started in the direction of the court’s door, stopping to point a finger in Ellis’s face. “We’ll finish this later.”

When he was gone, Ellis closed the distance, joining them at the fence.

“I’m so sorry,” she said, on the verge of tears.

“Are you okay?” Ford asked.

“Yeah, he didn’t—” Ellis closed her eyes and shook her head. “He’s not always like this.”

“He is though, Ell,” Summer said softly.

“No, but like this, with the grabbing and the lunging. He’s only like this when,” she was gesturing, but Summer didn’t understand, “you know.”

“When he’s high,” Ford said.

Ellis nodded.

“Wait, really?” Summer looked between them.

“Twitching, sniffling, pupils the size of that tennis ball,” Ford said. “Not proud of it, but I know the signs.”

“I found it on him. In his pocket. He said he got it in Seattle the other night but I don’t believe him—I would’ve noticed him carrying around that much cocaine. It was a huge bag, did you see?” She looked at Summer.

“Yeah, but…I don’t know what the average bag of cocaine looks like, so.”

It wasn’t the first time Harrison’s partying started a fight. Ellis hated drugs. Harrison didn’t.

“Are you okay?” Summer ducked to catch Ellis’s eye. “We could go somewhere, get away for a few hours if you want.”

“No, I don’t want to cause a big thing, there’s already so much—” Suddenly she turned to Ford, her face miraculously bright and cheery. “I’m Ellis, by the way! I’m sorry, this isn’t how I wanted to meet,” she said with a soft smile. “I’m so glad though, to be meeting you. Officially.” She slid Summer what she probably thought was a subtle smile, but the accompanying lip bite and approving nod were anything but.

Ford looked confused, but she recovered and smiled back. “Pleasure’s mine. Hope you’re able to salvage the day, both of you. Don’t let that ruin things.” She nodded in the direction Harrison had stormed off in. “And if he comes back, just whistle. I’ll have my rake ready.”

Ellis laughed, a real true laugh, and turned to Summer. “I like her.”

Ford’s eyes narrowed slightly, a cautious smile dawning as she looked between them.

Brody chose that exact moment to reappear on the court, bouncing a ball on his racket.

“Alright, let’s do this!” He looked around. “Where’s Harrison?”
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It stormed that night, with furious winds and rolling thunder, and the power went out as Summer sat cross-legged on her bed, writing the cover letter for Green Guard. Attempting to, anyway.

But now, in addition to Green Guard’s looming deadline, she also had the added pressure of coming up with something eloquent and moving before her laptop—which had only charged to nine-percent before the power went out—died.

She stared at the blinking bar at the top of her empty document and tried to summon all the anger, all the fury she’d felt when she’d seen the destruction in the valley by Bellingham Bay. But all she managed to conjure was frustration, and mostly toward herself. The application was due in three days, and she couldn’t write the cover letter. Couldn’t answer the question, how will your organization make the world a better place? Maybe because she wasn’t sure it would. Wasn’t sure she had it in her to make anything better, never mind the world. She couldn’t even tell her fiancé she wasn’t going to marry him, and that was due in three days too.

Why couldn’t she do things? Why was it so difficult to take action, to make a choice and stand strong in it?

My father, she suddenly typed, because the thought had just occurred to her and maybe it was a good place to start, taught me to leave imprints instead of footprints. It’s a philosophy that—

Her laptop went dark.

“Shit.” She slammed it shut. Flopped back violently, stared at her ceiling for a moment, then sat up again. Grabbed her phone. She could write it as an email to herself. Except her phone had even less battery than her laptop had. This time she fell forward, folding herself, face buried in the duvet. She wanted to scream. But she sat up again, determined, because no. She’d let circumstance rule her life for far too long. She wasn’t going to let the storm decide when she wrote the letter. She was going to write it right fucking now. There were pens and plenty of paper in the library.

It was late and all the lights in the hallway’s sconces—usually dimmed to a warm glow this time of night—were pitch black. It didn’t matter, Summer knew the way. She padded barefoot to the library, grabbed a pen—first one, then two, then five, because with her luck most of them wouldn’t have ink—and a stack of papers.

She was nearly back to her room when she noticed the closed door at the far end of the hall. Their old playroom—hers and Brody’s. A thin strip of warm light was pouring from beneath the door, which was odd. It could only be coming from the room’s enormous fireplace, but nobody used the playroom anymore. Not for years and years.

It was probably nothing. Maybe one of the many random cousins had discovered the semi-abandoned room and decided it was a great place to doom scroll or get high or whatever they were doing to pass the time in the days leading up to the wedding.

Summer reached for her doorknob, but something stopped her. A feeling. A suspicion.

So she headed for the closed door at the end of the hall.
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There’d been a worse thunderstorm once, when Summer was nine.

She’d been old enough to know that thunder was just noise, that lightning was just electricity, but she’d still been young enough for logic to be overruled by wide-eyed apprehension every time a deafening thunderclap boomed directly overhead. This particular storm had been immense—the news would go on to call it the worst storm in decades—and Summer had woken up to a crackling crescendo that rumbled and roared, shaking the very walls around her as if the sky was tearing in two.

She’d bolted out of bed, heart pounding, heading for her parents’ room out of habit—the nearby Redemption was prone to flash flooding, and her father always kept a weather radio handy so they’d have time to evacuate if necessary. She’d made it as far as the hallway when she realized she wasn’t at The Hearth and her father wasn’t listening to the broadcast to make sure they were safe. Another clap of thunder sounded, and the accompanying flash sent a pulse of light down the long hallway, illuminating its gargoyle sconces and dark panels and endless closed doors, and for the very first time Summer had given life to that lonely, unthinkable word, fists clenched at her sides, whispering it into the furious night: I’m an orphan.

It had been over a year since their deaths, but the pain hadn’t eased. It was a burden too heavy to carry, impossible to set down. Made worse, perhaps, by the fact that she was homesick for a house that was right there, but would never be right again. As the storm raged, Summer decided the only answer was to get as close to The Hearth as possible. Maybe just the vague sense of proximity might be a comfort.

The playroom was at the very end of the north hall, and while its large, arched windows faced the front yard, the room featured a little loft, accessible by spiral stairway, with a singular porthole from which the smallest sliver of The Hearth’s roofline could be seen through the trees. Summer brought her pillow so she could sleep there, curled up on the floor of the tiny loft, facing home. But when she reached the room, she found the fireplace blazing. She ascended the winding stairs, annoyed that she wouldn’t be able to feel sorry for herself in peace.

“We’re not supposed to use the fireplace on our own.” She tossed her pillow against the back wall and flopped down, resting against it.

Brody was sitting cross-legged in his surfboard-patterned pajamas, plucking away at the guitar across his lap. His blond waves had grown past his ears—it was late August, they were due for back-to-school haircuts any day now—and he looked like he belonged on a beach somewhere warm and far away.

The loft was small, about the size of a walk-in closet, and the front wall was open except for a low railing, overlooking the room below. She watched the firelight’s reflection in the blown glass of the hot air balloon chandelier, watched it dance across the striped rug and miniature leather couch Georgina had found in a catalogue, over the stuffed animals arranged in chairs around the craft table with its watercolors and the disappearing ink kit Brody had begged for and then never used.

After listening to his soft strums for a moment, Summer glanced over at him. “Did you hear me?”

“So what?” He didn’t look at her. “That’s Thea’s rule and she’s not here.”

“She’ll be here tomorrow and she’ll know.”

“It’s not Thea’s house.”

“Try telling that to Thea.”

“Fuck Thea.”

That made Summer sit up just as fast as the thunder. “What’s wrong with you?” It wasn’t an accusation, it was true concern. Brody didn’t talk like that, something had to be very wrong.

But he ignored her, instead trying several times to stretch his small fingers as far as he could, attempting a new chord.

After a moment he gave up and finally looked at Summer. “What’s wrong with you?”

“Nothing.” Summer bulged her eyes at him, shaking her head defensively.

“Are you scared of the storm?”

“No.”

“I am. A little. Only ‘cause it’s a bad one.”

As if to underline his point, a crack of thunder exploded overhead. From where they sat they could see the sky through the arched windows, and they watched as it flashed with long, jagged bolts.

Without saying a word, Brody reached over and held Summer’s hand.

She wouldn’t tell Brody what happened—how she’d woken up, thinking she was still at The Hearth—and she knew he hadn’t told her the truth either. Brody admitting he was a little afraid of anything only ever meant there was a bigger truth hiding just behind.

Eventually, he set his guitar aside, and Summer shifted so he could lay his head on the pillow beside her. After a while, his breathing evened, and she’d thought he’d fallen asleep, but then he whispered, soft and quiet.

“Sometimes my dad is really mean,” he said.

Summer frowned at the ceiling. She’d never seen Grant be anything other than warm and silly; Thea was the disciplinarian, Grant was the one who wound them up. Like having a third child, Georgina had said not two weeks earlier, when Grant had helped them break in their new trampoline. And anyway, they hardly ever saw Grant, he’d been so busy with the company now that he was the sole CEO.

“What did he do?”

But Brody shook his head. “Nothing.” He sounded moody again. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Alright, fine.”

Summer lay there, listening to the crackling of the fireplace. To the distant thunder as it retreated back up the mountains. To her own thoughts, which had become far more introspective and mature, of late.

“Best friends?” Brody whispered into the dark. “You have to say it back,” he added, suddenly concerned, “it’s the rule.”

“I know the rule. Best friends. Duh.”

It was a well-used recalibration, quicker than a discussion, easier than awkwardness. Back to basics, return to start. It worked every time.

They lay there, side by side, as the night crawled on. Weathering the storm together.
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The playroom’s fireplace was blazing, casting long, dancing shadows, bathing the room with its orange glow.

The room hadn’t changed over the years, though the miniature couch and craft table were gone. The colorful rug was gone too, probably in storage on the fourth floor, rolled up in a corner, collecting dust. Waiting for Summer and Brody’s children to need a playroom.

Summer left the pens and paper on the floor by the door and climbed the winding stairway. And—just as she’d suspected—found Brody in the loft, softly strumming his guitar.

“Hi,” he said, smiling when he saw her.

She sat down beside him. “This room felt so much bigger when we were little.”

It wasn’t a small room, but it was far from the great hall she’d once believed it to be. The walls were paneled, like so many of the rooms, and painted black. The vaulted ceiling was black too, which might’ve seemed an odd choice for a child’s playroom except it had the marked effect of highlighting the pops of color—the hot air balloon chandelier, the collection of framed pen and ink sketches that hung over the fireplace—a butterfly in a blue frame, a crocodile in green, an octopus in purple, a parrot in red.

“You ever think about how ridiculous our childhoods were?” She looked at him.

“Meaning?”

“Our playroom had a glass blown hot air balloon chandelier.” She pointed. “Most kids are thrilled with a sandbox.”

“I would’ve loved a sandbox, we never had one.” Brody set his guitar down beside him. “Did you know my mom made that chandelier?”

“Seriously?” Summer did a double take, peering up at the colorful installment; a lightbulb within each of the shiny, glass balloons, woven metal baskets hanging beneath.

“She took a glassworks course in Murano before I was born,” Brody said. “She’s good at that stuff. Artistic.”

“So are you.” Summer nudged his shoulder with hers and nodded at the guitar. A beat passed, a quiet moment, and her pulse flared. This was it. She knew it before she’d even opened the door. “Brody, I—”

“I know.”

Summer looked at him, mouth still open from speaking.

“The honeymoon. I was an asshole. We can postpone, or even cancel. Whatever you want.”

“Oh, no, I—” She blinked at the floor. “It’s not that.”

“What, then?” Brody waited.

But Summer was finding it impossible to find the words. She kept opening her mouth to say something, then closing it when nothing came out. Open, close. Open, close.

“Where’s the invisible ink when you need it,” he chuckled, short and nervous, “you could’ve just written it on the wall.”

Summer looked at him, feeling quite suddenly on the verge of tears. They’d only written their secrets that one time, the night of the storm—like most grandiose ideas dreamed up in childhood, it had been forgotten by morning. And yet, Brody remembered.

“This is all very mysterious,” he said, arms resting on his bent knees, “should I be nervous?” He looked at her, tentative humor sparkling in his eyes. “You’re not breaking up with me, are you?”

Summer’s stomach sank, she almost retched. No, she wanted to say, no, I’m deliriously happy, I can’t wait to marry you. How simple that would be, how easy if it were true.

“I—” she started, then stopped, sitting there in a stupor. She’d thought there’d be time to build up to it. Time to lay the groundwork, build her case.

She looked at him. He was waiting patiently with a small, tentative smile, his lopsided dimples appearing beneath his beard. There was a distant sadness there, like he already knew.

She’d hated him at times. Touching her, kissing her, assuming she was right there with him. But then, she’d made him believe she was. She’d wanted him to believe she was. It had been easier with him believing. And now? This would kill him. It would eviscerate him—her lifelong best friend who’d pulled out his own tooth when Summer’s was loose just to show her it wouldn’t hurt, who’d always given her the window seat on flights back and forth from Radley, who lisped like his father when he got nervous and still hadn’t quite learned to whistle. He wasn’t perfect. He was fairly flawed, actually. But he didn’t deserve this.

Neither do you, a little voice whispered.

“Summer?” He looked anxious now, his smile was gone.

“Brody,” her voice was a pale whisper as she looked him in the eye, “I can’t.”

A slight quirk appeared in his brow. “Can’t what?”

“I can’t.” She urged him to understand. By telepathy, by osmosis. Saying it out loud felt crueler, somehow. Making him hear the words.

“Why are you—” he was blinking rapidly, “can’t what? What are you saying?”

“It wouldn’t be fair. To either of us.” She glanced at him.

He looked like he’d just been punched, and the words started spilling from Summer, like she could take away the hurt if only she could explain. She said everything she could think to say—how for the longest time she thought she could, thought she wanted to, but maybe, just maybe, it was because they’d always been told that it was meant to be. She told him he deserved fire and passion, maybe someone who loved music the way he did, or maybe someone who was truly passionate about becoming a CEO. She told him she was so sorry to be telling him now, days before. That she knew the timing was horrible, but the alternative—going through with it, dooming them both to a lie—would be crueler.

“I’ll tell everyone, I’ll announce it or whatever,” she thought to assure him, to spare him as much as possible, “you don’t have to be involved in—in that part, the—you could fly back to Boston if you want, and I’ll take care of—”

“Fly back to Boston?” He finally spoke, and his pitch was octaves higher. “We sold our apartment Summer, there’s nothing left to fly back to! This is my life now,” he gestured at the room, the house, “it’s supposed to be our life, this was always the plan that we—”

“Yes, but whose plan, Brody?” She asked softly. “Not ours. We didn’t sit down and decide this.”

“Not everyone sits down and discusses what they want to do, where they want to live—”

“They do, though!” Summer let out a laugh. “They literally do, people in relationships make plans for their future together, it’s a—”

“What if it’s just nerves? I mean the wedding is in days Summer, everyone’s here, this could be nerves—”

“It isn’t nerves.”

“Then what?”

“It’s—it’s complicated.” She looked at him. “And in time, I’ll tell you everything. But I think the main thing is that we never got the chance to become our whole selves, if that makes sense? We were always a pair, so there’s this part of me, this Brody shaped part of me taking up space, but I think I’m meant to fill that space with my own stuff. Things I want just for me. And Brody,” she took his hand, held tight even while his hand stayed limp, “I want all of that for you, too. The self-discovering. I want you to take a friend—not Harrison—and drive the Aston through Italy like you’d planned, or better yet, go alone, make friends along the way and text me photos of everything.” She shifted onto her knees, holding both of his hands with both of hers, feeling lighter with each admission, feeling wholly convicted that this was absolutely the right thing, even if she should’ve done it years ago. “I want you to send me a postcard from some beach in Thailand where you just met some gorgeous woman who doesn’t speak a word of—Brody?”

He’d pulled away, covered his face with his hands. He’d practically folded in half, holding his face between his bent knees, shoulders shaking. Summer had seen him cry plenty of times as a child, but this—this was different.

“Brody,” she whispered, wrapping her arms around him, his heavy sobs wracking her entire body, “I’m still here for you and I still love you, just…just not in the way that—” She was a monster, doing this to him. Days before their wedding. She bit down on her cheek as hard as she could.

He cried harder.

“I’m so sorry,” she said instead, over and over. “I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry.”

His entire body was heaving and it occurred to Summer that he could actually be on the brink of a breakdown. Of course he was—his entire world had just imploded, the ground had crumbled beneath his feet. He wouldn’t be alright for a long, long time, and Summer was beginning to worry she’d gone about this all wrong. Maybe she should’ve found a mediator, or at least done this when other people were still awake, when he could have support.

“I’ll stay with you tonight,” she said quickly, already thinking through the logistics—he shouldn’t be left alone, not like this. They could stay in her room, that way the Beasts From Back East wouldn’t bother him until he was ready. “We can watch dumb cartoons and eat junk food and you don’t need to be alone.”

He just kept crying, shoulders trembling, ragged sounds coming from deep within his chest. It seemed like he was barely breathing through his tears.

“Brody, look at me.” She reached to lift his face when he ignored her. “Please, just look—”

And then he did.

He lifted his head and looked right at her, and then it was Summer’s world that imploded, it was Summer’s ground that crumbled, because Brody Weston wasn’t crying at all—he was laughing. His cheeks were bright red, his eyes sparkling, and he was positively roaring with laughter.

The look on Summer’s face, which she knew was somewhere between confusion and horror, only made him laugh harder.

Clearly, he was unwell. She’d pushed him over the edge, triggered some kind of psychological break. She was a monster, and she had no idea what to do, how to fix—

“Summer,” he finally managed, though it came out like a cough, his laughter still out of control, “Sweet, beautiful Summer.” He suffered another fit of guffaws. “Summer!” He leaned forward, cupping her cheeks in his hands, beaming at her like she was made of love and light and splendor, “Summer, I don’t want to get married either. I’ve wanted to have this very talk for months. Months and months. God, we’re such idiots!”

“Wait,” Summer wasn’t sure she’d heard him correctly, “what?”

“I know! What a fucking pair we are,” he was still smiling, shaking his head. “I thought you wanted this, and I know my parents do, so I thought I was locked in. I just figured we’d make it work, it’d pretty much been decided for us. But over the past six months I’ve been…” he looked past Summer, seeming to search for the words, “terrified? Frantic? It’s like there was a fire in the middle of our dining room table and we just carried on eating our meals anyway.” He grinned, rested his head back against the wall, and Summer could feel the tension draining from him, feel it rolling off of him in waves. “Oh, and all that eat-pray-love shit? I want that too, believe me.”

“You do?” The room was spinning.

“Hell yeah, of course I do! I want to live. My entire existence has been about getting into good schools and landing awesome internships like a good little nepo baby before taking over the company. You were at least good at that stuff—the business stuff, the classes. You have it in you, so you could take over if you wanted.”

“It was never a question of whether we could, it’s just that we were never given the choice.”

“I can’t, though.” Brody was laughing again. “I really can’t.” He looked at her. “I’m not good at it.” He sighed, long and dramatic, and it was obvious he was about to confess something. “The Boring Brothers are really smart, I mean, creepy, machine smart. And—grand total? I probably paid them well over a hundred grand to get me through college and grad school.”

“Wait, seriously?” She felt her eyes bulge. “Brody! That’s hugely illegal, you could’ve—”

“Plenty of people do it.”

“But you do realize that’s gross, right? Like, peak privilege? And that you took a grad school spot away from someone who—”

“Don’t act like you wouldn’t have done the same thing if it hadn’t come easily to you.”

“I—” Summer thought about it. There’d been so much pressure. So many expectations. Brody had been terrified to disappoint his parents. Summer had been terrified that any failure would remind them she wasn’t actually their problem. “Maybe,” she said softly. “Maybe I would’ve.”

“I don’t want to be stuck in Echo,” Brody said, staring off. “I don’t want to be married. I don’t want to run the company. I just,” he gestured at her, “I had no idea you felt the same way.”

“Holy shit.” Summer was going to pass out. “Holy shit.”

Brody wrapped her in a bear hug. “God, Summer, I wish I’d known.”

Her vision was blurry, there was white noise in her ears. She laid her palms flat against the loft’s floor, grounding herself, taking deep breaths. How long? How long had they been pretending?

“So,” she said, when the dizziness finally faded and a smile began pulling at her lips, “what now?”

They decided that Brody would speak to his parents alone. Summer had offered to be there, but Brody insisted it would be best without her—they could avoid the possibility of Georgina flinging herself at Summer’s feet, begging her to change her mind, to change Brody’s mind as well.

“It will break their hearts,” Summer said, letting herself imagine their reactions for the first time. “I don’t know which will hit harder—us cancelling the wedding or us quitting Weston & Wilde?”

“Technically, I don’t think it’s quitting since we were never actually hired.”

“Kind of like how we were never actually engaged. You just put our wedding date on the calendar.”

He had the decency to look embarrassed. “Mom was in my ear about it. Getting impatient. Everyone’s waiting, she kept saying.”

“Gross.” It slipped out before Summer could stop it.

Brody laughed, deep and true. “So gross.”

They parted ways at Brody’s door; Brody grinning ear to ear, Summer suddenly remembering—the ring. She tugged at it the way she had for months and months and smiled when, this time, it slid right off. She put it in Brody’s hand, closed his fingers around it, shook her head when he protested, insisting she keep it.

“It’s your great-grandmother’s ring,” she said, “and it’s beautiful.” It was. It always had been, it’d just been stuck on the wrong person’s finger. “And one day, you’re going to need it.” She gave his beard an affectionate tug before heading in the direction of her own room.

Brody called after her before she’d gotten too far.

She looked back.

“I do love you, Wilde, that part was never a lie,” he said. “I always will.”

She ran to him. Threw her arms around his neck.

“Best friends?” He whispered.

“What are we, five?” She grinned, mumbling against his shoulder. “Duh. Best friends.”

The storm had passed by the time she got back to her room, the electricity was back on, but the cover letter could wait, she decided, until the next day. And on her way to the groundskeeper’s hut, Summer—for the tenth time in the last fifteen minutes—went over the list of reasons why it was fine. Why it was completely acceptable—sensible, even—to not write the letter and pay Ford a visit instead.

First, it was late. Far too late to describe all the many ways in which Summer hoped to change the world for the better. Also, the late hour meant her visit to the hut would need to be a quick one—Ford’s workday started early. And that was good, because she wasn’t about to propose marriage, she just wanted to tell Ford what’d happened. Ford was the only person at Stonehold who’d be utterly unaffected by the news; she stood to lose nothing. It wasn’t her problem. She’d probably give Summer a rousing atta girl and send her on her merry way. Where was the harm in that?

Second, Summer still needed to return Ford’s clothes—the ones she’d borrowed the day she’d attempted to jog through lightning. What if Ford had been missing the clothes but was too polite to say? It would be inconsiderate to keep them any longer.

Third, Summer felt hopeful for the first time in twenty-two years. Like she was being tickled from within, giddy and prone to giggling. Why keep that to herself? Joy was meant to be shared.

And lastly, Ford’s lights were on. Summer could see the greenhouse from her bedroom window, and the attached hut was aglow, warm and inviting. Ergo, Ford was awake.

All things considered, it was a compelling list, in Summer’s opinion. So she was going to knock on Ford’s door, just to say hi.

Back at the house she’d thrown on a pair of wide-leg jeans. The ones that Ellis said made her ass look criminal. She found her favorite white long-sleeved crop top with the peekaboo back that clung in all the right places. She took her hair down, ran a hand through it. Stuffed her feet into a pair of white sneakers sitting in her closet that she’d never worn before. Sneakers were casual. Casual was good. On her way out she’d grabbed two miniature champagne bottles from the rainbow lounge—there were hundreds of the little bottles in stacked boxes, waiting to be added to the army of gift bags lined up in neat rows on the long sideboard cabinet.

Her grand plan was to hand back the borrowed clothes, hold out the champagne and say interested in something a little harder than hot chocolate? Which was neither witty nor provocative; Casanova would never, and that was the point. Casual.

By the time she reached the greenhouse she felt certain that gravity no longer applied to her. So light was her body, she could float up to the stars if she wasn’t careful.

Inside, the wedding stuff was nowhere to be seen. Instead, the tables were crowded with all the potted plants from the yard that spent their winters in the greenhouse. Every autumn Stonehold’s groundskeeper retrieved them from their respective posts—the big blue pots by the pool house, the black pots flanking the garage, the gray on the porch of the guest cottage—and bundled them up for the cold months ahead.

When Summer reached the hut’s crooked front door, her mouth went dry. Her limbs were buzzing with an all-consuming dizziness, and she grabbed hold of the doorframe to keep herself tethered.

Truth was, her list had been bullshit. She kind of just wanted Ford to ravish her.

There were footsteps inside. Summer had to swallow her heart back down into her chest.

The door opened.

Gravity slammed back in like a cannon ball. Summer would’ve preferred an actual cannon ball. It was Angelina. Angelina was inside Ford’s house. Answering Ford’s door. At eleven o’clock at night.

Summer was lightheaded all over again. She couldn’t speak, couldn’t think straight. Angelina had been hounding Ford for days, she’d seen it with her own eyes. Stupid to assume it was innocent. Naïve to think Ford was…what? Waiting for Summer? Engaged-to-a-man Summer?

“Is everything alright?” Angelina sounded worried. Probably because Summer was swaying on her feet, undoubtedly looking ill. “Summer?”

Then there were footsteps behind Angelina, and Summer couldn’t. She couldn’t see them together and have it become a reality.

“Just, um. Here.” She shoved Ford’s clothes into Angelina’s hands and spun around to leave. She had to get out.

Back through the greenhouse. So stupid. She was so angry with herself. So disappointed. When her molars clamped down on her cheek, she didn’t feel a thing. Barely noticed the warm rush of blood. Didn’t care. You are so fucking stupid. Back into the night.

“Summer?” Ford was calling after her now, but she was already halfway across the yard, and she didn’t look back.
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Summer didn’t go back into the house. It had never felt entirely like home, and it felt even less so now that she would never be a Weston. It felt like a private club she no longer had a membership to. She didn’t want to run into any night owls on her way in. She just wanted to be alone.

She passed the hedge maze and kept going. Past the guest cottage with Aunt Celina and Aunt Davina’s SUVs parked in front. Down the plush slope of the backyard, around the pool and pool house, the soggy grass soaking her sneakers, drenching the wide hems of her jeans.

The night was eerily still, even the bullfrogs were quiet.

It was cold, the air had an icy bite to it, and Summer wished she’d grabbed a jacket. Autumn in the northern cascades wasn’t all that different from the dead of winter once the sun went down. She shivered, hugging herself as she walked.

By the time she passed the tennis courts, she’d reached two conclusions:

One, she didn’t hate Angelina. Angelina had done nothing wrong.

Two, ending things with Brody had been exactly that—an ending. Not a swap, not an exchange. She didn’t suddenly have ownership of Ford just because she’d finally been brave enough to do what she should’ve done forever ago.

The evening had, in fact, ended exactly as it should have; Summer was free.

She didn’t realize she was headed for the treehouse until it was right in front of her; sagging, weathered, cloaked in flowers. The thing was, she wanted to cry. She needed to cry. With relief. With dread—the thought of calling off a wedding when most of the guests had already arrived was stomach-turning. And maybe it was pathetic, but she also wanted to cry about Ford. It hurt, and she wanted to cry. Tonight, the whole day really, had been too much.

But climbing up into the treehouse, pulling the unopened mini-champagne bottles from her pockets, setting them down beside her as she sat on the wooden floor still wet with rain and warped with time, she couldn’t shed a single tear. So instead, she just breathed. Closed her eyes and breathed.

Time passed. Minutes, maybe longer. She felt her heartbeat calming.

It was all fine. Ford didn’t owe her anything. And better yet, she didn’t owe Ford anything. For the first time, she was free to start thinking about her own future, outside of a single other person. Maybe she’d get a dog. Maybe she’d finally go camping. She poked her tongue into the open wound of her cheek. Maybe she’d work on breaking that habit. Ellis had been texting her helpful articles on hypnosis, and less helpful articles about how prolonged oral trauma can increase the risk of oral cancer.

Sometimes open doors lead to hallways, her mother used to say. Maybe Ford had been a necessary impetus. The push she’d needed to end things with Brody. Maybe she’d left that room to stand in the hallway, endless doors in either direction, as far as the eye could see. Eventually, another one would open. The right one.

She’d nearly convinced herself of this when the music started. Soft notes like gentle plunks on a distant piano, the faintest tick tick tick as if someone was keeping rhythm with a paintbrush on a cymbal.

No. She squeezed her eyes tighter. Not now.

Then, like every time before, a woman started singing, sounding omnipresent and nonexistent, everywhere and nowhere all at once.

Stars fading, but I linger on dear, still craving your kiss.

I’m longing to linger til dawn, dear, just saying this…

A small voice whispered Summer’s name.

Her eyes flew open and the music faded.

He was still wearing the backwards hat. The girl was wearing the same green dress. They were standing right in front of her, looking down with vague concern.

“Please go away.” She closed her eyes again. “Tonight’s not the night for this.”

“We can’t really control it,” the boy said, “we just kind of…appear.”

Summer sighed. Maybe if she just kept her eyes closed and ignored them. A quiet beat ticked by. She cracked an eye. They were still standing there. She sighed again, longer and louder.

“You should listen to us,” the girl said. “We’re running out of time.”

“And she still hasn’t remembered,” the boy muttered, seemingly to the girl, who hummed her agreement and said,

“No, she hasn’t.”

Summer opened both eyes, shaking her head. “I don’t understand this.”

The girl smiled sadly, as if she empathized with Summer’s confusion, but the boy’s freckled brow came together as if he was suddenly annoyed.

“We’re memories,” he said. “We already told you that.”

Summer shook her head. “You’re not,” she’d just realized something, “you always show up on the worst days, at the worst times. It’s me. It has to be. It’s the stress.” She shrugged with her palms. “I’ll see somebody about this. I’ll make an appointment.” She nodded to herself, as the children watched in silence.

After a moment, the boy spoke again. “You’re a very stubborn person.”

An unexpected laugh came barreling from Summer’s chest. Touché. “And you,” she said, looking between them, “are very persistent ghosts.”

Ghosts. The word had slipped out so easily.

There was a tightness in Summer’s gut, a slow acceptance spreading through her limbs, dizzying and unstoppable. She knew it wasn’t the stress. She wanted it to be the stress. In some way, even a diagnosis like her uncle’s might’ve been easier. At least the lines and boundaries of reality would remain intact.

She looked at them. Really looked. She’d never given much thought to the paranormal, but it seemed strange that they’d just stand there, letting her observe them. The girl, with her light hair and gray eyes. She had freckles too, but they were almost as pale as she was, barely noticeable. The boy, with his red ringlets, and the hat that barely contained them. Just then he adjusted it—lifting it slightly, shoving the red curls back beneath. It was a gesture so relatable, so familiar, so normal, that Summer nearly laughed. She’d done the exact same thing with her own riot of red as a kid—pin it up, stuff it in a beanie, anything to get it out of the way so she could go tearing off to play out—

Her heart stuttered. She’d done the exact same thing with her own riot of red.

She stared at the boy, taking him in—his button nose, his copper speckles. He was staring back, the beginnings of an inquisitive quirk appearing in his brow.

Summer’s pulse pounded. “Take off your hat.”

“Why?” He tilted his head.

“Please?” This was insane. Totally insane.

His brow furrowed but he reached up anyway, slowly sliding off the cap. A cascade of ringlets tumbled free; a glorious mess of loose spirals, thick and auburn, well past the child’s shoulders.

“Right.” Summer’s heart hammered harder. “You’re both girls, then. My fault for assuming.” Under normal circumstances she would’ve been mortified with herself. Probably would’ve sputtered some desperate explanation about subconscious heteronormativity that only served to make things worse. But these weren’t normal circumstances. And anyway, the girl didn’t seem all that bothered. “You have beautiful hair.”

The girl squinted at her, nearly sneering. “I want a crew cut.” She put the hat back on.

“At your age, I didn’t believe people either when they said mine was beautiful.”

“Not everyone wants to be beautiful.”

“Fair enough.” Summer took a deep breath. “I need to ask you something.” She was terrified to ask, to have it confirmed, but on some level she’d known it from the start. She looked at the girl with light hair, then at the girl with red.

They were watching, waiting with such open, interested faces, and in that moment Summer was certain they were separate from herself. That she hadn’t conjured them through sickness or stress. That they just were, somehow. How could she deny what was right in front of her?

“Are you—” Summer swallowed. Here goes nothing. “Are you…” her voice softened to a whisper, “are your names Ivy and Willow?”

A twig snapped in the near distance. Leaves rustled. A deer, most likely. Maybe a fox. The children looked in the direction of the sound, then back to Summer, twin worry lines on their foreheads.

“We don’t have much time,” the girl in the green dress said.

“What are your names?” Summer asked again. “Why is there always music? What does that song—”

“The chest is gone.”

Summer looked at the redhead. “What?”

“In his office. All that’s left is an outline on the floor. But the chest was there for many, many years.”

The light-haired girl nodded. “And now it’s gone.”

“Whose office?” Summer searched their faces. “You want me to find a missing chest? I don’t—”

More noises came from below, human noises, footsteps swishing through the underbrush. Someone was coming.

“Tell me your names,” Summer whispered, a rush of panic swirling. She knew they were about to disappear, and she just needed—

“Oh,” the girl with red hair said, like she’d just remembered something, “they’re glad you’re safe.”

“Who’s—”

“They’d like you to please be more careful when you’re driving,” she said.

It was like a gut punch, dread and disbelief and shock and awe all at once.

“Do you mean the cliff?” Summer asked. Her pulse pounded. “How did you—you have to tell me who—”

“Please,” this time it was the girl in the dress, reaching out a finger to Summer’s forehead, her sad eyes pleading, “try to remember, before it’s too late.”

And then, just like every time before, they were gone.

Someone called Summer’s name from down below. Ford.

Summer could hear her marching through the tangled foliage, cursing every time she tripped or took a rogue branch to the face. Her head popped up through the entrance in the floor. She was out of breath, like she’d just run all over the estate looking for her.

“Oh good,” she said when she saw Summer, “you’re here.” She hauled herself up to sit on the edge of the entry, feet dangling.

Summer stared at her. She felt wrung out. Numb. Like she couldn’t muster a care in the world.

“Couple things.” Ford held up a finger while she took several deep breaths. “First, Angelina and I,” she was really struggling, and it occurred to Summer that she really had run everywhere to look for her, “are just friends. Just friends. Fuck, I’m thirsty.” She tried to swallow, grimacing.

Summer picked up one of the champagne bottles and held it out, offering.

Ford tore at it, popping the cork and gulping several great mouthfuls before she started choking on the carbonation, sputtering out bubbles, coughing violently.

“Sorry,” she managed once she’d somewhat recovered, “and thanks,” she lifted the bottle before taking another sip. “Angelina hates the Westons, so when she’s here we visit. Shoot the shit. She’s got a girlfriend back in Chicago, they’re opening a bookstore dispensary, so like, books and,” she raised an eyebrow and smoked an imaginary joint, “home-grown shit, they grow it themselves. She stopped by tonight to talk soil. Aeration, nitrates, pH, pros and cons of a peat moss base. That’s all it was.”

“Oh.” It mattered, what Ford was saying. It changed things. But Summer couldn’t shake the numbness. “I hope it was a nice visit.”

“I don’t know much about cannabis, I wasn’t very helpful.”

“You don’t have to—” Summer blinked at the floor of the treehouse, suddenly and inexplicably embarrassed. “You don’t owe me an explanation, it’s not like we’re—you can do whatever you want.”

Ford made a face. “Shut up, Sunshine. You know I’m into you.”

Summer’s eyes flicked up.

“That was the second thing, actually.” Ford’s grin flashed in the dark as she shoveled her hair back with a hand. “Not that I’ve been shy about it.” When Summer didn’t answer, Ford peered at her. “Are you alright?”

“I’m not sure.” Summer shook her head, staring at nothing, trying to gather her thoughts. How to begin to explain? “I’m feeling chaotic. Full of chaos. It feels like everything is changing and also there are ghosts.” She looked at Ford. “Angelina has a girlfriend in Chicago?”

Ford nodded slowly, still looking concerned.

“So…she’s not interested in—you?”

“Must be something wrong with her.” A moment later, she poked Summer’s leg with a small twig from the treehouse floor. “That was a joke.”

“Sorry. Today was a lot. Like, a lot.”

“Yeah,” Ford nodded, “your friend needs to leave that guy. He’s a walking atom bomb.”

Summer looked up, questioning, but then she remembered. Harrison. Ellis. The fight. “I don’t know why she keeps going back to him.”

“Self sabotage can be habit-forming.” She snapped the little twig in half, a quiet crack. “What else is bothering you?”

Summer looked at her. “I saw the children. Again.” She looked at Ford. “I keep seeing them. After I broke things off with Brody I went to your door and—and then I came here, and they appeared. They talk to me.” She kept glancing at Ford, watching her reactions. Trying to gauge where on the spectrum of crazy Ford thought she fell. “They want me to remember something. Also, there’s a chest? A chest that’s gone now and I don’t—” She scrubbed her hands over her face, sighing. “When they’re in front of me, they’re so real, and I’m sure I’m experiencing something that’s not—not of this world? Like…supernatural, I guess?” She couldn’t believe she was saying any of this out loud. She couldn’t believe she’d kept it a secret as long as she had. “But then, the minute they’re gone the doubt creeps in. I go back to thinking what if it’s me? What if there’s something—like what if this is the first symptom?”

Ford stayed quiet, staring down at her feet, dangling into the dark. As the moment dragged, Summer fought against the flushed-cheek temptation to sweep the whole thing under the rug. Say never mind. Try to convince her she was a perfectly normal woman, uncomplicated and baggage-free. Any second now, Ford would say something empathetically ambiguous and then make her excuses, run back the way she came. The longer Ford stayed silent, the more convinced she became.

Please don’t judge me. Summer couldn’t take it. Please don’t get scared off.

“Frank saw things.” Ford lifted her head. Met Summer’s eyes. “Here.” She nodded at the ground. The woods, maybe, or Stonehold in general. “So no, I don’t think you’re crazy. If you were, I don’t think you’d be bothered. It bothers you because you’re not crazy.”

“What did Frank see?” There was a tingling at the base of Summer’s spine. Maybe. Maybe.

“You’d have to check his notebooks. He catalogued everything—Stonehold’s flora and fauna, all the comings and goings of the Westons, their friends and staff.” She squinted an eye, smiling. “He was a nosy bastard, honestly. You’re welcome to them, though. The notebooks. He catalogued the unusual stuff too.”

“Ghosts?” The word still felt ridiculous in her mouth.

“Probably.”

She sat up straighter. “Really?”

Ford nodded.

“Because part of me—okay, you know my dad’s sisters? The ones who—?”

Ford nodded again. “Must be the worst thing in the world, a child disappearing like that. Two of them. I can’t imagine what that does to a family.” She blew out a breath. “Frank used to see them playing from time to time. Before. Said they were sweet kids, always polite, always asking him about bugs and flowers. He was interviewed by the news when they went missing, did you know?”

Summer shook her head.

“And later on he was interviewed by detectives. Everyone at Stonehold was.”

“We, um,” Summer swallowed, “we didn’t have any pictures of them in our house because my dad couldn’t—he couldn’t see them, it was too hard. I honestly don’t think I’ve ever seen a photograph.”

Ford stared at her for a moment, seemingly shocked. “But—not even online?” She pulled out her phone. “There’s gotta be photos online.”

“There are,” Summer said quickly. She wasn’t ready. Not yet. “Of course there are, but I’ve never looked. I’ve made sure not to look.”

“Okay,” Ford set her phone aside, “I can understand that. Wanting to separate yourself from it.”

She was being kind, but Summer could tell that she didn’t understand. In her place, Ford probably would’ve turned over every stone. Would’ve done the stupid An Echo in the Wild documentary, if only to keep their story alive. Their memory.

“It’s not that I don’t care,” Summer heard herself say, “but if I let myself look back—let myself think about how unfair it is that none of them are still here, my mom, my dad, my dad’s sisters—there’s no one left, and when I really stop to think about it, everything starts to look dark. And I don’t want to see the world that way.”

“You’re protecting yourself.”

It felt like an accusation, and Summer flinched.

“No,” Ford said softly, ducking to catch Summer’s eye, “it’s a good thing. You have to. Stare at something too long and it’s all you’ll see.”

“I think it might be them.” She whispered it, because somehow that felt like less of a declaration. Less deranged. “I think they might be Willow and Ivy.”

“Have you asked?”

Summer nodded. “They just keep saying I need to remember.”

“Remember what?”

“I have no idea.” Summer shook her head.

“Something about their disappearance?”

“No, I don’t think so. They disappeared twenty years before I was born, so,” Summer raised a shoulder. “Can I be honest?”

Ford nodded, slow and sure.

“I’m—this is going to sound awful—I’m not sure I want to know. It’s just too big, and I don’t—” A realization dawned, an awareness of a truth she hadn’t yet confronted. “I don’t want to talk to them, I don’t want to remember whatever it is I’ve forgotten, because I’m afraid of finding out what happened to them. I’m pretty sure it was evil. I know it was. And I don’t see how remembering anything will change that.”

A silent moment slipped by, quiet except for the rustle of the breeze through the trees. In the distance an owl called into the night and another answered back.  

“At your bachelorette I mentioned I’d done time, right?”

Summer looked up at the sudden change in topic. She nodded into the dark.

“Something happened there that I’ve never talked about.”

Summer shifted, sat up straighter.

Ford had pulled that small stone from her pocket again, and she was tossing it in the air, catching it over and over, the same way she’d done the night Summer had found her in the hedge maze tree. Summer had never seen her sit still, but she was beginning to notice a pattern to Ford’s frenetic energy—she was never more fidgety than when she was about to reveal something personal.

“So,” Ford hesitated, seeming to search for the words, “I got involved with drug trafficking when I was first there. Stupid, but it’s a quick way to climb the ranks. Also a quick way to turn a six month sentence into five years, turns out. But one day someone tipped off the guards and they went down the cellblock, searching everyone. I had a bag of pills under my mattress, I was thoroughly fucked, and I panicked. I swallowed them. All of them—ten, thirteen pills maybe. Next thing I know I’m in a garden, plants and sun and flowers as far as I can see. And then Frank appears. He wants me to walk with him. Talk. Felt like we spent hours there, talking and remembering. He told me things about my life—not just memories, but things that hadn’t happened yet. Told me to get clean, do my time, go back to Echo, and pick up where he left off. Told me it would make sense one day. Then it was almost like a suction—there was this great force pulling me back, but I didn’t want to go. I grabbed the nearest thing, a rosebush, I grabbed at the branches, tried to hang on. Tore my hand apart on the thorns. I woke up a day later in hospital. My heart had stopped twice, they’d been ready to call it.”

“Jesus Christ, really?”

Ford nodded. “I was back in my cell by the end of the week, and after that I kept my head down. Turned a new leaf. But the thing is, Summer,” Ford narrowed her eyes at the treehouse wall, Summer could just make out her face through the dark, “the thing is, when I woke up in that hospital bed, I had thorns in my hand. I pulled them out myself. Three rosebush thorns.” She looked at Summer. “I don’t know who your ghosts are or why they’re here, but I think you should try to embrace the experience.”

“It’s just—what does it mean? That things like this can happen?” Summer didn’t even know what she was asking.

But somehow, Ford did. “Means that despite centuries of science and philosophy, we still don’t have all the answers.”

“That’s terrifying.”

“Is it?” Ford chuckled. “I kind of think it’s beautiful. Not knowing is the great equalizer. I mean, how boring would the world be without questions? No theories, no curiosity, only facts? No thank you.”

Summer hugged her knees to her chest. It was getting even colder, she could see her breath. “I like facts.”

Ford gave a thoughtful hum.

“But I guess…when you really think about it,” Summer said, desperate to make sense of it all, “facts are just confirmed curiosities, aren’t they? Maybe whatever’s happening here is part of some scientific phenomenon that’s yet to be discovered.”

Ford’s grin flashed in the dark. “Frank would’ve loved you for that.” She pocketed the stone and rolled up the left sleeve of her canvas button-up, presenting her forearm to Summer. “Wisdom in wondering. Too dark in here to read it, but that’s what it says. Underneath the calamine, anyway. It’s from one of his journals—he considered a lack of curiosity an unforgivable character flaw. He called them imprints, by the way. The things he saw. The ghosts.”

Imprints. The word caught in Summer’s ear.

“Energetic imprints, technically,” Ford was saying. “He had a book on it, bought it after seeing one too many strange things around here,” she swirled a finger in the air.

“What are energetic imprints?”

“I haven’t read the book.” Ford let out a little huff of laughter, sounding suddenly shy. “Woo woo stuff, I guess.” She waved a hand, and it was odd, the way she seemed to be backpedaling. “I dunno, maybe he spent too much time with plants and not enough with people. Probably all sounds batshit to someone who went to Harvard, huh?”

It did, a little bit. And yet— “I’m the one seeing ghosts.”

“There’s that, yeah,” Ford laughed. “Personally, I think we’re all looking at the universe through a keyhole.” She made a little circle with her forefinger and thumb then squinted through it. “In life, we make assumptions about reality based on a pinprick of information, but when we die I think that door swings wide open—we can walk through and see the whole thing.” She shrugged. “Just a theory.”

“I think—” Summer looked at her. “I think you’re amazing.”

Ford snorted.

“No, really. You are.”

“And I think,” Ford’s silly grin faded into something serious and Summer’s heart tripped, “that you should figure out what they want you to remember. The ghosts.”

“Oh,” Summer nodded a bit too agreeably, “yeah. Maybe.” She wasn’t sure what she’d been expecting Ford to say. Maybe something less pragmatic. “I’ll try.”

Ford smiled. “Good.”

Somewhere back beyond the far edge of the property line a fox called into the night, yipping and chattering and disturbing the birds in the trees. The silence grew between them and Summer felt compelled to fill it with something lighter.

“That was quite the scene today. You, threatening Harrison Caulfield with a rake.” She laughed to herself. “I think he was genuinely scared, the way he—”

“Sunshine,” Ford’s voice was sharp and sudden, “if it’s all the same to you, I’d rather talk about something else.”

“Oh—yeah, that’s—I was just—”

Ford smirked. “I know you were just but you’ve got me going crazy here because I’m pretty sure I heard you say you ended things with Brody before we dove into theoretical physics, and I’m trying to be patient here but are you ever gonna get around to telling me more?”

The fluttering in Summer’s chest came back with a vengeance.

“I’ll tell you,” she laughed, “of course I’m going to tell you, but—can we go somewhere? Away from Stonehold? I—everything in my life starts and ends with this place and I want it to be different.” With you.

Ford’s teeth flashed in the dark. “Think I know a place we could go.”
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They didn’t talk much on the ride up to Ford’s spot.

The forest was quiet, the serpentine road dark beneath the moonless sky, still slick with rainwater. Echo always smelled of wet pine needles after a storm, crisp and earthy. Nostalgic.

For once, Ford seemed totally calm—no fidgeting, no tapping, no stone in her hand. She seemed content to just drive in silence. To let Summer decide when to speak. What to say.

Summer was in the passenger’s seat, quietly panicking, wrapped up in the thick canvas jacket that Ford had conjured from the backseat of the truck when she’d noticed Summer shivering.

“You seem nervous.”

She glanced up to find Ford eyeing her. “I’m not,” she said, which was a boldfaced lie.

Ford smiled, a little half smile, a flash of straight, white teeth. “I am.”

Summer looked at her. “Are you?”

“Yeah, course I am.”

“But you’ve…” Summer nibbled her lip. “You’ve done this before.”

“Done what? Driven with a pretty girl?”

“You know what I mean.”

“Yeah,” Ford raised a shoulder, “but none of them were you.” She said it so softly, almost like a little hum.

Summer smiled down at her knees, heat flooding her cheeks.

Ford took a left onto a dirt road and the truck bounced along, creaking and groaning its way over the dips and bumps and puddle-filled potholes.

“Seriously though, there’s no expectation here,” Ford glanced over. “Sounds like you’ve had a rough night. Like you need a friend. That’s all it has to be—just two friends, hanging out.” She seemed to be saying it for both of them.

“Gals being pals.”

Ford’s white smile flashed. “Gals being pals.”

Just two friends. They were friends. Summer had to look out the dark window to hide her smile. It kept on getting bigger.

The dirt road had an incline to it, steeper and steeper, and the truck struggled along. It seemed to be an old logging road in the middle of nowhere, even more in the middle of nowhere than Stonehold. Eventually the road plateaued and Ford slowed down, leaning forward in her seat, squinting out the windshield, trying to find something in the dark. She eased the truck into a slow right turn, driving, it seemed, straight into the trees.

“I don’t think this is a road,” Summer murmured.

“Just trust me,” Ford grinned. She was smiling a lot too. More than Summer had ever seen.

They drove into a dense curtain of branches heavy with rain-soaked pine needles that dragged along the truck’s exterior, painting it as they passed through.

“Oh, whoa.” Summer straightened.

“Told you.” Ford wrenched the truck into park.

The clouds had begun to scatter and the moon had reappeared, bright and full. They were on a grassy bluff somewhere outside of Echo, farther up in the mountains, much higher than the drive implied. There were even bigger mountains in the distance, their sharp silhouettes backlit by the clouded, moonlit sky. Below, the land that stretched from the base of the bluff out to the distant mountains was too dark to make out—probably more trees, maybe a lake somewhere—but closer to the big mountains sat a cluster of lights. Streetlights, maybe. Or houses. A little town.

“I used to come here when I was younger. Thirteen, fourteen maybe. When I wanted to get away. See that swing?” She pointed over to an enormous tree near the edge of the bluff, its thick boughs twisting this way and that, outstretched in every direction. And there, hanging from the branch closest to the edge, was a swing. “I built it.” Ford looked proud. “Stole some wood and rope from the greenhouse when Frank wasn’t looking.”

They left the truck, leaving the lights on so they could see. Nights were getting colder, and their breath shimmered in the headlights. Summer stood for a moment, admiring the gigantic tree. It was rare to see a red alder this high up in the mountains. Rarer still for it to have grown so large on a bluff the way it had.

Ford elbowed her gently. “Not afraid of heights, are you?”

Summer’s stomach jolted. An image flashed—bright sky, green trees, wheels going off the road. Ellis’s scream as they went over.

“Terrified,” Summer admitted, because with Ford she didn’t feel the need to hide a single thing about herself. She told her what happened on the cliff. How close she and Ellis had come to falling. Ford looked paler when she finished.

“Did you—” Ford was shaking her head like she couldn’t figure out what to say, “call someone? Or like, go to the hospital after?”

“No,” Summer said, “it didn’t even occur to me to call 911 when we were hanging off the side,” she laughed, and Ford chuckled with her, still looking concerned. “We’re fine though, both of us. Somehow.”

Ford blinked several times, seeming to come back to herself.

“Well, fuck,” she said, “you don’t have to do the swing. In fact,” she put her hands on Summer’s upper arms, walking her back a few paces, “why don’t you stay way over here, away from the edge.”

Summer laughed, then peeked around Ford, eyeing the swing. “I think I’m tired of being afraid of things.” She met Ford’s gaze. “Maybe the only way to stop being afraid of heights is to keep going over cliffs.”

The swing had been fashioned out of a large plank, wide enough for two, but Ford wanted to be on solid ground in case anything went awry.

Summer laughed at that. “What could you possibly do if I fall—catch me?”

“Yeah,” Ford looked dead serious, “or die trying.”

Summer shook her head and Ford grinned.

“Hang on tight,” Ford said, hauling Summer backward once she was seated and holding on tight, “and don’t let go. Ready?”

Summer nodded, before she could change her mind.

Ford ran forward, giving her one big push. The swing was tied to a thick branch high up on the tree—she had no idea how Ford had managed to get up there—and the long length of rope allowed the arc of it to clear the bluff once Summer had gained enough momentum, sending her straight out over the abyss below.

Summer didn’t think about how old the creaking ropes must have been, or how it was possible they were even higher up now than she’d been yesterday. For once, she didn’t think about the danger, she just flew. Somewhere behind her, Ford was cheering her on.

At the highest point Summer tipped her head back, letting out a little gasp at the surprise of stars. The clouds had disappeared, the storm all but forgotten, and the indigo sky was cluttered with stars, blinking and shining. After a little while, when she touched back down, she realized she was laughing. It was like all the weight was gone, like she could float up and away. Like the momentum of the swing had knocked the joy loose from where it’d been trapped inside of her.

“What’s the verdict?” Ford asked, holding the swing steady so she could hope off. “Has the fear been conquered?”

“I think so.” It had, Summer realized. Or at least it’d been tamed. “I kind of get why people jump out of places.”

“Uh oh,” Ford smiled, “burgeoning adrenaline junkie.” She reached a hand out, almost as if to touch Summer’s face, then seemed to change her mind. “Sorry,” her hands went into her pockets, “your hair got a little…” she tilted her head, smiling at whatever was happening with Summer’s hair, “I was gonna fix it, but.”

Summer reached up and smoothed it herself. “But what?”

“Hm?”

“You were going to fix it, but…?”

“I don’t know,” Ford’s shoulders were stuck in a shrug and she looked unsure, toeing the ground with her combat boot. Then, she looked up, directly at Summer, a million unsaid things in her strange, golden gaze.

Summer couldn’t look away, even though she was suddenly nervous. Even though the mood had suddenly shifted and she wasn’t sure why.

“I don’t know the rules here,” Ford admitted softly. “I don’t think I should touch you.”

“Why?” The question was a breath. They were facing each other beside the swing, inches apart. Touching would be effortless.

“Because,” Ford’s eyes were still on her, glinting, sharp but not cutting, “I don’t think I could stop.”

And with that she pulled away, reaching for the empty swing, hauling it backward before jumping on, standing up as she built momentum. Then, at the highest point, she leaned forward, feet still on the swing, hands still wrapped around the ropes, but practically horizontal to the abyss below like an absolute maniac.

Summer grabbed the swing as it came back, tethering Ford to safety, not wanting to test fate on what had already been an exceptionally eventful day.

Ford looked down with that crooked grin of hers, smiling just a little bit more with the left side of her mouth than the right. She stayed standing on the swing, looking out at the black expanse, seeming to take it in as if she could see through the darkness. She seemed so enthralled that Summer looked too, searching the horizon.

“That must be one of the newer ski resorts.” Summer pointed to the cluster of lights at the base of the distant mountains.

“Actually, it’s Humboldt,” Ford said, staring at the lights.

“What is that, some kind of rehab center for rich people who’ve hit rock bottom?”

“Not humble,” Ford chuckled, “Humboldt. It’s an unincorporated community,” Ford said, “massively isolated. Obviously,” she gestured at the dark wilderness.

“Unincorporated?”

Ford nodded. “A town that isn’t technically a town. Just a group of people, getting by on their own.”

“So squatting, but on a massive scale?”

Finally, Ford laughed. “No, no, it’s totally legal,” she scrunched an eye, “at least I think it is. It’s just political bullshit that keeps them unincorporated. Or sometimes it’s the residents themselves who don’t want to assimilate, it depends. Once upon a time—specifically, over a hundred years ago—Humboldt Sawmill was the only logging company in the entire state, and people came from far and wide to find work there. They brought their families, and,” Ford shrugged, “soon enough there was a town. The mill was still in operation until the sixties, I think. When it shut down, the poverty got really bad, there’s really nothing else there, no opportunities. A lot of people moved away. But,” she sighed, then nudged her chin at the distant lights, “some stayed.”

“How do you know all this?” Summer looked up at her, utterly fascinated.

“Because,” Ford said, and as she did she began undulating her lower half to get the swing moving again, like she’d stayed still for as long as she could stand it, “I was born in Humboldt. It’s home.”

“You were?” For some reason, it caught Summer off guard. “With—with Frank?”

Summer realized too late that it was a stupid question; Frank had raised her, he hadn’t given birth to her. Fortunately, Ford was too busy swinging, she didn’t seem to hear. But it was dawning on Summer that she didn’t actually know anything about Ford’s life before Stonehold. What circumstances had dumped her on the crumbling doorstep of Frank’s greenhouse hut. Come to think of it, she couldn’t even be sure when Ford had come to Stonehold, she’d been there as long as Summer could remember.

“How long did you live there?” She asked, loud enough to draw Ford from her reverie.

“A while.” Ford shrugged. “A little while.” She seemed oblivious to Summer’s interest.

“Must’ve been hard,” Summer pushed, but gently, “living somewhere so…isolated.” She’d almost said impoverished, but she wasn’t sure she could say that without it sounding like pity.

“It’s in rough shape, that place,” she said, which wasn’t really an answer. Then again, Summer hadn’t really asked a question. “Everything’s falling apart. The roads, the houses. The people. I have this crazy pipe dream where I go back and fix it all up. Clean up the yards, plant flowers, turn one of the empty lots into a park, put in a playground for the kids. Maybe a community garden. Could teach anyone interested how to grow their own food, which would go a long way in a place like that.” She glanced down, sending Summer a quick smile before looking back into the night. “Maybe Green Guard has a fellowship for impractical revitalizations.”

Summer thought about it. It didn’t sound impractical at all, it sounded lovely. It sounded selfless. It sounded like imprints, not footprints. Which spurred Summer to blurt out—

“Do you have parents?” She instantly worried the question was too personal. She could’ve been more tactful, at least. Then again, she’d always felt her own parents’ horrible demise made it permissible to ask about other people’s parents, considering the worst case scenario was shared misery.

Ford’s swinging slowed. “Tell you what,” she said, looking down, “I’ll trade you.” She arched an eyebrow just as that lock of hair slid down her forehead, like she’d done it on purpose. “A story for a story.”

Summer’s heart pounded. The lines of Ford’s face were so strong, almost masculine in certain lighting—her high cheekbones and sharp jaw. But her lips were all female. God. She had great lips.

“Story?” Summer dragged her eyes up from Ford’s plush, pink bow. “What story?”

“Tonight. With Brody.”

“Oh—” The sound of his name was jarring; he didn’t belong in this part of the night. Still, she’d promised an explanation. “We, um. We—well, I—ended things. I ended things.” She looked up to find Ford studying her, the smallest wrinkle in her brow.

“Good,” Ford said, then looked instantly upset with herself. “Not—I don’t mean good, I just—”

“He wanted it too,” Summer heard herself say. “Didn’t want it, I mean. Didn’t want to get married.” She shook her head. “Isn’t that crazy? All this time, all these years. Both of us were just too afraid to disappoint his parents.”

A muscle twitched in Ford’s jaw and she looked away. Over at Humboldt. Up at the sky. “That family,” she said, “is strangle weed.”

Summer blinked up at her. “What?”

“The shit I’ve been clearing,” Ford said, pulling up her sleeve as if Summer needed reminding.

“Cunt grass,” Summer said, and Ford chuckled, nodding.

“It’s the worst kind of weed to deal with because it’s intelligent.”

Summer laughed, but Ford didn’t.

“I’m serious,” she said, “with other plants it’s survival of the fittest, but strangle weed is different—it can communicate. It uses these barbs in its roots to jab the other plants, it actually injects them with its poison, then it starts whispering to them, gets inside their little plant minds, convincing them to surrender. Convincing them it knows better, that it can be trusted. And strangle weed can be downright persuasive.” She looked at Summer. “That’s the Westons. They got their barbs in you when you were just a kid and they haven’t let go.”

Summer felt all the air punch out of her lungs. No one had ever said anything like that to her before. People only ever told her how lucky she was. How good the Westons had been to take her in. Even at her parents funeral, the looks, the comments. The priest who did the ceremony—you’ll make sure you’re a good girl for the Westons, won’t you? As if she’d ever been anything else. As if she was only allowed her grief if it was tempered with gratitude.

Ford was still talking. “But look at you,” she rested her chin on her fist, the one that was still closed around the swing’s rope, “you bloomed anyway. Right in the middle of the mess you were planted in. They’re strangle weed, and you’re a fucking wildflower.”

Summer wanted to cry. She wanted to scream her joy up to a silent audience of blinking stars. Ford’s words felt like permission. Absolution, even. Maybe she didn’t owe the Westons a thing. Maybe she really was free.

She reached up, offering her hand. Ford took it and jumped down, but neither of them let go. And in the time it took for their eyes to meet, something between them changed. Fell into place.

Ford shifted her hands, wrapped her fingers around Summer’s wrists. Walked her back until she was pressed against the tree. She lifted Summer’s hands over her head, held them there against the bark. Her eyes traveled over Summer’s face, down her forehead, her nose, down to stare at her mouth. Then, back up to her eyes.

Summer’s breath caught. The way Ford was looking at her—there was more than just heat in that look. There was reverence. 

They were so close, breathing each other’s air.

Ford’s words came on a soft breath. “You are,” her eyes narrowed as she studied her, “so beautiful.” The smallest shake of her head, like she couldn’t quite fathom it.

Still clasping Summer’s hands above her head, she leaned down slowly, glancing up for permission before brushing her mouth across Summer’s collarbone. 

Yes. Summer couldn’t breathe, she couldn’t talk. Couldn’t think.

Ford’s lips moved up against her neck, gently, barely touching, then up to her earlobe, the lightest scrape. She pulled back, just enough to find Summer’s eyes.

Ford smiled at her, that lopsided grin, rogue and resolute as she leaned in, closing the remaining distance between them. 

Their mouths met, smile against smile, and Summer’s entire body reacted, arching, pressing into Ford.

Fucking finally.

Ford kept Summer’s hands locked above her head as she deepened the kiss, sliding her tongue into Summer’s mouth, anchoring Summer’s hips with her own when Summer rolled against them.

An electrical storm was surging through Summer, fiercer than the one that had split the tree days earlier, bursts of energy pulsing in every nerve Ford touched with her tongue, her hips, her hands. And lower, between her legs, where already she could feel herself getting wet. From a kiss. It might’ve been embarrassing, but Summer had waited fifteen long years for this, and she wanted more.

She wrestled her hands free, brought them down, scrambling, grasping at Ford’s hips, pulling them close so she could surge against them. Ford’s mouth slid past hers, rested in the valley between her neck and shoulder, even as her hips worked against Summer’s.

It wasn’t enough friction and Summer pulled at her frantically. Ford chuckled, a low, teasing rumble, and trailed her mouth up Summer’s neck, dragging her teeth across her jaw and fuck, Summer couldn’t keep track of all the sensations, she wanted—she wanted Ford everywhere, all over her. Inside her.

She found Ford’s mouth with her own and their tongues met without pretense, hot and needy. Ford shifted and her leg moved between Summer’s thighs and yes, that was exactly what Summer needed, so she pushed into it, dragged her aching core up Ford’s thigh, jaw sliding open at how fucking good it was, how fucking incredible it felt.

They’d stopped actively kissing at some point, both of their mouths open and panting against each other, Summer whining and grinding down on Ford’s thigh and Ford tilting her head down to watch. Summer felt herself growing more and more mindless, leaning in to bite Ford’s exposed neck, pulling a hoarse whine from Ford, and Summer was certain she could come from that sound alone.

“Fuck.” Ford spun away.

Summer sagged against the tree, out of breath, feeling the sudden distance like a missing limb. She’d been so close, which was ridiculous. Or maybe amazing.

When Ford spun back around her hands were on her head, elation on her face. “No, stay there—” She pointed a finger when Summer started toward her. “Don’t move. I need a minute, I’m—” She shook her head, laughing a bit. She went and sat down on the swing, a safe distance away.

“But—why?” It was all Summer could manage. She was wound so tight, still panting.

“Because you deserve better than being taken against a tree the first time, but I was seconds away from doin’ just that,” Ford said. “Next time, maybe,” her grin flashed, “but the first time?” She shook her head. “You deserve a feather bed and a symphony playing. And dinner. Jesus, I want to take you to dinner—” Ford looked at her, horrified, like she couldn’t believe how wrong she was getting it.

The first time. The words penetrated the haze in Summer’s head. They made it real. It was happening. Would happen. And clearly Ford planned on it happening more than once.

Ford had her legs stretched out, feet on the ground, holding herself steady on the swing. Her lips were swollen and she was holding the ropes, looking at Summer like she was just a little bit afraid of what might happen if she touched her again.

Summer pushed off the tree, clasping her hands behind her back, taking several strides in Ford’s direction until she was standing right in front of her.

The swing’s seat was wide enough for Summer to climb on, one knee and then the other, holding the rope on either side above Ford’s hands. She didn’t give Ford a chance to escape, and it was all Ford could do to steady them with her feet against the ground as Summer settled over her, straddling her. Their eyes met, and they smiled, in part because it was ridiculous to be attempting this on a swing.

Summer sank down onto Ford’s lap, denim against denim. With one hand still clasping the rope for balance, Summer slid her other hand to Ford’s neck, raking her fingers up into her hair, watching as Ford’s eyes rolled and her head tipped back, pushing into Summer’s fingers. Summer took the opportunity to capture her lips again, softly at first, then with a hunger as Ford’s mouth opened, her tongue moving to find Summer’s. Ford’s hand came up to cradle Summer’s jaw and their mouths slotted together, all finesse lost as they tried to swallow each other whole.

Ford’s hands slid inside Summer’s jacket, down her sides until she was grasping her hips, holding her in place, pressing her down into herself. When Ford shifted, pushing her own hips up just slightly, Summer gasped into her mouth.

Fuck.

Ford pulled back, looked up at her with a lazy half smile, and Summer realized she’d said it out loud. And maybe she’d be embarrassed about it later, but right now all that mattered was feeling that incredible throb between her legs so she pushed down again, writhed against her, and this time when Ford looked up she wasn’t smiling. She was wearing a look of utter concentration, pupils blown, forehead creased, like the only thing that mattered in the world was fucking Summer through layers of denim. Anchoring Summer’s crotch to her lap and thrusting as hard as she could without losing the balance that was keeping them from swinging free.

Usually, Summer’s mind was racing during sex. Writing a grocery list or wondering if she’d ever actually finished that series about the serial killer and the women in the bunker. This wasn’t even sex, not really, and Summer’s mind was gone—there enough for her to acknowledge just how far gone she was, but anything more cerebral was just going to have to fucking wait because this, even just this—the writhing and the grinding and the clumsy thrusting—was going to be enough. Ford was pulling her into each little thrust, holding her there like her arms were made of fucking iron and Summer started letting out small gasps that quickly grew into whimpers, then full on cries.

She was going to come from this, and how the fuck was that even possible? She bowed her head on Ford’s shoulder, her hips were starting to lose their rhythm, her legs had started to tremble.

Ford’s mouth was at her ear, muttering encouragements, telling her how gorgeous she was, how good she felt. She kissed Summer’s neck, pushed up into her one last time, and Summer exploded.

And just kept exploding.

Ford held her through it as she shuddered, moving a hand from Summer’s hip to her hair, her face, stroking her and calming her as she came down.

Summer kept her forehead on Ford’s shoulder, squeezed her eyes shut as reality crept back in. She’d just climbed Ford like a tree. And ridden her until—

“Oh my God.” She groaned it into Ford’s neck, horrified. She was never going to look her in the eye again. Never. “Oh my God, I just—”

“…just what?” Her smirk was audible.

“You know what,” Summer said, still fused to her shoulder, which had started to shake. “Are you—are you laughing?” She did look at her then, and sure enough, Ford was laughing. “It’s not funny, it’s mortifying!”

“It’s really not, it’s been a long time coming—” And that set her off again, laughing even harder.  

“I’m so glad you’re enjoying this.” It was getting harder to keep a straight face.

“Summer, it’s fine, obviously that was needed, next time we’ll take it slow—maybe actually make it to a bed, maybe even get a piece of clothing off, a sock maybe, a shoe, before we—"

“Keep it up Flores, make fun of me all you want—”

“Not making fun of you. It wasn’t just you.” Ford had been looking down but she tilted her head, peering up at Summer with one golden eye squinted, looking strangely sheepish.

Summer’s jaw dropped. “You did too?” She whispered.

A slight shrug. “Fifteen years, Sunshine, that’s a long time to want somebody. Honestly, I’m surprised it doesn’t just happen automatically every time I look at you.” She made a face, a quick cringe. “Glad it doesn’t, actually.”

They sat for a little while longer and watched the stars, happy and content and planning to ride that wave as far as it carried them. As it stood, it was late and it really had been a long day.

When they finally climbed back into the truck Ford rested her head back against the headrest, rolling it to look at Summer.

“The hut has a bed. If you’re interested.”

Summer grinned, and Ford started the ignition.
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Ford’s bedroom was at the back of the hut, cramped and cozy, the wide-planked floor just as warped and slanted as it was throughout the rest of the small shack. There were plants hanging from the walls and ceiling, held in place by ropes and iron hangers with a string of lights woven messily between, giving the room a warm glow. There was an old bookcase taking up one wall, all the shelves uneven and slightly slanted. Frank had probably built it himself at one time or another, like most of the things in the hut.

Ford’s bed wasn’t large, but it was inviting; a pile of colorful pillows at the head of a down comforter, a chunky knit blanket folded at the end.

“It’s not much,” Ford shrugged, her hands in her pockets.

Summer was still taking it all in. “It’s perfect,” she said. And she meant it.

She went to look at the bookcase. Books on plants, gardening, soil chemistry. Albums by bands that Summer had never heard of but wanted to listen to if it meant knowing Ford better. A few collections of short stories. The entire top shelf was lined with notebooks crammed tightly together.

Summer eyed them. “Are these…?” She looked at Ford.

“Frank’s notebooks,” Ford nodded.

Summer ran her finger along the many spiral bindings. “There are so many.” Some of the spirals were bent, others looked rusted, corroded by time.

“One day I’ll get around to reading them all, they’re just,” Ford chuckled, “not that exciting. He led a boring life and he liked it that way. But like I said, you’re welcome to them. If there’s anything in there that could help with your,” she gestured, like she couldn’t find the word, “situation.”

“My ghosts.” Summer smiled over her shoulder. It was so strange, the way she wasn’t afraid to say things in front of Ford. She gave the notebooks one last look. Tomorrow, she decided. Not tonight. Tonight was for other things.

And yet, the electricity from earlier had waned a bit, giving way to an awkward clumsiness, as if they weren’t entirely sure how to proceed.

“Oh—I have tee shirts and stuff,” Ford pointed, then slid past Summer, almost shy in the way she avoided touching her. She opened a drawer and pulled out a shirt. “For sleeping,” she said, handing it to Summer, “if you’re staying, I mean.”

“I’d like to,” Summer faced her, clasping her hands behind her back with a little smile, “if that’s alright.”

Ford’s face lit up with a wide smile that she quickly tried to temper, pursing her lips and nodding. “Yeah, of course.” Then, she seemed to make a conscious decision in favor of vulnerability, laughing as she said, “Of fucking course it’s alright, what are you even talking about? Summer Wilde’s gonna be in my bed? You have no idea,” she laughed again, shaking her head, “no fucking idea.”

The heat was back, flushing Summer’s cheeks, flooding lower, into that part of her that needed to be touched, this time without layers of clothing between them.

“You sure it’s okay, though?” Ford’s smile had faded. “They’re not gonna come with their torches and pitchforks to drag you back?” She jerked her head in the direction of Stonehold.

“Everyone’s asleep,” Summer said, but what she meant was let them try.

She changed in the hut’s tiny bathroom. The Freddie Mercury tee Ford had given her hung down to her thighs, and she padded back to the room barefoot in just the shirt and her underwear. The lights had been dimmed, and there was a sound machine playing ocean waves, soft and low. Ford had changed into black sweatpants and a white ribbed tank top that hugged her strong torso, and she smiled at Summer’s bare legs and told her it was a good look.

Summer stood just inside the doorframe, arms crossed, waiting for the intermittent nervousness to wane as Ford shuffled things on the bed, making room. Finally, Ford flopped down onto the duvet, hands behind her head, and looked at Summer. Slid her eyes to the empty space on the bed beside her, quickly the first time, then slowly and purposefully when she did it again.

Summer took several steps closer but stopped halfway. “Why am I nervous? Are you nervous?”

“Maybe a little bit,” Ford shrugged and sat up, shifting until she was sitting cross-legged with her back against the wall. “Did you fantasize about this moment? Because,” she looked down, letting out a little huff of laughter, “I sure fucking did. A lot. Like,” she looked back at Summer, “a lot.”

“Yeah.” It felt good to be honest. To be unashamed. “I did.”

Ford swallowed, still looking at her. Her eyes had gone dark at Summer’s admission, and her gaze kept slipping down to Summer’s lips.

“Maybe we sleep on it, then.” Ford’s eyes were still on Summer’s mouth. “Take the pressure off.”

Sleep sounded like an absolute waste of time, and Summer was about to say so, but Ford kept talking.

“I meant it when I said there are no expectations. Just figured, with the day you’ve had, maybe you don’t want to be holed up in the castle, alone with your thoughts. Tell you what,” she smiled, all warmth and reassurance, “I, for one, am fucking exhausted. Worked over forty hours in three days to clear the back yard, so if it’s alright with you,” she paused, catching Summer’s eyes, “I’d like you to join me,” she patted the bed, “to sleep. Just sleep. Nothing more, nothing less. Then, in the morning, when I’m not a zombie, I’d like to make you breakfast.”

Something warm spread across Summer’s chest. “I’d like that.”

They shared a smile, and just like that, the nervousness was gone. Summer climbed under the covers, and after switching off the string lights, Ford joined her.

“You’re really brave. Just think you should know.” Ford turned her head on the pillow to look at her. “Most people would’ve just gone through with it.”

Summer’s stomach flipped. In just a few short hours, everyone would know. The same people who’d been flocking around her all week like some sort of bizarre bridal fan club would be the first to turn against her. Poor Brody, she could hear it now, practically left at the altar by that ungrateful bitch. And Georgina—Georgina would be inconsolable. Her sisters would make a point of announcing just how much Summer was throwing away, how much money had been spent. Do you know what it costs to fly in a Michelin-starred chef from France for a six course meal? And don’t get us started on the fireworks…

Summer stared up at the low ceiling with its warm wood beams. “Maybe that’s why most people are unhappy.”

“You think most people are unhappy?” Ford sounded surprised.

Summer looked at her. “You don’t?”

Ford shook her head, the slightest shake. “I haven’t known many unhappy people. Maybe I’m lucky.”

“Or maybe you just make people happy.” Summer thought of Thea. Of Mo. How they both seemed to adore Ford.

Ford laughed, like yeah right, but a second later she tickled Summer’s pinky with her own, then intertwined them. They fell into a comfortable silence for a moment, before Summer caught on to the fact that Ford was laughing, silently shaking.

“What?” Summer rolled onto her side, on the verge of laughing herself as she peered down at Ford’s shape in the dark.

Ford shifted, looking up at her. “Been dreaming about this exact moment for a long time, and in my fantasy there was always music and wine and flattery and seduction, followed by a hell of a lot more. Now you’re here in my bed, wearing nothing but my shirt, and I can’t even keep my eyes open. So, Sunshine, I’m feeling fairly humble at the moment, and this time I do mean a rehab center for rich people who’ve hit rock bottom.”

Summer hummed a little laugh. “Pretty smooth in your fantasies, huh?”

“You have no idea. Would’ve had you ten different ways by now, you’d be peeling yourself off the ceiling.”

Summer reached over, turned Ford’s face toward hers. “I like this better. Just being together. And sleeping. For tonight, this is better.” She leaned in, finding Ford’s lips in the dark and kissing her softly.

Ford’s hand came up to cup her jaw, and when Summer’s hand reached for Ford’s cheek in turn, they shifted to face each other, lying on their sides, moving their mouths against each other lazily. Summer nipped Ford’s lower lip, pulling a soft chuckle from her before their tongues met, tangling and stroking without urgency.

It went on that way for a while, kissing for the sake of kissing, nothing more. But then Summer licked into Ford’s mouth a little deeper and Ford made a noise that hinted at more, and soon Summer was trying to straddle Ford, getting caught up in the covers while Ford’s hand sought out the naked skin on back of her thigh, sliding up to grab her ass.

Summer pulled back, biting her lip, considering her options. Slowly she moved her hand down, moving Ford’s hand off of her, kissing her gently as she did.

“Sleep,” she whispered against Ford’s mouth, “for now.” She kissed her again, just because she could, before laying back down.

“Alright, fine.” After a moment Ford flopped back against her pillow with one hand flung up over her head, playing with her own hair as she stared at the ceiling. “But I need to ask you something first,” she looked at Summer, “and I’m terrified because maybe it’s too soon, maybe I’ve read things wrong. Maybe you’re not that kind of girl.” She looked away like she couldn’t meet Summer’s eyes. “But it’s too important to not ask.”

“Okay,” Summer nodded. She sat up. Took Ford’s hand.

“How do you feel…” Ford started, seeming to choose her words carefully, “about morning sex?”

Summer rolled her eyes, crashing back down into a horizontal position, but not before Ford started laughing, her white teeth flashing in the darkness.

“Goodnight,” Summer smiled.

“Give a girl an answer at least!”

“I will,” Summer said, “in the morning.” She decided she liked the way it sounded when Ford chuckled to herself, all dark and low. Decided that liked wasn’t a strong enough word.

Out of habit, she turned over on her side, facing the way she always did when she managed to sleep. Ford was quiet, and for a minute Summer suspected she’d fallen asleep, she’d been so exhausted. But then there was movement, a slight shuffling behind her, an arm snaking around her middle.

“This okay?” Ford’s drowsy voice was in her ear.

Summer nodded and laced her fingers through Ford’s, holding her hand to her stomach.

“If I’m crowding you…if you wanna sprawl…just let me…just lemme…lemme know…” And then she was out cold, leaving Summer to smile into the dark, clutching Ford’s hand just a little bit tighter.
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Something woke Summer in the early hours, when the dawn’s rays had just begun streaming through the window, streaking warm pink light across the warped wooden floor.

She sat up slowly, blinking at the room around her. Ford had disentangled in the night and was still fast asleep on her back, an arm strewn up over her face. Summer looked at her. She’d never had the chance to do that—to really look. It had always been nervous glances, trying to read each other. Or, more recently, heated exchanges where the goal wasn’t exactly a slow cataloguing. So she took advantage of the moment, watching the way Ford breathed through her mouth as she slept, tiny puffs of air escaping her parted lips. Her lashes were fanned across her cheeks, Summer could just make them out beneath her arm. She looked so soft like this, vulnerable even, and Summer realized she liked this side of Ford every bit as much as the swagger. Two sides of the same coin. She found herself memorizing the lines of Ford’s face, the sharp angle of her jaw, her nose, which was just slightly asymmetrical and utterly perfect. The angle of the morning light was making the faint dimple in the middle of her chin look deeper, and Summer had just reached out to touch it when she froze—

It was a deafening crash, a tremendous shattering, loud and nearby. The same sound that had woken Summer in the first place, though in the confused fog of waking up she’d assumed she’d imagined it.

Ford was instantly awake, sitting up beside her, both of them looking in the direction of the clamor.

It happened again, this time even louder. A great smash, a horrible clatter, the sound of something large and fragile breaking into a thousand pieces. Ford was up in a flash, pulling on a sweatshirt and stuffing her feet into a pair of boots by the closed door.

“Stay here a sec,” she said over her shoulder, yanking the door open and disappearing down the short hall.

Summer was wide awake now, and something heavy had settled in the pit of her stomach. A knowing. A certainty.

She threw on her jeans from the night before, slid into a pair of Ford’s flip flops that were on the floor by the bed and ran for the hall, just as another great crash sounded, followed by Ford shouting. Summer made it to the front door of the hut and stopped short.

Ford was standing in the greenhouse with her back to Summer, and there, about fifteen feet away, was Harrison Caulfield, using a fire poker to smash each and every one of Ford’s potted plants.

“Good morning!” He said when he spotted Summer, tipping his head and sending her a wide smile, all teeth.

“Harrison,” Summer was trying to take it all in, the dirt and shards of ceramic strewn everywhere, “what the fuck are you doing?”

“No, Summer, the question is what the fuck are you doing?” He slid his gaze to Ford before looking back at her. “You’re getting married in two days, and yet here you are, scratching an itch between your thighs with the local trash.”

“Get out.” Summer pointed at the door of the greenhouse.

Harrison swung the poker like a baseball bat, shattering another pot.

“Get out, Harrison!” She ran at him, intent on pushing him out with her own two hands if necessary. “Go back to Stonehold and pack your stuff because you’re leaving.”

He smiled, twirling the poker like a baton. “I wouldn’t bet on it.”

The look on his face sent a stab of apprehension twisting through Summer’s stomach. She stood taller. “Believe me, you’re as good as gone. As soon as Brody hears—”

“Brody?” He laughed. “You think Brody will take your side in this? Spreading your legs in the gardener’s hut like a fucking dyke whore.”

Ford stepped in front of her. “You’ve got five seconds to get the fuck out. Five.” Ford’s voice was low and steady but Harrison just grinned, all self-righteous arrogance. “Four.” Ford took a step toward him. “Three. You fucking deaf, Caulfield?”

“What are you going to do?” He smiled down at her. “I’ve got at least six inches on you.”

“Doubt it.” Ford made a point of sliding her gaze to the juncture of his thighs, smirking as she looked back up. “Two.”

“I’m invested now,” Harrison said, “what’s going to happen at the end of this little countdown? Are you actually going to hit me?” He laughed. “How do you think that would go?”

“Well, Harrison,” Ford stepped closer, “one of us has been doing hard manual labor every day for the past thirteen years while the other looks like their mother breastfed them into adulthood, so you tell me how it’s gonna go?” She stepped even closer. “One.”

At that exact moment, Grant Weston materialized from behind the collection of tall, leafy palms that were waiting to be wrapped for winter, blocking Ford’s path to Harrison.

Summer’s apprehension turned to dread, surging in her veins like ice water.

Grant clicked his tongue, chuckling. “How strange to see you acting this way, Ms. Flores! Is it a side effect? Do the drugs make you irritable?”

“What are you—what?” Ford’s cautious confusion was palpable, Summer could sense it.

“I’ll admit I was impressed with how quickly you managed to clear the back yard.” Grant said. “Working from dawn until well into the night, I thought to myself there’s a hardworking woman, going above and beyond.” Grant chuckled, shaking his head. “Imagine, I was going to give you some time off after the wedding as a show of appreciation. But then Harrison told me about the incident on the tennis court—how agitated you were, how confrontational. Then Angelina always seemed to be looking for you, and her history with substance abuse is no secret. And, as it happens, neither is yours.” He sighed. “It’s unfortunate, but it all makes sense now—the herculean work ethic, the irritability. The damage you’ve done to your own arms, scratching at them like—”

“But it was the cunt grass!” Summer blurted, she couldn’t believe what she was hearing, couldn’t understand why Grant—Grant knew she was allergic—

Grant ignored her. “When Harrison told me you’d bragged to him about the quality of your product, how you tried to get him to purchase—”

“What?” Ford asked again, wide-eyed, looking over at Harrison then back to Grant.

“No, this isn’t right,” Summer shook her head, “Harrison was high, he’s the one with the habit.” But no one even looked at her.

She stepped around to stand beside Ford. A united front. But then she saw the look on Ford’s face and the knot in her stomach twisted tighter. Ford looked resigned, like she already knew how this ended. Like she’d already accepted it.

“We’re conducting a little search,” Grant said, gesturing around at the chaos, the dirt, the broken pots, “because I can’t have a user—much less a dealer—working for me, living on my family’s property. I’m sure you understand my position. Harrison?”

Harrison raised the poker and smashed a light blue pot to pieces, followed by a yellow one with tiny green stars.

“Frank made those.” A muscle worked in Ford’s jaw.

Harrison smiled at her and smashed another.

“Stop!” Summer yelled, finally breaking free from her horrified trance, pushing past Grant to try to wrench the poker from Harrison, who immediately held it up over his head like a schoolyard bully. “This is ridiculous, you know she doesn’t have drugs, you’re just pissed off because—”

“Oh?” Harrison reached into the ruins of the ceramic pot he’d just smashed, pulling a plastic bag of white powder from the dirt and shaking it off. He held it up.

Grant clicked his tongue.

Summer felt like the ground itself was trembling with the force of her own rage.

“That’s yours!” She screamed it, barely stopping herself from shoving him, pummeling the smug grin from his face. “Grant,” she turned around, “I saw him with it on the tennis court yesterday, ask Ellis. It’s his, not Ford’s.”

But again, Grant ignored her, shaking his head. “This is so sad, Ford. It really is. Thea begged us to open our home to you for a second time, she really believed you’d put your past behind you, and we believed Thea. I’m just glad Frank isn’t here, this would break his heart.”

Ford had been staring at the floor, but her head whipped up at the mention of Frank.

“This is ridiculous,” Summer said, her hand kept opening and closing into a fist, “you’re wrong, please listen to me—it’s Harrison’s bag, and the only thing that makes sense is that he’s framing—”

“Think he already knows that, Sunshine,” Ford’s voice was soft as she stared Grant down. “Bet it was convenient, Caulfield already having the stuff. Made it easy, didn’t it?”

Grant smiled, and Summer had to steady herself against a table. It was a setup. It wasn’t about drugs, it was about taking Ford down.

“Summer,” Grant said, suddenly cheery, “why don’t you head on back to the house?”

Summer didn’t move. “Why are you doing this?”

“The police will be here any moment,” said Grant, “and you won’t be doing Ford any favors if you cause a scene.”

“The police? You called the police?” She glanced at Ford, who’d gone back to staring at the ground, “I’m not going anywhere,” Summer shook her head. “She hasn’t done anything wrong. I’ll tell them, Ellis will tell them, even Brody—Harrison’s the fuck up, not Ford.”

“And yet,” Harrison said, “one of us is a future congressman and the nephew of a US senator, while the other can only get jobs doing manual labor because she grew up in a double-wide with her crackhead mother until the government intervened,” he smiled, “so you tell me how this is gonna go?”

Summer’s heart sunk. He knew more about Ford’s past than she did. More than Ford had been ready to share. Which meant that he’d researched. What the fuck was going on?

There were sirens in the distance. It felt like time was speeding up, racing out of control, like she was being pulled along and couldn’t dig her heels in, couldn’t stop what was happening. She grabbed Ford’s hand because she had to be scared and at the very least she needed to know she wasn’t alone. But when Summer looked at her, Ford didn’t look scared. She looked calm, downright serene, a strange smile spreading across her face.

“Brody told you they called it off, didn’t he?” Ford looked at Grant. “That’s what this is about.”

The sirens were getting louder.

“Summer,” Grant looked at her with cold eyes, “go back to the house.”

But Summer wasn’t going anywhere. Fuck Grant. Fuck all of them. The police weren’t going to take Ford away. She wouldn’t let them.

“What’s she have on you? What does Summer have?” Ford was still looking at Grant. “What aren’t you telling her? Because all this?” She looked around. “It’s a lot of trouble to go to, so the way I see it, you’re terrified she’s gonna walk away and you’re grasping at straws.”

“I’d be more concerned with myself if I were you,” Grant said. “With a record like yours? You’re going away for the next two decades, and that’s if I don’t request a longer sentence. Bail won’t be an option, considering the county judge is away for a wedding,” his face pulled into a grotesque grin, “Summer and Brody’s wedding, actually. He and his wife are old friends.”

“Why are you doing this?” Summer meant to shout, but the words puffed out on a whisper, and no one even heard her. Her head was thrumming, confusion and rage pounding at her temples. Her cheek was shredded, she hadn’t even realized she’d been biting it. Her fist just kept opening and closing, opening and closing. This wasn’t Grant, this wasn’t how he treated people, it made no sense. It felt like a puzzle with hidden pieces—Grant’s anger, Harrison’s drugs, even the way she’d been scolded for being too friendly with the staff. This wasn’t the Weston family she knew, something had changed, but why? If she could just figure it out, if she could just keep Ford from being taken away. There was an answer just out of reach, she was certain, but the sirens were growing closer and louder.

The sound of the patrol car on the crushed stone driveway had Grant turning around to look, and as he did, the morning sun caught against the buckle of his enormous belt. Summer stared at it, the silver buckle with the Weston crest, glinting like it had in the spare room days earlier.

It’s your belt Grant! It’s your own goddamn belt!

The memory slammed into her, vivid and deafening, knocking her off balance, throwing her backward into the table.

“Summer?” Ford was looking at her with concern, even as two police officers made their way toward the greenhouse.

Summer couldn’t answer. Something had just come back to her. A fragment.

You need to remember, Summer. 

But it wasn’t enough, it was disjointed and hazy and even as she held onto it, tried to sharpen the edges of it, it disappeared in her grasp like smoke.

And then the police were in the greenhouse, handcuffs ready, ignoring Summer when she stepped up to explain the situation, dismissing her when she begged them to come to the house to speak with Ellis, a respected DA who’d worked for the Democratic Party in Washington—surely that meant something, surely that mattered!

But no—the male officer just held up the bag of powder, examining it then sliding it into an envelope. The female officer told Ford to face the table, told her to put her hands behind her back, and it was the way Ford didn’t even argue, didn’t say a word in her own defense, that finally broke Summer in two.

Tears spilled over, hot and angry, and she bit down on her cheek so hard her back molars gnashed together with such force it sent a shockwave of zinging pain all the way down her arm.

“She’s done nothing wrong,” she heard herself saying, over and over. She was completely helpless. She couldn’t stop them from taking her. Not when people far more powerful had already decided that Ford would be taken.

Once the handcuffs were on the officer tightened them forcefully, making Ford wince as she pulled her toward the door.

“You’re hurting her,” Summer followed them to the patrol car, “stop pulling her like that, she’s not resisting, what’s wrong with you? You don’t need to drag—”

“Summer.” Ford said it softly, looking back over her shoulder, all soft eyes and sad smile. “It’s okay. I’m okay. This is gonna get resolved, alright? You have to let these people do their jobs.”

“But they—you didn’t do anything, they’re lying,” Summer was blubbering now, it was too much and she couldn’t stop herself, her nose was running and she could barely see through her tears.  

“Hey, look at me. Sunshine, look—” Ford ducked to meet her eyes. “Fifteen years, remember? Not gonna let a little misunderstanding ruin things now.”

Summer knew she was putting on a brave face. She also knew the least she could do was return the favor—stay strong, not make it any harder.

“Okay.” She sniffed, wiped an arm across her face and nodded. “Okay, I’m going to go wake Ellis, you’re not going to have to stay there, I promise, they can’t hold you for this. It’s going to be okay.”

“I know it will,” Ford said, but her smile didn’t reach her eyes.

The officer opened the car door, put a hand on Ford’s shoulder to guide her into the backseat, but before Ford ducked in she looked back at Summer one more time.

“Whatever this is,” she nodded toward Grant and Harrison, still talking with the other officer by the greenhouse, “it’s about you. Play their game, but find somebody you can trust—Thea,” she said quickly, “you can trust Thea.” She seemed to be saying more with her eyes. “Find Thea, and be careful, okay?”

The officer pushed Ford into the backseat, harder than necessary. The other officer climbed into the driver’s seat, leaning forward to send Grant a little nod out the passenger window before driving away.

And just like that, Ford was gone.
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Ellis wasn’t in her room. She wasn’t in the kitchen for an early protein shake before a morning jog. Thea was nowhere to be found either—Summer had ran frantically from room to room searching, before the playroom clock had caught her eye and she’s realized it was only seven o’clock and Thea wouldn’t be in for another two hours.

The whole of Stonehold was eerily quiet, despite the many guests, and when Summer had run back through the foyer—Brody, she’d realized, she could go wake Brody—the buzz of the downstairs intercom had stopped her in her tracks, heart leaping into her throat.

“Summer?” It was Brody. “You there?”

She jabbed at the speaker button with all the force in her thumb. “Where are you?”

“Come to dad’s office.”

She tore down the dark hall and didn’t bother knocking when she reached the black door. The faster she could tell him everything, the better.

The light inside the office was blinding—someone had pulled back the curtains and the morning sun was glaring in through the enormous gothic window that took up most of the wall behind the desk. It had always reminded Summer of a cathedral, that window. It made the room feel important. Sacred.

Brody was sitting in one of the chairs facing his father’s desk, his back to the door. He hadn’t turned when she’d burst in.

“I need to talk to you,” she said, and she could hear the hysteria at the edge of her voice, she was struggling to keep it at bay, “your dad and Harrison just—”

“Summer.”

She whirled around. Grant was standing in the doorway with an amiable little smile.

“Have a seat,” he said.

Summer glanced at Brody. He was just staring at the floor, he hadn’t said a word. His hair was disheveled and he wouldn’t look at her.

Grant had gone around to sit at his desk, and he gestured, once again encouraging Summer to sit.

And maybe she should’ve refused, maybe she should’ve demanded that he explain himself, explain what the fuck was going on, but there was a pull within her, a magnetic compulsion leading her to do as she was told.

She sat down on the very edge of the seat. Her engagement ring was sitting on Grant’s desk, positioned right in front of her chair. Whoever had put it there had meant for her to see it as soon as she sat down.

“Alright,” Grant said, folding his hands on the desk in front of him, all business, “the three of us have a few things to discuss. But first—Brody, was there something you wanted to say to your fiancé?”

She looked at Brody. He still wouldn’t look at her.

“Summer,” he stared at the floor, “I was wrong. I don’t want to call it off. I want to get married.”

What the fuck was happening.

“I don’t—” She glanced at Grant, who was sitting there smiling, like all’s well that ends well. “Brody,” she lowered her voice, “what the fuck?”

“It was a moment of confusion.” He didn’t even sound like Brody, he sounded robotic. “I got cold feet. But I’m ready to marry you. I want to.”

“What is this?” She looked at Grant. “What is this?”

Harrison, now Brody—had Grant recruited them? To bully her into seeing it through? Why?

Grant was silent, and her anger surged. Fuck this entire day.

“Would someone please talk to me?” The hysteria was taking over. “I feel like I’m losing my fucking mind—Brody, what is happening? Look at me!”

He did look at her then, a split second glance before he turned away.

“Oh my God.” She jumped up to turn his face back to hers. His eye was swollen shut. The skin was purple and red, mottled with broken blood vessels. She looked at Grant. “Was this—was this you? Did you hit him?”

Another memory slipped to the surface of her mind—she and Brody, young and bored, snooping in all the places they weren’t supposed to. Grant’s desk drawers, for instance. Grant had caught them, and it was the first time she’d heard him yell. All of his anger had been directed at Brody, like she’d been invisible. He’d sworn at Brody, used words she’d always assumed parents incapable of saying to their children, and Brody had crumpled and shrunk away. It was the first time she’d realized that Grant Weston was nothing like Rowan Wilde.

“It’s just his temper,” Brody had said later. He seemed embarrassed that Summer had witnessed Grant explode. Seemed desperate to justify it, desperate for Summer to forget it ever happened. And Summer had. Nobody was perfect, after all. She’d put it out of her head. Hadn’t thought about it in years and years. You need to remember. How much had she forgotten?

She waited for Grant to deny it, waited for him to say of course I didn’t hit Brody, I would never, because that was the Grant she knew, that was the Grant she wanted to believe he was—a good man who could lose his temper just like anyone, but who would never assault his own son, for fuck’s sake. But Grant didn’t deny it. Instead, he ordered her to sit back down, an agitated ferocity creeping into his tone.

“Just listen to him,” Brody whispered. “Please.”

She sat back down.

“Good. Alright,” Grant shifted in his chair, leaning forward, hands folded, “here’s what we’re going to do. Summer, you’re going to go upstairs and get cleaned up,” he looked pointedly at the Freddie Mercury tee shirt she was still wearing, “transform back into an eager bride and gracious hostess. Brody, you’re going to get some ice on that shiner, and in the future you’re going to be more careful when you’re playing tennis with Harrison.”

Summer snorted. Unbelievable.

“Two days from now, you’ll marry each other as planned, we’ll have a hell of a good time celebrating with all the people who’ve come all this way, and we’ll put this morning behind us. And Summer,” he had the audacity to look amused, to shake his head like it was all a little bit funny, like they’d laugh about it a year from now, “for Christ’s sake, forget about the goddamn groundskeeper. Can you do that for me?”

Summer nearly laughed, but there was an ever-growing heaviness making it impossible.

As he’d been speaking she’d been staring past him, down at the floor, the corner behind his desk, where the sun was casting patterned sunbeams through the decorative window. It was just a coincidence that the pattern in the corner resembled a W, ornamental and formidable. Just a coincidence, but it didn’t feel like one. These are important people, the sunbeam seemed to say. Powerful people. She could feel it starting deep within her—the numbness. The same old self-preservation. And they’re all you have left, do as they say.

“Summer?” Grant was waiting.

She stared at the sunbeam. The bright W in the empty corner. There was a faint discoloration there, a rectangle of hardwood that was lighter than the rest of the floor.

“Summer?” Grant was getting impatient.

“Summer.” Brody urged softly.

Summer dragged her eyes up from the floor and looked at Grant.

“I don’t even—” There was a sudden pounding in her ears, a dizziness radiating from her chest. She looked back at the corner. The discoloration, the outline on the floor. Her heart was beating backwards. “Where is the chest?”

Grant took a moment to respond. “What chest?”

Summer pointed. “There was a chest in the corner, and now it’s gone. Where is it?”

There was an old chest that sat there for many, many years.

Finally, she looked at him, and her breath hitched in her throat, because Grant Weston looked terrified. Pale and wide-eyed, a sheen of sweat on his brow.

He recovered quickly, clearing his throat, finding his smile. But Summer had seen his mask slip, and she knew she’d just gotten a little bit closer. Closer to solving what she was starting to believe was all part of the same fucked up puzzle. The ghosts. Her parents. The wedding.

“You will marry Brody on Saturday,” Grant said, low and furious, sounding like thunder, “because if you don’t,” he placed a solitary finger on his desktop phone’s receiver, “all it takes is a phone call. Just one. People get hurt in prison all the time. And worse. Imagine the guilt we’d both feel if Ford Flores happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

He was a stranger now. A man she didn’t recognize, glaring at her with barely contained rage. Whatever she’d just done, whatever door she’d just opened—she wasn’t just a pawn anymore, she was the opponent.

Summer didn't look away. She met his glare, calm and collected, as she reached for the engagement ring and slid it back onto her finger.

Play their game, Ford had said.

She didn’t know the rules, she couldn’t see the board, she’d only just found out they were even playing a game, but the moment she’d seen the terror on his face—that moment changed everything. Grant Weston was afraid of her. Ford had been right. Summer had something on him.

And if she could just figure out what that was—when she figured out what that was—she was going to win.
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I imagine these letters are usually filled with big dreams and hopeful promises.

Maybe that’s what you’re looking for—a starry-eyed hero, fresh for the fight. If so, I’ll understand when you pass my application by.The world needs dreamers, and I wish I had the self-assured confidence that enables an ordinary individual to believe that they’re the key ingredient—the thing that’s been missing. That they’re going to change the hearts and minds of greedy capitalists just because they spent a summer backpacking through Banff and now they speak the language of the trees. I don’t mean to sound pessimistic—I love the notion that some people are able to dismiss the cold patterns and truths of reality and arm themselves with dreams and delusions because sometimes dreams and delusions really do change the world. But it’s hard for me to be starry-eyed. I grew up in a uniquely privileged position; until his death twenty-two years ago, my father’s family owned half of Weston & Wilde Wood Industries, and he was enormously supportive of Green Guard’s efforts to—

Summer sighed. Deleted everything she’d just written.

For a long time she’d hoped her father’s donations to Green Guard might work in her favor, but now? The idea embarrassed her. The fact she’d ever even had the idea embarrassed her. She was starting to wonder if all of her ideas were just self-indulgence cloaked in good intent. Did she really care about the environment or was she trying to make sense of her parents’ deaths by making their lives matter? And how important was intent if the end result was a net positive?

It’d been Ellis’s idea to work on the application. She’d framed it as a two birds one stone endeavor; Summer had to write the letter, she was nearly out of time, and it would serve as an excellent distraction from the shit show that was Thursday.

But Ellis kept distracting Summer from the distraction.

“Let me get this straight,” Ellis said, hands flying through the air as she spoke, “Grant had Harrison plant his own drugs in the greenhouse to frame Ford?”

“They called the cops before they even searched the greenhouse, they didn’t even try to make it look legitimate.”

“But why?” Ellis spun around and looked at Summer, both eyes squinted. “You’re gay, so what? Sure it’s bad timing, makes for an awkward conversation between Grant, Georgina and all their guests, but I’m still not seeing why they’re punishing Ford for all of this.” She went back to pacing and wringing her hands.

“Something else is going on, Ell. You should’ve seen Brody this morning, I think Grant hit him, his eye is,” she shook her head, “not good.”

“So Grant needs to believe you’re going to marry Brody, otherwise he’ll call his prison people—” she spun around again, hands splayed, “who has prison people? He really said that about it only taking one phone call?”

“Yup.”

“Who does that?” She made a disgusted noise in the back of her throat.

Summer shook her head. “I’m so fucking naïve. I thought it was just Harrison getting some revenge for the whole tennis court thing.”

“You’re not naïve. We’re going to figure this out. For now, you need to play the part and buy us time. I’ll call every single contact I have for the Innocence Project, see if anyone is willing to advise us so we can get the ball rolling.”

“How long will it take? For the ball to roll?”

“A few of the wrongfully convicted people I know of waited twenty years or more.”

“Not an option.”

“Spoken like a true princess.” There was an edge to Ellis’s tone. “Ford has priors, and maybe she’s turned her life around but she could still be looking at ten years or more. It takes a lot longer to get someone out of prison than it does to get them in. And apparently Grant Weston’s a powerful guy, so unless you know someone even more powerful…”

Summer lay back and put a pillow over her head.

“Hey,” Ellis moved the pillow so she could look at her, “at least you guys had a night together before this happened.” She raised an eyebrow like she was waiting for details.

“We didn’t even get to!” Summer grabbed the pillow and groaned into it. “We were going to this morning.”

“God.” Ellis grimaced. “This is not your week.”

Summer groaned even louder. She couldn’t fathom it. Losing ten years of your life because of someone’s lie.

“You really think your friends can help?”

Ellis raised a shoulder. “There’s a waiting list a thousand miles long of people begging the Project to review their case. They’re not going to free Ford,” she shook her head, “they’re going to advise me—if they have time—so that I can free her. Or try.”

Summer set her laptop aside for a moment so she could indulge her swelling despair. She tipped over, burying her face in the down duvet.

“Sit up,” Ellis barked from across the room.

Summer lifted her head again, parting the curtain of hair that had fallen over her face. “I’m sad.”

“No shit, but you don’t get to crumble, you’ve barely begun fighting.” She started pacing again, only to pivot and point an impassioned finger in Summer’s direction. “And don’t you dare go chewing on your cheek. Ford’s gonna want to put that mouth to good use once she’s out.”

It was the way she said it—all militant and in charge. Summer couldn’t help the hoot of laughter that escaped. Then she couldn’t help the wave of guilt for laughing while Ford was in a cage somewhere, being treated like a criminal.

“Thank you,” Summer sent Ellis a small smile, “for helping her. For trying.”

Ellis waved a hand. “All things considered, it’s the least I can do.”

By all things considered she meant Harrison, and the fact that he’d gone through her text messages the night before while she’d been asleep. He’d sent himself screenshots of Ellis’s texts with Summer—incriminating texts about Ford and when Summer was going to come out. And either he wasn’t smart enough or he didn’t care enough to delete the screenshots and texts he’d sent, because Ellis had found them that morning and confronted him in his room with a tennis racket to his rumpled, sleeping head.

“I’m beyond done with him, by the way.” Ellis was texting someone furiously while she paced, either frantic texts to her friends at the Innocence Project or burn in hell texts to Harrison.

“You deserve so much better,” Summer said softly, emphasizing with her eyes when Ellis looked up from her phone.

“I know,” said Ellis, nodding. “I saw how Ford looked at you out on the tennis courts and I knew right then that I was done with him. That’s my new standard—a man who looks at me the way Ford looks at you. Also preferably one who doesn’t plant drugs on people.”

“You really are,” Summer took a shuddering breath, “my very best friend.”

“Obviously,” Ellis said, sitting down on the bed beside her. And then, she did something she hadn’t done since she’d founded the Alternative Affection movement—she wrapped Summer in a long, tight hug.
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My mother believed this planet was entrusted to us; not just as its caretakers, but as witnesses to its beauty. She taught me to take time to feel the grass beneath my bare feet, to smell the mountain air after a summer rain, to listen to the sound of the woodpecker hard at work.

“Imagine,” she would say, “having to work that hard for every meal, banging your beak against solid wood just to stay alive.”

Like the salmon who swim upstream against all odds, just to spawn and die. They have to work so hard just to exist, and we think absolutely nothing of destroying them. We think nothing of destroying so much in this world. Like the wolves, who’ve been known to display altruistic behavior, the alpha protecting the pack when a trophy hunter in a helicopter is shooting at them, because the laws have deemed that fair and just. A high-powered rifle and a helicopter against a lone wolf, trying to protect his pack. Imagine that creature’s abject terror in his final moments. Imagine what they must think of us. How they must cower at the very idea of us.

Sometimes I struggle to understand why we place tier-one value on human life, when we are the single most destructive detriment to the planet. Why do we behave as though the Earth exists only for the hundred or so years we personally exist on it? Humans are a plague, a pox on this planet and sometimes I think the world would be better off without—

Misanthropy, that’ll charm them. She deleted it all. Not that it wasn’t true—she believed every word she’d written. Still. She’d come back to it when she was a little less angry.
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On Friday, Summer wore a black dress to the rehearsal dinner dinner. Hair pulled tight in a low bun. She looked like she was headed to a funeral, which seemed fitting.

Downstairs, Stonehold was abuzz with caterers and guests, both those that had been staying at the house as well as local friends the Westons had invited. It was surreal, all the guests in suits and gowns, flouncing around with their surface-level pleasantries and Summer in the midst of it all, expected to pretend that she hadn’t just learned Grant Weston was a monster. Expected to pretend that she was there by choice.

The Evergreen Dining Room had been transformed into an autumnal spectacle. Someone—and with Ford gone, Summer couldn’t begin to guess who—had brought in real larch trees from the property. They’d had to time it perfectly—their golden needles would brown within hours of being cut down, and yet, there they stood, little manmade forests, bright and gilded, in all four corners of the enormous room.

The dining table usually reminded Summer of a bowing alley, long and polished and empty. But tonight it was overflowing with candelabras and lanterns of brushed gold, a floral centerpiece the size of a clawfoot bathtub, and a handwoven runner. There were smaller rented tables set up along the perimeter to accommodate everyone, each with its own outlandish centerpiece.

Georgina sat down across from her, wearing an evergreen evening gown that matched the walls and gold jewelry that matched the larches. Summer tried to catch her eye—one look and she’d know if she knew anything or if she was still in the dark. But Georgina was still deep in conversation with Aunt Celina, who also took her seat on the opposite side of the table. Grant sat down beside Georgina in his crisp gray suit, and Summer looked away.

A string quartet was playing Pachbel over by one of the miniature forests. Summer watched the cellist drag her bow back and forth. Back and forth.

She was startled when Brody sat down beside her. She’d almost forgotten about him in all of it. Someone immediately asked about his eye, and Grant answered for him—Harrison has many talents, but tennis isn’t one of them.

Brody looked down at his plate the whole time. It was like whatever had happened with his father had sucked the life force out of him. Left just the shape of him behind. Summer reached over and squeezed his hand under the table.

The dinner happened in flashes. An appetizer of beet salad with candied hazelnuts. Nodding along to pointless comments about the beautiful colors of the salad, the delightful tang of the citrus vinaigrette. Next came a small dollop of foie gras with pickled mustard seed, barely enough for a mouthful yet served on a plate the size of a steering wheel. Summer would never understand these people, even while the world would always see her as one of them.

By the time the servers brought out the third course (a truffled lobster raviolo), Summer was starting to think she might actually make it through the evening without taking a butter knife to her own aorta. Aunt Celina and Aunt Davina were talking to Georgina about the wedding—are you sure you want the portraits done in the foyer? It’s so dark…Oh, of course you have someone coming to do lighting, you think of everything!—and that was fine. Summer could handle other people talking about the wedding, as long as they didn’t expect her to join in.

But a moment later, the conversation shifted. Summer wasn’t sure who’d mentioned it first—it might’ve been Aunt Davina, but it almost seemed as if the conversation started at the far end of the table, rippling down until the entire table was talking about it.

“Drugs—yes, drugs! They found them on her this morning.”

“They did the right thing, hauling her away. You can’t have that sort working for you, they poison everything they touch—”

“I shouldn’t ask this, but was she—how do I say this—are they certain she’s…documented? I mean, with a last name like Flores…?”

“Oh, it’s nothing like that, she’s white, as far as I know.”

“There are bad apples in every barrel.”

“I don’t know why she was working here in the first place. Apparently this isn’t her first run in with the law.”

“Well, they’ve washed their hands of her now. She’s in a cage, and that’s where she belongs.”

Summer’s knife clattered against her plate. She’d been counting breaths, picturing peaceful beaches, doing everything humanly possible to tune them out, keep from lunging over the table and grabbing them by the throat.

Everyone nearby looked at her.

“You okay?” It was Angelina who asked. She was sitting on the far side of Brody.

Summer stared at her plate, taking long, steadying breaths through her nose. She wanted to throw something. Shatter the entire table’s worth of Wedgewood bone china the way Harrison had smashed Frank’s pottery.

Play their game. For now.

She blinked. Smiled. “Sorry, yes,” a soft laugh, “I um. I haven’t slept well lately.”

“Bridal butterflies,” Aunt Davina said decisively. “I remember those.”

“Don’t we all,” said Aunt Celina, and then they were all sharing stories about their own weddings, leaving Summer to seethe in peace.

The fourth course came; a cabernet braised beef short rib with roasted Brussels sprouts and sherry foam. Summer poked at it, grateful that there were enough new faces in the room to keep the attention off of her. Grateful that the gargantuan centerpiece was largely blocking her from Grant, who was deep in conversation with a couple of investors.

Across the table a little farther away, Ellis kept looking down to text under the table, and suddenly Summer was hit with the glaring reality of her own uselessness. She didn’t have powerful legal contacts like Ellis, she didn’t know Ford the way Thea did. She didn’t know the Westons the way Thea did, which was why, she suspected, Ford had told her to find Thea in the first place. There wasn’t a thing she could do except sit there and play their game. Eat their expensive food, listen to the expensive string quartet.

Thea entered, going table to table to make sure everyone had enjoyed their meal. The caterers wheeled in a cart stacked with teacups and saucers and began passing them out, asking if people wanted coffee or tea with dessert. Summer declined—she just wanted to be done with the evening already—but Thea brought her a cup and saucer anyway, filling it from the steaming pot in her hand as she bent by Summer’s ear.

“How are we feeling today, sunny girl?” She gave her a quick glance, her kind eyes searching.

The knot in Summer’s throat surprised her. “Ford said—” to find you, she tried to whisper, but Thea cut her off with a shake of her head.

“Under your cup,” she whispered.

Summer looked at her, but Thea was already onto the next guest, gracious and professional as ever. So she picked up the cup and took a sip, supporting the bottom with her fingers. There was a tiny slip of paper folded in half and taped to the bottom. She pulled it free, hiding it with a palm pressed to her thigh, the paper secreted between.

When dessert was brought out, she took advantage of the momentary commotion to unfold it and glance down.

Frank’s hut. After dinner.

Summer’s heart stuttered. Thea always knew exactly what to do, and Summer desperately needed that right now. For someone to tell her what to do. How to fix everything. She rolled the paper up in a tiny ball and used her fork to poke it beneath the remnants of her short rib just as one of the caterers reached down to clear her place.

Brody got up, dropped his napkin by his plate and mumbled something about the restroom. As soon as he was gone, Harrison took his seat.

“Evening, Summer,” he smiled, “you’re looking ravishing tonight.”

She took a sip of water, crunched on the ice and pretended it was his skull. Waited for Ellis to notice he’d switched seats, migrated closer. When she finally did notice, she didn’t even try to stifle an indignant burst of laughter, and even without looking Summer knew she was glaring, shooting daggers from across the table.

“How are the nerves? Any concerns about tomorrow? I’m told brides get anxious the night before.”

She ignored him.

“Personally, I can’t wait,” he said. “Watching my best friend marry the love of his life—what could be better? Weddings are so,” he paused to sip from Brody’s wine glass, “exhilarating.”

She just kept breathing. Ignoring him. And breathing.

“Mm, speaking of exhilaration,” he made a show of suddenly remembering, “apparently there was some excitement today, over at the county jail,” he said with a small chuckle. “Little bit of a brawl in the yard.”

Summer’s stomach flipped. She put her water glass down, tried to act indifferent, but he had her attention now and he knew it.

“Horrible place, jail,” he went on, “not all that different from the zoo, when you stop to think about it. Though I guess at the zoo you have your lions and your bears and your alligators and they’re all in their separate enclosures, safe as can be. But in jail, well. All the wild animals are thrown together in one cage. And if the other animals decide they don’t like somebody…decide to gang up on somebody, well,” he took another sip from Brody’s glass, “that poor person will be ripped apart.”

He was baiting her, she was sure of it. She’d been playing their game, following their rules. There’d be no reason to hurt Ford. Besides, Grant wasn’t actually psychotic enough to follow through on a threat like that, surely.

Maybe it was her clenched jaw or the way she was gripping her glass with white knuckles, but Ellis seemed to pick up on the general tone of the conversation because suddenly she was shouting.

“Harrison!” Half the table quieted and turned her way. “Did you wash your hands before drinking from Brody’s glass?” She was aghast, and more people stopped talking to stare. “My God, I literally just caught you self-pleasuring under your silk napkin, what’s wrong with you?” She signaled a waiter to bring a new glass. “Dishware sets him right off,” she said to the rapt audience of horrified onlookers, “it’s a very specific kink. He hears bone china and thinks it’s an invitation,” she shook her head like she wasn’t entirely versed on the details. “But honestly Harrison,” she tapped her nail on her dessert plate’s gold rim, “this is the limited edition autumnal Florentine collection, have some self control. And wash your hands, you lecherous biohazard—what else have you been touching?” She looked around the table dramatically. Several people pushed their plates away, eyeing Harrison with disgust.

Harrison was wearing that smile—the one that meant he was going to bide his time. It would come back to haunt them one way or another, but Summer sent Ellis a grateful smile all the same. Summer didn’t touch her olive oil cake, and once it’d been cleared she said her goodnights and slipped out of the dining room.

Georgina caught up with her in the foyer, her gold heels clicking and clacking across the marble.

“Tomorrow’s the day!” She squeezed Summer’s hands before looking down at her outfit. “Sweetheart, I bought you a dress for this evening. Thea was supposed to lay it out, did she forget?”

“It was too small,” Summer said, because it was the first thing that came to mind.

“Have you gone up a size? Turning thirty just obliterates your metabolism, I swear. Was this the only dress that fit?”

“No,” Summer shrugged, looking down at her black shift, “but I like this one.”

“Well, it was an odd choice for the occasion. But I suppose it could be worse—did you see what Angelina was wearing? Davina is livid!” Georgina laughed, shrill and tipsy.

When she gave Summer a hug goodnight, Summer was absolutely certain—Georgina didn’t know a thing. Not about who’d actually given Brody a black eye and not about Grant’s bizarre alliance with Harrison. And not about Summer and Ford. Not yet, anyway. But it was only a matter of time. There were too many eyes and ears at Stonehold, and secrets never stayed buried forever.
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I’m angry.

More angry than hopeful, I’ll admit. I’m angry at the human compulsion to take and destroy. I’m angry at greed, the way it sticks to a person like sap, oozing from some bottomless fount within.

You asked how my organization will make the world a better place, but truthfully, I’m not sure it will.

When I imagine the impact my of my organization, I’m not thinking of the entire world, I’m not seeing the big picture. Companies like Weston & Wilde Wood look at the big picture. The zero-sum game. But the big picture is how we lose sight of the details, and the details matter. The details are where the heart is. The lives overlooked in favor of profit and budget and quotas. The golden eagle circling overhead, looking down at its home valley already in the process of being destroyed.

In 2015, a conservation society here in Washington proposed building a wildlife crossing over I-90 near Snoqualmie Pass. The idea was met with an inordinate amount of pushback; it was going to cost over six-million dollars, taxpayers were furious. It didn’t matter that deforestation and urban sprawl was pushing the wildlife toward the highway, all they could see was the personal cost. What they didn’t know is that thousands of vehicular wildlife collisions were already costing Washington taxpayers an average of five-hundred-million dollars a year. Eventually, the bridge was built, and the animals began using it before it was even finished. Over two-thousand animals crossed safely over the highway in the bridge’s first year of operation. And that year, there were only seven vehicular wildlife collisions in the area.

Every now and then, when the world seems unfeeling and hopeless, I’ll sit and watch the trail cam on that bridge near Snoqualmie Pass. I’ll lose hours watching the animals come and go. Sometimes they cross alone—a single coyote, or maybe a gangly moose or furtive wolverine. Other times they’ll cross as a family—a mother bear and her cubs, does with their spotted fawns. But the best crossings are the unexpected ones. The ones that shouldn’t be. Wolves crossing alongside rabbits. Bears beside possums. Cougars beside elk. Almost as if, from one side of that bridge to the other, there’s an unspoken pact of peace and solidarity.

Or maybe, the simple truth is that animals are far more capable of higher thought than we give them credit for. Maybe the hierarchy of species is largely filtered through our human lens. Maybe, in the dark reaches of the forest, in the caves and glens still untouched by human greed, predator and prey live in relative peace, side by side. Maybe they tell campfire stories of the hairless bipeds who will one day come to pillage and destroy. Maybe we are the monsters in the—

Why be professional and concise when you can rant and rave like a lunatic?

She should’ve started writing it sooner. Should’ve done a lot of things sooner.

She deleted it all.
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Summer had to wait for Thea to finish up downstairs, so she went upstairs to change out of her dress.

She turned down the dark hallway at the top of the stairs, already reaching up and over her shoulders to tug at the back zipper, when she ran smack dab into Harrison and Grant.

Her heart jumped into her throat. They’d just been waiting there in the dark, like fucking hit men.

“That comedy routine at dinner,” Harrison smiled. “Did you put Ellis up to that?”

“Believe me, any response Ellis has to your general existence is both organic and deserved.” She glanced at Grant. “Is this clandestine meeting about Harrison’s plate fetish or is there something else? Because I’m exhausted and honestly I—”

“Careful, Summer,” Grant said softly.

She pushed past them, because she couldn’t do this, the taunting, the bullying. She was doing everything Grant had asked, she didn’t need to take this too.

“Summer,” Harrison called after her, “you’ll want to look at this before you turn in.”

She stopped. Breathed in. Out. Turned back around slowly.

Harrison’s phone was glowing in the hallway’s darkness. He was showing her a picture, a thumbnail it seemed, too small to see from where she stood. She walked over, took the phone from him and looked.

Her heart dropped. Her knees nearly gave out. It was Ford, wearing an orange jumpsuit, pinned against a wall and glaring at whoever was taking the photo. Her lip was split and a blue bruise was blooming across her left cheekbone, another up on her forehead by her hairline.

“I’ve done everything you’ve asked of me,” Summer heard the venom in her voice “Why should I keep pretending? If you’re not going to keep up your end—”

“Oh, but Summer,” Harrison furrowed his brow and looked at the photo of Ford, “it can get so much worse.” He flashed the photo in Summer’s face again. “Right now, she’s still breathing.”

“I don’t understand!” She shouted, and Grant looked taken aback, glancing down the hallway, left and right. “It matters this much to you? Me marrying Brody? Whatever you get out of it—and I know you have some secret stake in it—it’s really worth so much to you that you’d have Ford killed for it? That’s fucking insane!”

“It’s more that Ford is worth so little,” Grant said, sounding regretful, as if none of it could be avoided. “Get some sleep. Tomorrow will be such a special day,” he had the crazed audacity to smile, “I can feel it. And if it isn’t, well.” He clicked his tongue. “The next photograph of Ms. Flores might very well be taken in a morgue.”
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There was a chill in the hut that hadn’t been there the day before.

They sat down at Ford’s wobbly kitchen table, the only light coming from the single bulb over the stove. Anything brighter could’ve drawn attention from anyone at Stonehold who happened to look out the window. For now, they agreed, best to be safe.

“Alright,” Thea said, clutching her purse on her lap as if ready to flee at any moment, “tell me everything.”

Summer felt her shoulders deflate. Thea didn’t have a plan after all.

Ellis, who’d insisted on joining, beat Summer to the punch. Summer didn’t mind. She was sick of telling the story. It’d been on a loop in her mind for two days.

Thea stayed stoic throughout, nodding, sighing, taking it all in.

“We know it was a bad arrest because they arrested her on hearsay. The police needed to do the search themselves, and they needed to do it with a warrant—the greenhouse is technically Ford’s property, it’s attached to the hut.”

“We just don’t understand why Grant would do something like this,” Summer added.

Ellis nodded. “Obviously he’s set on Summer marrying Brody, so it’s possible he had Ford arrested just because she and Summer—” She glanced at Thea, then at Summer before whispering, “Does she know?”

“I’m not sure,” Summer whispered back with the smallest shrug.

Thea was giving them both a look. “I know.” She eyed Summer. “Couldn’t have been more obvious if you’d carved your initials in a heart on the front door.”

“Right,” said Ellis, “good, no secrets here. So the question is why Grant wants Summer to marry Brody badly enough to have Ford beat up.”

Thea’s eyes grew wide at that.

“It’s true,” Summer said, sullen. “And he threatened to do worse.” The next photograph of Ms. Flores will be taken in a morgue.

“Good golly,” Thea said softly.

“But it has to be, like,” Summer stared down at her engagement ring, the cold weight of it heavy on her finger, “a scare tactic or something, right?” She looked at Thea. “We know Grant, Grant wouldn’t—” she gestured, searching for the words, “he wouldn’t have Ford killed, that’s insane!” She laughed, a high-pitched hysterical sound.

But Thea stayed stoic, and Ellis noticed.

“You know something,” Ellis said. It wasn’t a question.

Thea seemed to snap out of it, shaking her head. “No, I—I don’t know anything, I just—” She sighed, still shaking her head.

“Tell us.” Ellis was watching Thea closely. “Ford trusts you, she told Summer to find you. If it could help, you have to tell us.”

“He’s mean.” The words burst from Thea like she’d been holding them back for years. “He hides it, he’s masterful at hiding it, but he’s cruel to Brody and he always has been. There were bruises when Brody was small, I brought it up to him, feigned innocence, can’t imagine how a six year old gets a hand-shaped bruise on their arm, that sort of thing. After that, he bullied him in other ways. Brody was never good enough, never smart enough, never Grant enough.”

“I lived with them,” Summer’s vision was swimming. “how could I not know?”

“He didn’t want you to.” Thea shrugged, plain and simple.

Summer thought of Brody, all the times he waited at the window when his father was due back from a work trip. He worshipped his father. It made no sense.

“Hitting his kid makes him a dick,” Ellis said, “but it doesn’t make him capable of murder.” She waited, like she was certain there was more to Thea’s story.

Thea sighed, a long release, like she was deflating. She seemed to be considering something, arguing with herself in her head.

“Don’t be afraid.” Summer took her hand. Squeezed.

When Thea looked up, her eyes softened. “You’ve always been my special girl,” she said, reaching out to cup Summer’s chin. “Even before you lived here, you’d come for playdates and I used to wish some of your sweetness would stick to Brody and make my life a little easier. I’ll lose my job for this,” she looked at Ellis, then at Summer, “but if it will help Ford, I’ll do anything.” She straightened, seeming to steel herself. “Grant had his office renovated several years back. I was in charge of boxing up his filing cabinet and his desk, he wouldn’t trust anyone else.”

“God forbid the man do it himself,” Ellis muttered.

“I happened to see some papers. There was a death twenty years ago at a Weston & Wilde Wood site, a logger was crushed beneath some machinery. It was the company’s fault, they’d been cutting corners, ignoring certain protocols. The family wanted to sue, but Grant made it look like it had all been the logger’s fault. He staged photos and everything—it was all there in one of the files I saw.”

“You didn’t tell anyone?” Ellis asked.

“No.” Thea clutched her purse a little tighter. “I live alone with my dog, I have no family and very few friends. I knew Grant was capable of terrifying things, and I knew no one would miss me if I disappeared. I was scared. But,” she blinked down at the table, “it’s weighed on me. That poor family.”

“So Grant’s a thug, it still doesn’t explain the wedding.” Ellis said. “What’s riding on it other than his pride?”

“I can’t imagine.” Thea shook her head. “Not that pride isn’t motivation enough—that man would prefer the sun to wait for his command before rising and setting.”

“My dad used to say Grant should work on site in the forest because he could just command the trees to lay down on the truck bed,” Summer said, and Thea chuckled.

“Your dad,” Ellis turned to Summer slowly, “owned half the company?”

Summer nodded, but Ellis was staring straight ahead, an odd look on her face.

“What happened to your father’s share? His stake in the company?”

“Grant lost money when my dad died.” Her father had gone behind his back, used company money to set up the initiative to plant two trees for every one cut. Literally putting company money in the ground, Grant had said. “He had to sell my dad’s share to break even.”

“Summer,” Ellis was squinting at her, shaking her head, “you have an MBA from Harvard University. Does that make any sense to you?”

Summer had never thought about it. She’d been eight-years-old. She’d believed what she’d been told, and that had been that. Why would she question it? Why would she want to dwell on the worst thing that had ever happened to her? She’d closed the chapter, and she hadn’t looked back.

But now, sitting at Ford’s table with Ellis and Thea, she let herself look. Ellis was right, it didn’t make sense. She felt lightheaded, certain that the world was about to shift and rearrange beneath her feet.

“What happens if a business partner dies, Summer?” Ellis asked. “It’s basic beginner business school stuff.”

She wasn’t wrong. “Either a buyout or a takeover.”

“Both of which would’ve meant a ton of money for you.”

“I asked them once,” Thea said softly. “I don’t know what possessed me to do it, but I asked if there was a trust for you, Summer. Grant said the same thing to me—he’d lost money when Rowan passed, and Rowan’s shares were sold to cover the difference.”

Ellis was shaking her head. “He lied.”

Summer put her head in her hands. She was exhausted. “I just want—” She looked back up at Ellis and Thea. “I just want to get Ford out of there before something worse happens.”

But Ellis wasn’t listening. Suddenly her face changed, her eyes darting back and forth as if she was reading the answer in the air. “There’s an incentive trust. I guarantee that’s what this is all about.” She was frantically typing away on her phone.

“What’s an incentive trust?” Thea looked between them.

“It’s like an inheritance with conditions,” Ellis said, scrolling and clicking away, “okay here, this says…” she trailed off, murmuring to herself, “basically, you only get the money if you meet certain criteria, hit certain milestones.”

“Seems rather manipulative, no?” Thea asked.

“Actually, it’s smart,” Ellis said, “it’s meant to teach kids the value of hard work, make them earn it instead of just inheriting it. Summer, this has to be it, you literally just told me your parents didn’t do hand outs the other day.”

Something fluttered in the back of Summer’s mind. Brody’s fifth birthday party, where Grant and Georgina had made a big show of giving him the deed to one of their investment properties in Tahoe. That night her parents had laughed about it—a homeowner at five!—and Summer had taken offense. She didn’t understand why her parents always had to be so contrarian. Brody’s parents were just being nice. Maybe, her mother had said, but when you hand somebody everything, you take away their right to dream.

Summer looked at Ellis. “You might be right, that sounds exactly like something they would’ve done.”

Ellis was nodding. “Who handled their estate?”

Summer scrunched her shoulders, feeling useless. “I was eight.”

“Let me look around,” Thea said, suddenly sitting up straighter, “tomorrow, while everyone’s distracted. If there’s a paper trail, it’s in his office.”

“He can’t know,” Summer said, fighting down a surge of panic. “He can’t suspect anything or he’ll have her killed. It would be nothing to him.” It’s really just that Ford is worth so little.

“The thing about me,” Thea grinned, “is that I’m remarkably unsuspicious.” She patted Ellis’s knee. “You focus on getting Ford out, and you,” she reached across the table for Summer’s hand, “don’t give Grant a reason to suspect we’re onto him. Go on, practice, show us that beautiful smile—”

Summer tried, but the result was more like a slow reveal of every tooth in her mouth.

“I hate that,” Ellis looked alarmed, “put that away.”

Frank’s cuckoo clock chimed from the living room. Twelve little chirps.

“Today,” Summer echoed, her stomach twisting. “The wedding is today.”

“You survived the unimaginable once upon a time,” Thea said, gathering both Summer’s hands and shaking them for emphasis, “and you’ll survive this too.”
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Summer tried to sleep, but all she saw when she closed her eyes was Ford’s face, eyes cold and hateful as she stared into the camera. Who had hit her? Another inmate? More than one? A guard? The more she thought about it, the more she wondered, the angrier she got. Ford was kind. Ford wanted to fix up her crumbling hometown and build a playground for the children. Ford was better than all of them. Better than any person Summer had ever known. She imagined making them pay, the people who had hurt her. Imagined freeing Ford, then locking the jail, setting it on fire, letting them burn. She’d never felt so much rage before in her life.

It scared her, the ferocity of her anger. She’d been bottling things up for so long it was only a matter of time before she exploded.

She gave up on sleep at three, pulled on a sweatshirt and snuck downstairs. Into the kitchen. Found some super glue in Thea’s junk drawer.

She found a dustpan and brush in the hut’s kitchen and got to work in the greenhouse, sweeping up the dirt, cleaning off the ceramic shards from Frank’s pots, collecting them in a pile. She threw out the tiniest shards, the slivers, the thin fragments, but kept the bigger pieces. She brought a workable selection into Ford’s hut and spread them on the kitchen table. There weren’t enough salvageable pieces from any singular pot, but there were enough pieces combined. She started gluing. It was tricky work, but after an hour she’d recreated a makeshift pot. It was patchworked and far from symmetrical, but once the glue dried it would hold dirt. Something could grow in it again.  

Her phone buzzed. A text from Ellis. 

Just heard from one of my contacts in New York, he went to law school with one of the appellate judges out here. The judge totally shut down when my friend mentioned Grant’s name, said there was nothing he could do for us. So basically Grant Weston is fucking Putin.

The news might’ve affected her hours earlier, but now she was just numb. Her phone buzzed again.

He’s like Putin, he’s not fucking him.

Another buzz.

Obviously.

She left the pot to dry in the kitchen, turned on the faucet drips for Derek when she noticed him waiting there, then wandered back to Ford’s room. It smelled like her. Earthy and warm.

She dug out sweatpants from Ford’s drawer. She’d come over in her own, but she wanted to wear Ford’s. And when she’d turned off the string lights, crawled under the covers and started to drift off, surrounded by everything Ford, she silently promised she would make this up to her. The fact that she was here and Ford was there. The fact that Grant got some nameless thugs to hurt her. To bruise her perfect face. Summer would make it up to her.

She just had to make it through the day without becoming a Weston.
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In the dark, early hours before the Saturday sun came floating up over the browning larches, winter arrived in Echo, blowing its icy breath across Stonehold, frosting the corners of the hut’s window panes and giving an unceremonious end to all the hedge maze’s flowers.

For the first time since coming back to Echo, Summer had truly slept. The kind of sleep you have to climb your way out of upon waking, like a bear lumbering from a cave in spring. She woke wrapped in Ford’s quilt, the sun’s eager rays on her face, and for one blissful moment, she was at peace.

Then, it all came flooding back.

Long moments passed as she lay there, glaring up at the brilliant, cloudless sky. Even the weather was determined to pretend, it seemed. To cloak the day’s ugliness in sunlight.

Eventually, she’d have to go back to Stonehold. Face it all. But she took a moment to snuggle back down into Ford’s bed and ready herself for what was coming. The charade. The game, where one wrong move meant a phone call to Grant’s prison people.

Her phone was dead, and she needed to check in with Ellis, let her know where she was, that she hadn’t run away in the night. Though she was beginning to wonder why she hadn’t. It had been an empty threat, surely. Grant would never kill Ford. In the radiant sunlight, after a good night’s sleep at long last, Summer was seeing things more clearly. This was all about money—maybe there was an inheritance and maybe he’d misused it—and she couldn’t have been more relieved. She didn’t care about money. He could keep it. No need to threaten Ford to gain Summer’s compliance. No need to bully Brody into a sham marriage. Whatever he’d done, whatever he’d stolen—was stolen even the right word? They’d paid for her education, after all—Summer would tell him to let Ford go, and that would be that.

It was possible, Summer was only just then realizing, that Ford hadn’t actually been beat up. A photo like that would be all too easy to fake. And Harrison’s father owned a tech company, which would explain why Grant recruited him. She felt lighter just thinking about it.

Grant hadn’t hurt Ford, and he certainly wouldn’t kill her. He just wasn’t capable of that sort of evil.

She dragged herself out of bed, shivering in the chilly air. Ford’s bathroom was smaller than her own closet, but she managed to shower. In the kitchen, the microwave clock read 8:19. Good. The ceremony was scheduled for one. She had time. She knew the moment she walked back through that heavy front door the day would take off; no privacy, no time to ask Ellis if she’d made progress on the legal front, no time to ask Thea if she’d managed to find anything useful in Grant’s office. No time to think. And she wasn’t ready for that yet—she needed to think.

There was a loaf of white bread on the counter, the dregs of a jar of raspberry preserves in the fridge, and an ancient toaster that looked one burnt slice away from bursting into flames and taking the whole hut with it. She saved the last bite and left it beside the sink like an offering, in case Derek was hungry later. He didn’t strike her as a particularly gifted scavenger.

Back in Ford’s room, she made the bed and returned Ford’s clothes to their drawers. She stood back and took it all in, one last time. The coziness, the simplicity. A haven in the shadow of the Stonehold. The irony was a sharp sting—Ford’s hut had been there all along, and Summer had barely even noticed it. Hadn’t given it a single thought when she’d passed by. It was just a ramshackle hut attached to an old greenhouse.

She’d missed so much of what had been right in front of her.

She looked around the room. At the patchworked bed piled high with pillows. The warped wood floor. Past the bookcase, out the window where the frost was glittering on the grass. Goodbye, she thought. If—no, when Ford was freed, they’d hardly be coming back here. Her eyes traveled back to the bookshelf.

Frank’s journals were still there on the top shelf.

It suddenly occurred to Summer that Ford would never be allowed back onto the property to collect her things. Grant would undoubtedly hire some third-party junk removers to come in and throw everything in boxes to bring them wherever third-party junk removers brought boxes when homes were unexpectedly vacated. But Ford was going to want those journals. More than anything else in the hut, probably. Which meant it was up to Summer.

She found a brown corduroy backpack with a broken zipper under Ford’s bed, and got to work. They weren’t particularly thick notebooks, it was just that there were so many of them. She packed them in the long way, spiral spines up, in order to fit two rows. She stuffed the backpack with as many notebooks as she could, stretching the corduroy stitching to its limits. There were still seven notebooks left over after she’d stuffed the backpack with the rest, but she’d carry them.

She began to gather them from where she’d piled them haphazardly on the patchwork quilt. One of the seven had writing on its paperboard cover; an elegant, scrolling print by someone who had mastered the art of handwritten cursive. In the years to come, that’s what Summer would remember most about that morning in Ford’s hut—the beautiful penmanship that caught her eye and held on tight.

Sometimes there is more, it said, but the rest was covered by the other books. She pulled the book from beneath the pile so she could read the whole thing.

Sometimes there is more wisdom in wondering than in knowing.

It was Ford’s tattoo. Wisdom in wondering. It wasn’t only Frank’s words she’d had etched into her skin, it was his handwriting as well. The thought of Ford showing up in some tattoo parlor with Frank’s old notebook made Summer’s heart clench.

She flipped open to the first page. The lined paper was soft with age and just a little bit yellowed. If Frank really had written about seeing strange things around Stonehold, the entries would probably be here, in this notebook. Something had made him philosophical, clearly. Something had made him wonder.

Every page was positively filled to the margin with Frank’s slanting scrawl. Almost every entry was about plants. The arrival of a long awaited delivery of flowers from overseas. The decision to put a koi pond in the hedge maze. There was one entry about Ford getting sent home from school for fighting. Yelled like a madman trying to put the fear of God in that child, she’s too hard for her age, needs to soften up, Frank wrote, though it does my heart some good to know she won’t just sit back and take life’s unfairnesses. Summer smiled. And then her smile was gone because at the moment Ford was doing exactly that—taking life’s unfairnesses.

She flipped through the book. Frank was a gifted artist. Page after page was filled with sketches of Stonehold’s flora and fauna, labeling everything with its genus and species. He’d catalogued everything he planted, everything he’d seen while planting. A pear tree (Pyrus communis), a colony of red-capped mushrooms (Amanita muscaria), a blue spotted butterfly (Pholisora catullus). Summer smiled. No wonder Ford knew the scientific names of everything. Every now and then there was a written entry. There was one about a particularly damp spring when the weather caused something called botrytis to wreak havoc on his roses, but he chalked it up to Mother Earth’s balancing scale, because the rain had done wonders for the rhododendrons—they’d nearly doubled in size. In another entry he wrote about a wildfire that had broken out several hundred miles away, and how the air in Echo had gone dark and hazy, the sour sting of smoke sticking in everyone’s throats. Summer flipped to the last page in the notebook.

My lower back is smarting today, and it might be time to admit: I’ve gotten old. Package arrived at Stonehold yesterday, heavy as rocks, and it wasn’t til later I realized it wasn’t meant for the Westons, it was addressed to Rowan.

Summer’s heart stuttered. There were goosebumps on her arms.

So I lugged the thing over to The Hearth, sweating and grumbling, and Rowan feels awful, says I should’ve called him. I told him it was no trouble, but boy howdy, I’m paying the piper today. Ford’s got me laying down while she boils the hydrocollator, I’ll be right as rain soon. Curiosity got the best of me yesterday though, so I says to Rowan, what the hell did you order, a year’s supply of cement? And he laughs and says no, nothing like that. Turns out it’s for that treehouse he’s building—a bell, big as the marble vase in Stonehold’s foyer and somehow heavier. For his little girl, he says.

Summer slammed the journal shut. White noise screamed in her ears. She nearly bit her cheek, but stopped herself. Counted to ten instead. It wasn’t sad. They’d been alive, left imprints, and died. People didn’t mourn flowers when they withered, they just appreciated them while they lasted. Life was a temporary beauty. Brief, and sometimes briefer. It was a fact, and facts weren’t sad.

The noise in her ears faded. Her heartbeat slowed. She looked down at the notebook still clutched tight in her hands, her knuckles pale with the effort. She squinted. Frank had written something on the back, too.

Stone Tape Imprints by Thomas R. Baron.

Bought it after seeing one too many strange things around Stonehold, Ford had said.

Summer searched. It wasn’t on the bookcase in Ford’s room. It wasn’t under her bed or on any of the surfaces. She checked the little living room, where the built-ins were crammed full of books, hundreds of hardcovers and paperbacks, books that looked brand new and others that looked like museum artifacts. Then, there it was—in the center of the top shelf, between the Hardy Boys collection and the 1988 Farmer’s Almanac. She pulled it down. It was one of the museum artifact ones—hardcover wrapped in a textile finish that had frayed on all the corners and come loose at the bottom of the spine. She opened it carefully.

The first page was just a quote: The Past is entombed in the Present! ~Joseph Rodes Buchanan.

She paged through. The book had an archaic smell to it, old and musty, the way wisdom might smell if it were tangible. It seemed to be a treatise on the supernatural, written by a man who sounded confident in his claim that the study of the paranormal wasn’t pseudoscience, it was extrascience—phenomena that preexists the scientific community’s ability to investigate it. Summer liked that. It was pragmatic. She’d been expecting woo woo mumbo jumbo.

There was a dog-eared page halfway through, and Summer skipped to it.

Stone Tape & Imprint Theory, the chapter was called. Summer’s mouth went dry. It felt important, this moment. Like one of those choose-your-own-adventure books she’d loved as a kid—she could read the chapter, or she could put the book back on the shelf. The choice was hers, but it mattered. In those kid books, the choices always changed the ending.

Stone Tape Theory, she read, is the idea that traumatic events are imprinted and stored in objects like stones and other natural materials, similar to a tape recorder capturing sound, or celluloid capturing moving images. Phenomena such as hauntings, ghostly apparitions, disembodied voices, items moving or falling independently—all of it was simply the result of these recordings being replayed. These occurrences are largely due to fields of energy, the book said, which are thought to be most prevalent around streams, forests or mountains.

Alright, that was...interesting, for one. Summer swallowed. Fairly relevant too, but it all seemed…there was a reason sound could be recorded on a tape recorder; tape recorders had a special kind of tape that…well, Summer didn’t know the mechanics, but it was different, that she knew. Different than a stone, for sure.

She kept reading.

The book claimed that, much like when watching a movie, the events and phenomena projected by the stone tape recordings can’t be interacted with. One can witness, the books stated, but one cannot interact with the apparitions any more than one can interact with the light of the stars as it reaches out across time and space. Like starlight, these apparitions exist in the past, and one cannot communicate with a memory.

We’re memories. Summer swallowed again. Kept reading.

However, she read, Imprint Theory allows for such interactions, though it’s important to note that interacting is not the same as communicating. Ghostly apparitions are not conscious, and therefore, unable to communicate or relay new information, though oftentimes these interactions will mimic conversation. This mimicking is likely a subconscious effort on the witness’s part to reorganize the experience into something safe and familiar.

Summer felt herself frowning. They’d talked to her. Willow and Ivy had talked to her, and she’d talked to them. They’d been conscious in those moments, she was sure of it. She kept reading.

Rather, early anecdotal research suggests proximity to supernatural phenomena may trigger an energetic response in the witness. Those who have touched or been touched by an apparition have reported experiencing an energetic transference characterized by an intense influx of energy known as a neural surge.

A transference of energy through touch. Ellis would be insufferable after this.

These neural surges have been known to temporarily induce a variety of extraordinary phenomena within the witness including telepathy, astral projection, precognition, dissociative amnesia, and, in rare instances, the ability to suddenly recall vivid memories that were previously forgotten.

You have to remember.

The transference of energy seems to activate the witness’s amygdala, and possibly the neocortex, where forgotten or even repressed memories are stored, suggesting that energy can be utilized as a key for locked rooms within our brains. More research is needed.

That was it. The end of the chapter. The cuckoo clock chimed—nine o’clock. A finch landed in the bush just outside the window, chirping its song. But Summer just kept staring at the page. You have to remember. There was a pencil mark by the period on the last line, an asterisk, so light she almost missed it. The corresponding note was at the bottom of the page—her thumb had been covering it—in Frank’s familiar cursive. It was a date:

July 12, 2004.

Summer’s pulse hammered. The white noise was back in her ears.

July 12, 2004 was the eve of her eighth birthday. It was the night her parents died.

She tore back down the short hallway. Shook every last notebook from the corduroy backpack onto Ford’s bed, staring at the pile, feeling wild. She grabbed one. Opened it. Sketches. Entries about plants. Grabbed another. More plants. More sketches. Grabbed another. Then another. She didn’t even know what she was looking for, but Frank had known something, he’d seen something. It was the missing piece. It had to be.

She grabbed another notebook. Barely any of the entries were dated, and if the notebooks had been in chronological order on the shelf they certainly weren’t in order anymore. It was nearly impossible to figure out which entries were written when, what came first, what came later. She’d gone through over half of them and was considering giving up—she needed to get back to the house before anyone noticed she wasn’t there.

After stuffing most of the notebooks back in the backpack, she reached for another, smiling at the cover when she saw it—someone had drawn a lopsided heart in purple crayon and colored it in, messy and childlike. Summer imagined it—a tiny Ford drawing on her grandfather’s journal.

She went to put the notebook into the backpack, then paused. Last one, she decided, flipping it open. She’d go back to the house after this one.

Just like the others, it was full of sketches and entries about soil and growth, weeds and weather. But halfway through, a sentence caught her eye—Ford turned eight today. They’d all turned eight the same year; first Ford, then Brody, and finally Summer. It was the right year, the right book. Because truthfully, she did know what she was looking for. She’d known all along.

She flipped through, page after page. And then, quite suddenly and unceremoniously, she found it.

Horrible day for Stonehold. Rowan and Meadow passed last night, seems like they veered off the road, down the embankment and into the pond. I swam out and found their car underwater myself early this morning. God rest them, kindest folks I knew. Goddamn tragic.

The next entry was written on the following page, a day later.

Strangest thing happened. Cops have been all over Stonehold since yesterday, and today one of them knocks on my door, says he has some questions, standard procedure and whatnot. But then he goes and asks me if Rowan had a drinking habit, so I explain I didn’t know him like that but he didn’t seem the type. I get a little defensive, ask him where he’s going with this, how’s it relevant, the poor man’s dead. Cop tells me it hasn’t been confirmed, but they suspect Rowan was drinking that night, says the car went off the road when the Wildes were returning from dinner in town, probably overdid it with the liquor. But I tell the cop there’s no chance it happened that way, I was pruning the hedges by the front gate when Rowan and Meadow left, said they were going into town for a post digger, something to do with the treehouse he’s building out back. They were back within the hour, I was still by the gate, they drove right by me and waved, turned left at the fork like always, down their own driveway. I saw all this with my own two eyes. So I tell the cop again, I say you’ve got it wrong, the Wildes made it home that night. It’s what happened after they got there that needs investigating.

Strange thing was, the cop didn’t write any of it down. Didn’t seem interested. But I figure police have a way of doing things, probably best to leave the investigating to the experts. Still. Didn’t sit right with me.

The whole hut was spinning. The Wildes made it home that night. She read the words over and over.

The entire foundation she’d built the past twenty-two years on was trembling, cracking, crumbling. If they’d made it home, if they hadn’t just gone off the road accidentally—what happened? What made them get back into their car? How did they end up in the lake?

She frantically flipped through the rest of the notebook, several more notebooks after it, but there was nothing else. Nothing more about the accident. Not another mention of the name Wilde. Not even an explanation of the asterisk in Thomas R. Baron’s book.

She ran from outlet to outlet, searching the entire hut for Ford’s phone charger. She found it in the kitchen, plugged in by the kettle. She hooked up her phone and waited, fighting the urge to bite her cheek. Finally, the screen lit up.

Missed texts buzzed, one after another. Georgina, Brody, Aunt Davina. Summer opened her messages. Nothing from Ellis. She ignored the others and pulled up the internet.

For twenty-two years she’d been scared every time she used a search engine for anything that could be even remotely related, terrified of what she might inadvertently dredge from the depths of the internet. Images of her parents’ bodies being carted away by the medical examiner, images of their car being pulled from the water. She’d been so terrified to be reminded of her tragedy that she’d made a habit of living life walking backwards, staring down the past to make sure it wasn’t chasing her. But she was just now realizing that walking backwards had brought her here, to this twisted, ugly day. She hadn’t been looking ahead. It was a truth more distressing than any photograph of her parents’ accident could ever be. She’d been scared to see the treehouse too, but then she had, and it was just boards and nails. Photographs were just pixels on a screen.  

She took a deep breath and typed their names in the search bar.

There were photographs of the car. But it was just a car, water pouring from its sides as it was lifted from the pond. She looked and looked. It was a small revelation—she could look, knowing it had been their tomb, and still draw another breath. It was just a car.

There were other photographs of her parents at glossy corporate galas, the sort of pictures that become tabloid fodder after a tragedy. She could look at those, too. There was an ache, seeing her father’s kind eyes, her mother’s wide smile. But the world didn’t end. She was still breathing.

The first few articles were about the accident itself. Headlines with words like tragic, unexpected, horror. One article ran with the rumor that her father had been drinking, even hinted that he’d been leading a double life. Anger flared, but then it dissipated. It was just a senseless article, and she was still breathing. There was an article on Summer—Orphan Heiress, the headline read. She skipped that one. She knew how that story went.

She scrolled down and found a forum for armchair detectives, people writing in with their own theories, chatting back and forth about what was true and what was rumor. The thread about her parents went back years and years, the post had been created shortly after her parents’ deaths. There was both comfort and guilt in that—all this time, strangers had been picking apart the details, asking the questions that Summer hadn’t even known needed asking.

Two commenters seemed to be equally invested in their theories, going back and forth with their findings and arguing with anybody who thought Rowan Wilde had been a drunk. One of them even claimed to have a cousin at the coroner’s office. Claimed the autopsies had been covered up.

Toxicology proved there was no alcohol in Rowan’s system, the commenter wrote, and if he hit his head going into the pond, then explain to me why the skull fractures were only on the back of his head? And I don’t buy that the seatbelt caused the bruising on Meadow’s neck.

The police ignored everything that didn’t fit their narrative, the other commenter replied, I work in automobile safety and I can tell you they would’ve had time to get out, that pond isn’t all that deep. The whole thing was staged.

Totally, the first commenter wrote, someone had to push that car out to the middle of the lake with another vehicle, it’s basic science: car rolls down hill, enters water, momentum stops, car sinks. It doesn’t turn into a boat and float to the middle. Makes no sense.

Summer was going to be sick. She made it to the bathroom just in time.

After, when she’d splashed her face with water, used some of Ford’s mouthwash, she stared at her face in the mirror. She could see them there, her parents, reflected in her gray eyes, her freckles, the slant of her nose, even in the way her ears stuck out just a little more than she’d like them to, the same way her father’s had. What if it hadn’t been an accident? And what if, for twenty-two years, she’d believed a lie?

She could feel the panic coming. Her back molars tingled with the need to bite down on soft flesh. She shut her eyes. No. Enough. She’d punished herself long enough.

She took a deep breath. Opened her eyes. Stared at herself in the mirror. Nodded once. And then she walked out of the bathroom, out of the hut, faster and faster until she was running in the direction of Stonehold.

She didn’t even bother knocking on Brody’s bedroom door, she just stepped inside and closed it behind her.

“Mom’s looking for you,” he said when he saw her. He was in front of his standing mirror in boxers and a white tee, dotting a stick of what Summer assumed was Georgina’s concealer around his swollen eye.

“I need to talk to you.” Her heart was still pounding.

“I know.” He made eye contact with her in the mirror. “I looked for you last night but I couldn’t find you. I know it’s fucked up, but I think if we just go through with—”

“It’s not that.” She pulled out her phone. “I looked up my parents’ deaths online.”

He stopped blending the concealer and looked at her.

“There are people who think it wasn’t an accident.”

“What are you talking about?”

“It’s all over the internet Brody, even Frank wrote about it in these notebooks he kept—which, I realize sounds crazy and I’m skipping over a lot of details here, but Brody, it makes sense, some of the stuff these people are saying, I mean, the pond is so shallow, the only reason the car was submerged was because it was out in the middle, in the deepest part, but how did that happen? Someone had to put it there. And the autopsies—”

“The autopsies? Jesus, Summer—”

“They think it was your father.”

There was a beat of deafening silence before Brody cracked a wild smile.

“Who thinks that? The people? The random people on the internet?” He let out a little laugh.

“People who’ve investigated it.” Summer took a step closer. “People who know more about it than we do.”

He went back to blending the concealer. “There are people who think the Earth is flat and that the moon landing was faked. The police said it was an accident because it was an accident. Why are you doing this?” He turned to face her. “Is this—is this your Plan B? Throw a crazy internet conspiracy in the mix and hope it scares Dad into letting us do what we want?”

“I’m doing this because for the first time in twenty-two years my eyes are wide open.”

“And this revelation just happens to coincide with the wedding you don’t want to have?”

“Brody,” she crossed the room, grabbed his arm, forced him to look at her, “something is very, very wrong here. He hit you! He hit you when you tried to call it off! And he’s threatened Ford’s life, which is another thing we need to talk about.” She shook her head, trying to make sense of his indifference. “Don’t you want to know why? Don’t you want to know what the hell is going on?” A different thought occurred to her. “Or do you already know?”

He made a face. “Am I in on some big conspiracy? Is that what you’re asking me?”

Summer gave a small shrug. “Are you?”

“No.” He said it emphatically. “There is no conspiracy, Summer. Just an angry old man used to getting his way.”

“Explain Harrison then. Suddenly Harrison is his lackey?”

“Yeah, I noticed.” At the very least he seemed unhappy about it.

“Have you confronted him?”

Brody shook his head. “Harrison’s an idiot. He’s sucking up, he’s enamored by wealth.”

“His dad owns a tech company, he is wealthy.”

“We’re wealthier.” He said it with the tiniest smirk in the corner of his mouth, and Summer would’ve finally called him out on it—the arrogance, the flaunted privilege—had there not been a more urgent crisis at hand. “Harrison probably thinks Dad will be a campaign donor down the line or something.”

“There’s more to it. I know there’s more, and if you’re not going to help me—”

“Help you what?” Brody was getting heated, she could hear it in his voice. “Why are you doing this?” He came over and held her shoulders. “Look. After the wedding, it’ll be you and me. We can make the rules. And if you want to be with women, you’re free to do that, okay? We can be open if we’re discreet.”

Summer shook her head at him. “What kind of life is that, Brody? You really want a wife who can’t—can’t be with you that way?”

“He threatened to cut me off.” Brody ran a hand down his face. “If I don’t marry you, I lose it all. He’s going to cut me out of the company, change his will, take away my allowance, just,” he shook his head, “all of it. Gone.”

There it was. “So this is about money for you.”

“Yeah, Summer, it is. Sorry if that’s,” he waved a hand, “unpleasantly honest or whatever, but I need to look out for myself.”

“Three days ago you wanted to cut yourself out of the company.”

“Yeah, but if Dad cuts me out of the company I’m blacklisted—I’ll be untouchable. No one will hire the reject son of Grant Weston. I’ll literally be homeless. Without options.”

“But Brody, why? Why is he threatening us into this marriage?”

“Because the alternative is embarrassment? He’s already sent our marriage announcement to the Times, he bought a whole page.” Brody grabbed his pants from his bed, stuffed his legs into them. “I don’t know, I don’t ask questions. I don’t upset him. Because when I do?” He pointed to his swollen eye. “You think you’re the only one who had to pretend to be somebody they weren’t, growing up in this house?”

There was a light knock on the door and Summer opened it. Thea seemed surprised to see her there in Brody’s room, but she quickly recovered with a smile.

“Summer, just the person everyone’s looking for. The hair and makeup people are here, they’re waiting in your room. I’m supposed to collect you for them.”

Summer glanced at the chrome clock on Brody’s bureau. 10:15. Portraits in the foyer were scheduled for noon.

She sent a quick text to Ellis—911 emergency, meet me upstairs, and then followed Thea back to her room. Halfway there, Thea stopped, looked both ways, then pulled Summer into an empty bathroom, locking the door behind them.

“Grant caught me in his office this morning. I told him I was cleaning, but I clean his office on Tuesdays, I could tell he was suspicious,” Thea said. “He’s been watching me today.”

Summer’s heart sunk, but then Thea was pulling a collection of white envelopes held together with a rubber band from beneath her blouse. “Put these in your pocket. Hide them somewhere in your room, somewhere they won’t be found. Whatever you do, do not read them now.”

Summer glanced at the envelopes. They had her name on them. Someone had drawn triangle rays along the top curve of the lowercase e in her name, turning it into the sun. She gasped, looking at Thea in disbelief.

“Summer? You can’t read them now.”

Summer nodded. She could wait.

Thea put a finger to her lips. There were voices in the hall, right outside the door. Harrison and someone else. When the voices faded, Thea peeked out, looking left and right.

“Go on, go get made up,” she whispered. “Pretend for just a little longer.” She squeezed Summer’s hand. “Trust me, my sweet, sunny girl.”

There was something behind her eyes. Something she wasn’t saying. But Summer would’ve trusted Thea with her life, so she nodded, and they parted ways in the hall.

The envelopes weighed nothing, and still they felt heavy, secreted away in the pocket of her hoodie. The very idea of them was an electric shock, thrumming in her veins.

Only one person had ever drawn sunshine rays over the e like that, on every birthday card, every lunchbox note, every silly message drawn in the sand or snow. Her father. The letters were from her father.


22

Dorian Rumbles had an entire team of makeup artists and hair stylists at his disposal, and he’d brought them all to Stonehold that day. Summer’s room was abuzz, a mobile styling station had been set up in the middle of the room with bright lights and an adjustable chair. There was an arsenal of curling irons and sprays and hair pins set out on a small table.

Summer had promised to pretend, and she would. But letting these people turn her into a bride felt like tempting fate.

“There she is!” Rumbles flounced over, reaching for Summer’s hand and twirling her. “Goodness,” he said, taking in her sweatpants, her muddy shoes. Her general despair. “If Woodstock made love to the Victorian tuberculosis pandemic and bore a child, you, meu chuchuzinho, would be that child. But no matter! Like a fairy godmother I’ll wave my wand—Niles! Maximo! Come, help this little dove, it’s really quite dire, as you can see.”

When the hair stylists asked Summer to change so she wouldn’t be pulling her sweatshirt over their perfectly styled tresses, she took the opportunity to slip the envelopes into a tall boot high up on her closet shelf. Good enough for now.

She spent the next hour with the two stylists and their three assistants fluttering around her. Like Rumbles, all five of them were Australian, and she wondered if he’d flown his best stylists all the way here, just for her wedding. She felt a pang of guilt.

“Georgina said to frame the face,” Niles the hair stylist was saying, “pulling back everything from the ear up,” he showed her in the mirror, “we’ll pin it up, loose and dreamy, let rest hang down, maybe some beach waves, a little Aussie summertime, yeah? Pay homage to these red locks?” He ran his fingers through her hair, looking eager, waiting for Summer’s permission.

“Yeah,” she smiled at him. It wasn’t his fault she’d rather he shave her bald than make her beautiful “Whatever Georgina wants.”

He got to work, and her phone lit up.

She grabbed it, hoping it was Ellis, but it was Georgina, telling her she had her dress and asking her to come to her room as soon as she was done with hair and makeup.

Summer sent off another text to Ellis. Where are you?!
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“Oh Summer,” Georgina’s hands flew to her mouth when Summer finally found her in the multi-room suite that was the master bedroom. “You’re exquisite.”

Summer hadn’t even looked in the mirror yet. Maximo had tried to show her, but she’d been busy rapid-firing texts to Ellis, each one more desperate than the last. 

Georgina put an arm around her waist and led her to her enormous walk in closet where there was a skylight and a full length mirror.

“Look at you,” she whispered, her hands on her cheeks.

Summer looked. They’d swept the top half of her hair into a loose French twist, leaving the rest of it to hang free in rusty waves, whimsical and elegant in equal measure. They’d used a smoky bronze for her eyes, a warm brown for her eyeliner. It was more makeup than she usually wore, but it wasn’t too much. It was perfect. Even the eyelash extensions didn’t look unnatural. For her lips, Maximo had mixed at least seven shades of liner to create the perfect dark carmine, bolder than anything she’d worn before. We’re going old Hollywood all the way, babes, he’d said.

Georgina helped her into her dress, and it felt like the final brick in the wall she was being Fortunatoed behind. This was it. This was how it ended. She’d run out of time waiting for Ellis to find a way to free Ford, for Thea to find something incriminating in Grant’s office, when she should’ve just done it all herself. She was used to other people doing things for her, she realized. She’d been taught to let them. To rely on them; the nannies, the housekeepers, the private chefs. But it was entirely possible—and she was only becoming aware of it at this precise moment—that when Georgina would say let Thea do that for you or let Mo cook that for you, what Summer had heard was you can’t be trusted to do it yourself. How could she save Ford when she hadn’t even been able to save herself?

When she turned around to let Georgina button her up, she didn’t recognize the person in the mirror anymore. She couldn’t see herself in her own face; couldn’t find the girl who’d believed it was an accident, who’d grown into the woman who never asked questions. The woman who let Ford get taken away. The woman who was still pretending, still waiting for a miracle to halt a wedding that people were already gathering in the back yard for. All she could see was Summer Weston.

And the worst part was that Summer Weston looked just like Meadow Wilde.

It started with one tear, then another and another. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d cried. The last time she’d been anything other than numb.

“Oh, sweetheart, your makeup—” Georgina rushed into the bathroom and came back with a tissue.

“Georgina—”

“Shhhh, I know, Summer. I know.”

“I don’t want this,” she whispered, watching in the mirror as Georgina gently dabbed her cheeks with the tissue.

Georgina was silent.

Summer wanted to shake her. Demand to know what she was hiding, what she knew. But all she could see was a lonely woman who’d retreated into her own rose-colored world long ago.

“Do—do you know?” Summer pressed. “That Brody and I—that we talked? That he doesn’t want it either, and that Grant had Ford—”

“Summer.” Her voice had an edge to it. “I can’t help you. If that’s where this is headed. If you’re hoping I’ll intervene, I can’t.”

Summer tilted her head back, blinking the tears away, then biting her healing cheek in anger because they’d gotten so deep in her head she was actually trying to preserve her makeup for this sham of a wedding.

“Grant is a titan,” Georgina was saying, “he’s unmovable. A creature of habit. It isn’t just you, Summer, it’s all of us. It’s the price we pay to live the lives we do. I won’t apologize for it. For making myself smaller in order to live well. It’s just the way our world works. And you’re lucky,” she touched Summer’s cheek, brushed a lock of Summer’s hair from her shoulder, “because Brody is cut from a different cloth than his father. His heart is good. Somehow, despite Grant, Brody’s heart is good. He understands about...about you, and what you need, and yours wouldn’t be the first marriage with an unorthodox arrangement.”

“But I don’t want an unorthodox arrangement, I want—” my mother. The thought snuck up on her, but she realized it was true. Desperately, deeply, more than anything she’d ever wanted. It was a physical ache in the hollow of her chest.

A frazzled looking woman from the photography team knocked on the door and introduced herself as Carrie, the photographer’s personal assistant. She said they were ready in the foyer whenever Summer could come down.

Georgina dabbed the tissue beneath Summer’s eyes one last time.

“You’re perfect,” she smiled. There was a sadness to Georgina that Summer was only just noticing now. “Let’s just get through the day. You’ll find ways of coping when things get hard, it won’t be the nightmare you’re imagining.” She took Summer’s hand. “Be grateful. A girl could do a lot worse than the name Weston.”

Be grateful. The words conjured something in her. Even after Frank’s notebook, the sleuthing forum, even with a thousand questions swirling, those words still had the power to muzzle her. Bring her to heel. Fill her with the same sense of obligation that had pulled her back to Echo nine days earlier.

Because they’d kept her when she had nowhere else to go.

Georgina led her down the hall, elbows linked, either to offer support or to hold her in place, Summer wasn’t sure.

They passed the long hallway window that overlooked the backyard. The framed glass tent had only been erected the day before, but it looked like a permanent fixture, its entrance decked out with enormous autumnal garlands, all sage greenery and brown orchids, pops of burnt orange and charcoal blue tucked here and there. The tables were all set up inside, Summer could see them through the glass. Runners and place settings and candles and elegance. The guests were milling about the veranda, which was surrounded by standing propane heaters, ordering drinks from the pop-up bar, plucking hors d’oeuvres from the trays of passing caterers. Dressed impeccably in jewel tone gowns and three-piece suits. Further back, on the other side of the framed tent, there were rows and rows of white folding chairs, an aisle with a long brown runner and an arbor at the end, draped in garlands to match the tent.

The foyer was crowded with cameras and lightboxes, countless white umbrellas and tripods. A man with a shiny, bald head and tiny spectacles was commanding the room, telling people where to put what.

“Go on,” Georgina gave Summer’s back a light push, “I’ll hold onto your phone for you.” She took it from Summer’s hands before Summer could object.

And just like that, her last lifeline was gone.

“Here she is!” The photographer shouted, arms spread wide when Summer appeared at the top of the stairs. “Boy, kiddo—that dress!” He sent her a thumbs up before spinning around, looking here and there. “Groom? Where’s my groom?”

Brody materialized, dressed in his charcoal herringbone tweed—pants, vest and jacket, tailored to perfection. His tie was charcoal silk to match the suit, but his pocket square was Jacobean floral and matched Summer’s bouquet—burnt orange, charcoal blue and warm pewter. He’d trimmed his beard, or someone else had, it was shapely and neat. But he hadn’t shaved it, despite Georgina’s pestering, and Summer was proud of him for that.

The portraits were all closeups, and the photographer arranged them here and there, different poses, lights flashing, different angles, more flashing, different expressions. His energy reminded Summer of static electricity; frenetic, annoying, an inconvenience to be endured.

“Alright,” he shouted to his team when the portraits were complete, “we’re going to take some wide shots, let’s get—Carrie, wide shots, what the fuck are you doing with the telephoto—just give it here, just—Jesus, Carrie.”

Despite the closeups, despite standing beside each other now as they waited, Brody had yet to look Summer in the eye.

“I want you two standing here,” the photographer shouted over at them from the bottom of the righthand staircase before shouting for Carrie to bring one of the lightboxes over. “Not there,” he shouted at another assistant who was setting up the tripod, “the groom’s got a mangled right eye, we’re going to need to play around with the angles.”

And then they were posing again, lights flashing, the photographer barking at Summer to smile wider.

“Happy! It’s a happy day!” He pointed at his own phony smile. The lights flashed, bright and blinding. “And turn this way kiddo, this way, chin down, yes!” More lights flashing. “Face each other, yes, yes, we’re in love, look into each other’s eyes!” Flash. Flash. Flash.

The panic was coming. Summer could feel it bubbling, stirring in her stomach like a whirlpool. It was too late. Ellis wasn’t responding. Ford was still in jail. The internet thought her parents were murdered. Thea had found her father’s letters and then told her not to look. Her breaths were coming faster, her pulse was racing, she could hear her heartbeat in her ears. She should’ve run last night. Why hadn’t she run? Banged on the door of every judge, every lawyer, anyone with any kind of authority or power, until someone finally listened? Until she found someone willing to help? She should have gone to the jail and demanded to see Ford. Demanded she be set free. She should have begged. Pleaded. She should have told Ford—she should have told her how much she cared. How much Ford meant to her, even if it made no sense, even if they still barely knew each other. I tried, she thought, as the lights continued flashing around her, I tried to get out of this, but he was going to hurt you, I couldn’t let him hurt you.

“Let’s get a few of the bride by herself,” the photographer was saying, “at the top there, by the balustrade between the two staircases.” He pointed Summer up the stairs and his team got to work adjusting the equipment.

Brody sat down at the bottom of the stairs, catatonic.

Summer climbed the stairs, trying to hide the fact that she was on the brink of a full blown panic attack, which was ridiculous—what could she possibly gain by hiding it? It made her angry, the instinct to hide her emotions, to make herself smaller, and the anger fed her panic. By the time she reached the top she could barely catch her breath, her fingers grappled at her throat.

The assistants set up white umbrellas on either side of her at the top of the stairs. None of them looked at her long enough to notice anything was amiss. Even if they had, how could they possibly help? She hadn’t even been able to help herself.

“Hands on the railing, yes, yes, just like that,” the photographer said. Flash. Flash. Flash.

He posed her this way and that, seeming to accept that her somber expression was a chosen aesthetic, like the sulking models on the cover of Vogue, rather than something worth his concern.

“One last set,” he said, gesturing for Summer to wait a moment as he shouted more commands to his assistant. “I want the ultra-wide for this one, I’m going to shoot from out there,” he pointed to the front door, “take advantage of the gorgeous entryway.”

They went to work setting up the new shot, moving the upstairs umbrellas out of frame, clearing the foyer, hauling the massive lightboxes over to the sides of the front door.

“I want the softboxes for this one,” the photographer shouted, “we want a huge burst of light, I want it to look like the foyer’s being lit through the open front door. Put the—Carrie! Did you hear anything I just said?” He went over and started moving things around himself.

Just then, Grant burst in from the back. “Are we nearly done in here?” He asked loudly. “Getting close to the hour.” He looked down at the watch on his wrist.

“Nearly done, just one more set.” The photographer explained his plan for the final setup to Grant, who could not have been less interested.

Summer stood motionless at the railing, looking down at the foyer. Biting her cheek. Her vision was going blurry at the edges. Too late. Can’t run. All alone. They’d taken everything—her freedom, her dignity. Ford. Maybe even her parents. And she was just standing there, doing their bidding. Weak. Pathetic. Coward. The photographer was shouting something, getting ready to take the shot. His voice sounded miles away. She was dizzy. She was going to pass out. Her knees buckled. The last thing she saw as she started to go down was the burst of light from the softboxes by the door, a burst of brilliance that banished the gloom, flooding the foyer in radiance.

Someone caught her hand before she could faint. Someone else caught her other hand.

It was almost like reality had split in two—everything happening at the top of the stairs felt separate from what was happening in the foyer. She could still see the lights, she could still hear the photographer down below, but the sound was strange and distorted, like she was hearing it underwater.

The voice beside her, however, was clear as cut glass.

“This is where it happened.” The little girl—Ivy, she was certain now—was holding her left hand, peering through the balustrade at the scene below.

“You were there,” Willow said, grasping her right hand, “and you can remember.”

Summer looked at them, then looked down at the foyer. For one strange moment she was almost embarrassed to be seen with them, unsure how to interact with them when so many people were watching, when there was already so much at stake.

“They can’t see us,” Willow said, as if reading her mind. “Come on, Summer.” She gave her hand a squeeze. “I know you remember.”

“I can’t,” Summer said softly, then tried to swallow, her throat was so dry. “I’m sorry.”

“You were little, like me,” Ivy said, “and you were hiding, right here.” She knelt down on the stone floor, fixing her green cotton dress over her skinny little knees, peeking down through the carved marble spindles. She would’ve been almost invisible to everyone below, but from her position, Ivy could see the entire foyer.

“It was hot that night, the summer insects were buzzing outside,” Willow said, kneeling on the other side of Summer, joining Ivy to peer between the spindles. “You woke up because you heard music.”

“And then it happened,” Ivy said. “The door banged open, they started shouting. You were scared, so you hid right here, like this.”

Down below, the softbox lights flashed again, a radiant burst from the entryway, blinding and brilliant, and with it came a memory—the front door flying open, her father’s car still running in the turnaround, headlights flooding the foyer as he burst in.

She remembered.

The floor swayed beneath her feet.

Ferociously and all at once, she remembered.
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It was the music that woke her.

A melody so familiar that, as Summer blinked and stretched and rubbed her eyes awake, she was certain she was in her own bed at The Hearth. But no—the room was dark, no mushroom nightlight, and the walls were strange, the room wasn’t the right shape. The bed was too big.

Slowly, it came back to her—spaghetti dinner with Brody, her parents’ treehouse errand in town, Thea tucking them into Brody’s new bunkbeds—Brody on the top because he’d called dibs, Summer sighing, crawling into the bottom. Waiting until Thea left to sneak out for one last game of hide and seek. Falling asleep in this strange room as she waited for Brody to find her.

She sat up and realized she wasn’t alone. Brody was sprawled out at the end of the bed, fast asleep and snoring softly in his powder blue checkered pajamas. He’d found her after all. He was sleeping through the music, but Brody could sleep through a bomb falling. She yawned. So sleepy. So tempted to lay back down and let the music lull her back to sleep. She was about to do just that when a jolt of excitement hit her square in the belly—it was her birthday! Or, almost her birthday? She’d need to look at a clock to know for sure, she wanted to be certain. She’d never been awake at the very start of her birthday before, when the moon was still out.

Summer slid out of bed and crept to the door, the hardwood cold against her bare feet. The music was louder in the dark hallway but still distant, drifting up from the Salt Mine the way Uncle Grant’s music always did. Echoing through the sleeping halls of Stonehold. She tip-toed in the direction of the playroom, where a big orange clock hung on the wall with bold numbers that made it easy to tell the time. There was delicious freedom knowing no one would scold her for being out of bed—Aunt Georgina was visiting her sisters, Thea had gone home for the night, and when Uncle Grant was in the Salt Mine he stayed down there for hours.

It wasn’t quite her birthday. The neon blue hand and the neon green hand were both still on the wrong side of the twelve. She was tempted to sit there in the playroom and wait, but the room was big and dark and she was a little bit scared that Uncle Grant would catch her if she stayed up too long. Uncle Grant didn’t like when children weren’t where they were supposed to be.

She crept back down the long hall, walking along the thin strip of polished marble between the runner and the balustrade. She liked feeling the stone on her feet, smooth and cold. The song was still playing, it seemed like Uncle Grant was playing it over and over. Maybe he really liked it.

Just then, there was an enormous noise—the heavy front door barging open, banging loudly against the framed marble entry as a man burst into the foyer, backlit by bright headlights from a waiting car. Summer fell to her knees behind the balustrade, terrified.

“Grant!” The man shouted. “Get down here, Grant! Where the fuck are you?”

Summer’s heart pounded.

The man kept on shouting, screaming for Uncle Grant, and Summer finally gathered the courage to peek.

It was her father. Her father was in the foyer, with a strange looking shovel in one hand and a short length of rope in the other. Summer blinked at the scene, trying to make sense of it. She hadn’t recognized her father’s voice, she’d never heard him angry like this. She started to stand—she should go to him, hug him, tell him everything would be okay—but just then, Uncle Grant walked in below.

“You son of a bitch,” her father ran at Uncle Grant, “you goddamn son of a bitch—”

“Shhh! Rowan—”

“You helped me look for them!”

“Lower your voice—”

“Don’t fucking tell me to lower my voice, I swear to God—I don’t even know you, I don’t know who you are.” He spun away, and Summer could sense his sadness, as if looking at Uncle Grant had made him want to cry. But his fury returned, and he threw the strange shovel at the floor, the clatter echoing throughout the big room.

Uncle Grant flinched at the noise and glanced up at the second floor, then flinched again because her father was coming right at him, enraged. Instead of hitting Uncle Grant the way Summer feared he might, her father shook his fist at him, the fist that was holding the rope.

“It’s your belt Grant! It’s your own goddamn belt!” He held up the rope which was actually a belt, Summer could see that now, the silver buckle glinting in the car’s headlights.

Uncle Grant looked like he might be sick. “Where—”

“You know where!” Her father had been spitting his words like gunfire, but his voice was starting to break. “You know where I found it, you’ve known where they were this whole fucking time!”

“Rowan, for fuck’s sake would you calm down—”

“I was building a fucking treehouse on their graves, and you knew because you put them there, you fucking monster!”

“Let me—”

“They were ten!” Rowan screamed, and something dark slithered into Summer’s stomach. This was about her aunts. The ones they never talked about. “Willow had your—” he shook his head, “she still had your—how could you bury her like that?” He shouted. “She still had your fucking belt around her neck!”

“Can you just let me—”

“All this time? They’ve just been rotting back there this whole time?” Her father was crying now. “I don’t—I don’t understand—we were children, how does—how does a twelve-year-old do something like this?” He threw the belt down and spun away again, hands over his face as he paced.

Summer desperately wanted to comfort him, but she was paralyzed. Terrified. She glanced down the hall toward the room where Brody was sleeping. She wished he’d wake up.

“Rowan,” Uncle Grant’s voice was quiet, “please let me—”

“I don’t know you. I’ve never known you. I need to go, I need to—” For a split second he glanced up at the balustrade and Summer almost stood up. Almost.

“It was an accident!” Uncle Grant was panicking. “I swear to you, Rowan, it was an accident.”

Summer watched as her father turned to face him, jaw clenched, tear tracks on his face.

“It was the summer my father bought the Aston,” Uncle Grant was saying, “remember how we were going to sneak out with it but you got scared? I went by myself. I took the keys, I was just going to drive it for a few minutes, that’s all I wanted! I was coming back around the bend on 604, literally right here,” he pointed in the direction of the road, “and I—you have to believe I didn’t mean to hit her, Rowan—”

“Ivy?” Rowan gasped her name through his tears.

“They were walking in the road! How could I have known there’d be people in the road like that? I didn’t see them, to this day I don’t know why I didn’t see them—I swear to you, she didn’t suffer, she was gone by the time—”

“And Willow?” His anguish was palpable.

“She saw me, Rowan, she—I panicked! She was screaming at me, hitting me, telling me I’d killed her sister, she was going to tell—I was twelve Rowan, I panicked! We buried them in the Fairy Forest—you remember we called it that?—it was their favorite place to play, and I thought—I cried the whole time, you have to believe—”

“We?”

Uncle Grant shook his head. “What?”

“You just said we buried them. Who fucking helped you?”

“I just can’t understand why they were walking in the road like that, don’t you—don’t you think they should have known? Can’t you at least admit they should have known better? If it wasn’t my car it would’ve been someone else’s—”

“Your father helped you bury them.” It wasn’t a question. “And then he offered a reward and made another big donation to the police department.” He shook his head. “Oh my God.”

Uncle Grant must have sensed something in her father’s clenched jaw, his sudden fierce resolve, because straightened, speaking with renewed authority.

“It was nearly thirty years ago, Rowan. Let’s not make any rash decisions here, why don’t you come to my office and we can figure this out.”

Her father scoffed. “You think you’re going to buy me off?”

“I think I’m going to remind you of what our families have built together, of all that’s at stake for our kids, here. This thing will topple us if it gets out. Is that really what you want? For Meadow? For Summer? We’ll lose it all, brother.”

Her father lunged at him, fist raised, and Uncle Grant cowered. Her father stopped himself, fist frozen in place on its way to Uncle Grant’s face.

“Fuck you, you fucking Brutus,” he spit. “I’m going to the police. I’m taking my daughter and I’m going to the police. Summer!” Rowan shouted up to the second floor, walking toward the stairs. “Summer, wake up!”

Summer’s heart had left her chest—it was in her head now, it was all she could hear. She was so scared. Scared of her father’s anger. Scared of Uncle Grant and the things her father was saying he’d done. Scared that she’d never see Brody again, and maybe even scared that Brody was bad too—maybe he was hiding it, like Uncle Grant.

Her father was still shouting up the stairs for her, keeping one eye on Uncle Grant, who was standing on the far side of the foyer looking defeated. But try as she did, Summer’s legs just wouldn’t work. If she stood up, they’d know she’d heard everything, and she knew she’d just witnessed something she was never meant to see.

Just then, over the sound of the distant music still floating up from the Salt Mine, she heard the clock in the playroom sing its happy little song, the way it did when it was a new hour. It was her birthday. And birthdays are a really good time to be brave, she decided.

Her father called for her again.

She stood up. “I’m here,” she tried to say, but only air came out.

He couldn’t see her behind the balustrade so she walked to the top of the stairs. Scared, but determined.

When her father saw her, his eyes softened. His smile was warm, his shirt was covered in dirt.

He raised an arm, reaching out for her to come to him.

But suddenly Uncle Grant was running up behind him with the shovel, swinging it at his head like it was a baseball bat. Sometimes Brody stole the hammer out of the greenhouse and used it to bust open big rocks to see if there were any diamonds inside. That’s what it sounded like. A hammer hitting a rock. Her father crumpled right there at the bottom of the stairs. He hadn’t even screamed.

Neither had Summer. It was too shocking. Too horrible. Too unthinkable to do anything else than stand there, dumb and mute, and just watch it unfold.

Uncle Grant hit him again. And again. And again. Until his head split open like one of Brody’s rocks.

A phone, Summer realized. If she could get down to the kitchen, get past Uncle Grant and go to the phone, she could call 911—tell them her father needed a doctor, that his head was cut badly, that he’d been making strange noises but now he’d gone quiet—

Uncle Grant stood over him, still holding the shovel. There was so much blood, bright and angry, pooling on the stone. Summer watched it spread, a great red tide, and knew if she didn’t get to the phone quick they’d never be able to put all that blood back inside him. She took the first step down, then the next.

She stopped. Uncle Grant was looking right at her. But he didn’t look like Uncle Grant. He didn’t even look like a person. There were flecks of red all over his cheeks, his forehead, and as he looked up at her he ran a hand over his face, smearing them.

Summer took another step.

She saw him adjust his grip on the shovel. He was going to hit her too, but she wasn’t afraid. She was fast, she could run. She had to get help.

Just then, there was a shout from the open front door—half scream, half stifled cry. Her mother. Hands over her mouth, screaming at Grant, cursing him, shouting Rowan’s name, panicked, delirious as she ran to him.

“Mo—Mom!” Summer found her voice, screaming to warn her, but her shout was lost to the sickening thud as Grant swung the shovel.

The music faded, then started again. The same song. Melodic and serene.

Stars shining bright above you.

The left side of her mother’s head was bleeding, and she seemed stunned, unsteady, but then she screamed, loud and long, stumbling as she ran for the open door.

Night breezes seem to whisper I love you.

Grant chased after her, swinging and hitting her again, bringing her down just as she’d managed to reach the door. Her mother was still fighting, still trying to crawl.

Birds singing in the sycamore tree.

Uncle Grant’s belt was right there. He picked it up. Slipped it around her neck. Pulled it tight, with his foot on her upper back.

Dream a little dream of me.

Summer took another step down. Then another. If she could get to the phone now, while Uncle Grant had his back turned—

Someone reached from behind, grabbing her hand. Stopping her. She whirled around, expecting to see Brody, but it was a little girl in a green dress. There was another little girl at the top of the stairs, watching the scene below. Maybe it should have confused Summer, seeing two strangers standing there, but she was more confused by their apathy—they could see what was happening, why weren’t they doing something?

“You have to come with us,” the green dress girl said.

Summer shook her head because no, she needed to get to the phone—

“You can’t,” the girl said, “you can’t help them.”

“I have to!” Summer said, beginning to panic, because this girl was trying to pull her away from her parents, and her parents needed help—

“Rowan wants you to come with us.” It was the girl at the top of the stairs who said this. The one in the baseball hat. “He wants you to come with us right now.”

Summer stopped resisting. She let the green dress girl lead her up the stairs. Back down the hall. These strangers knew her father, and maybe…maybe her father had known? What Uncle Grant would do? Maybe he’d already planned for help to arrive, if he’d sent these girls to help her then surely he’d arranged for his own help too.

The strangers brought her as far as the bed Brody was still fast asleep on. The girl in the hat eyed him, her arms crossed over her sports jersey.

“Lay down,” the girl in the green dress said, and she kept looking back over her shoulder at the door as she spoke, “and go to sleep.”

But Summer couldn’t move. Her right foot was trembling, just her foot, and it felt like the beginning of something—the tremors moved up into her right leg and down into her left, her arms began shaking too. Her breaths were coming faster and faster, and there were tears now, an endless stream, but she wasn’t even crying, they were involuntary, emotionless, she couldn’t stop them.

The girl in the hat took her by her shoulders. She was a little older than Summer, they both were, and big enough to push her back onto the bed. It made the tears come faster, being pushed like that. She didn’t understand what was happening, what had happened, and her whole body was shaking now and what happened to her mom? She had to go back and check—

The moment she stood, the girl pushed her back down, harder this time.

“Sleep,” the baseball hat girl hissed, then softened, “please.”

“He’s coming,” the green dress girl whispered.

Summer lay on her stomach in the middle of the bed, facing away from the door. There were footsteps in the hall. Closer and closer.

“Whatever you do,” the baseball hat whispered, “don’t wake up.”

The footsteps stopped outside the door. Summer squeezed her eyes shut.

At the very last minute, she grabbed Brody’s sleeping hand, and held on tight.

The door creaked open slowly. More footsteps, light and measured. She could hear him breathing, and it was a heavy sound, like he was out of breath. He walked to the end of the bed and stopped.

Summer slowed her breathing. Relaxed her eyelids. Her whole body tingled with the lie. She forced herself to think about something else—earlier that day, when Brody’s nanny had brought them swimming at Redemption Lake and the water had sparkled beneath the sun. She imagined floating on the water, hearing Brody’s laughter nearby. Soon, they’d go home and have dinner and in the morning it would be her birthday and she’d finally be able to see the treehouse.

She floated on the lake for a long time.

Finally, Uncle Grant exhaled, the tiniest sigh through his nose. Then, his footsteps went back the way he came. He closed the door gently, a soft little snick.

Summer opened her eyes. The room was pitch black, and her panic returned. She was gulping great breaths of air, blinking in the darkness, sitting up, sliding back out of bed.

The girls were standing there. It was startling to see them so clearly in the dark.

“We’re really sorry this happened to you,” the baseball hat girl said.

Summer didn’t understand. Nothing had happened to her. It was her parents who needed help—

“We can’t make it better,” the green dress girl said, reaching out a finger, “but we can help you forget.” She touched Summer’s forehead, and everything went black.
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Someone was shouting her name, calling her back, but she didn’t want to leave, her parents had been right there, they needed her help, they needed—

“Summer!”

The fog broke, and she flinched in the sudden bright light.

“Somebody give you something for the bridal butterflies?”

She looked around, confused. The photographer was standing right below, looking up at her.

“Could’ve put down a horse with whatever you took. The shots are great,” he was fiddling with his camera, scrolling through the photographs, “if you want to see any of these before I leave today just let me know, otherwise we’ll send an email and you can decide about retouches.”

Summer looked around the foyer below. It had emptied out, there were just a few assistants deconstructing the lights and umbrellas.

“They’re waiting for you,” the photographer said, sounding annoyed or maybe concerned, “the ceremony is about to start, are you alright?”

There was a distant ringing in her ears growing louder and louder.

Grant murdered her parents. He’d killed Willow and Ivy. He would kill Ford, too. People were disposable to Grant Weston. Her heartbeat was a rhythm and the rhythm was a mantra: Run. Run. Run. Run. Run.

She had to get out, had to get to Ford before Grant could. She hadn’t been able to save the others, but God help Grant Weston if he tried to hurt Ford. No more waiting for anyone else’s help.

“Thea!” She shouted at the photographer, “I need you to find Thea Brixton and tell her—tell her I’m at FoJo!” It was the first place she could think of that wasn’t Stonehold. “Only Thea—don’t tell anyone else!”

She bolted down the hall, back to her room, grabbed the boot with the envelopes, ripped off her gold heels and stuffed her feet into a pair of mukluks—the only pair of shoes she’d spotted that didn’t have zippers or laces. She ran down the stairs, clutching the boot in one hand and the train of her heavy dress in the other, past the perplexed photographer, out into the chilly midday.

Two valet workers were standing in the driveway, eyes wide as they stared at her. When Summer looked at them they turned away, pretending to be busy, heading back to the makeshift parking lot in the yard behind the garage.

She stood in the turnaround, holding the boot to her chest, trying to think. Her heart wouldn’t stop pounding. She’d go to Mo’s restaurant and wait for Thea, and to get there she’d need to stop by Ford’s hut for the keys to her truck. Right. Ford’s hut. Step one.

As she passed the carved hemlock statue she glanced at the granite carvings—the three tree worshippers and Summer, whose carved hands weren’t raised, they were clasped before her.

No—not clasped.

Summer paused, just for a second, because how had she never noticed? Right there in the middle of the Weston’s driveway, her tiny granite thumb and forefinger were latched onto her left ring finger, as if tugging at an invisible ring.

Someone grabbed her wrist.

“The wedding’s in the back yard,” Grant said, tugging her back toward the house.

Her heart was in her throat. She pulled at his fingers, dug her shoes into the crushed stone. Struggled with everything in her. The boot fell to the ground as she struggled.

“No,” she said, “I’m not going, I won’t go, I won’t do this, you don’t own me—”

“Poor Ford,” he said, “she’s about to have a really bad day.”

Grant looked at her, long and hard and cold, and for a moment, Summer stopped her struggling.

“Like Willow and Ivy had a bad day? Like my parents?” She could feel herself unraveling. “You killed them—I remember, I saw you! I couldn’t remember for so long but now I do—you killed Willow and Ivy and my dad and my mom and you’re a fucking monster—”

He was dragging her again, ignoring her spitting accusations, her cries, her fingers tearing at his hand. She tripped on the front step and Grant held her upright by her wrist like she weighed nothing, like she was a prop, a piece of the set that had gone missing but would soon be put back in place.

Halfway across the empty foyer, someone on the left staircase cleared their throat.

Angelina, on her way down to the ceremony in a barely-there black dress, fashionably late as always.

Grant straightened, relaxing his grip on Summer’s wrist but not letting go.

Angelina was eyeing them. “Everything alright?”

In back, the ceremony was starting, the violin’s bright notes dancing over the somber cello.

It was her only chance. Summer yanked her wrist free, turned and ran for the open door. Down the steps, this time heading across the front yard, taking an indirect route, hoping to lose him on the way.

She could hear him running after her.

She ran for the hedge maze, gathering her dress and holding it as high as she could. She ran and ran. Right turn down the first long passage, left at the arbor, curve around the bend, through the first garden, over the koi pond bridge, through the second arbor and down another narrow green corridor. Deeper and deeper. Past the sculpture of the bird, wings outstretched, chained in place.

But when she reached the maze’s center, her heart fell. She’d forgotten the transplanted bushes. They were blocking the other exit—there was no other exit anymore. The bushes were huge, and there were so many of them, she couldn’t even see where the exit used to be.

She spun around—there were other ways out of the maze if she backtracked and circumvented the center—but Grant was right there, red-faced and breathing heavily. Smoothing his hands down the front of his three-piece suit. Blocking her only way out.

She faced him, barely able to speak through her anger. “Are you going to drag me down the aisle, too?”

He loomed over her, backing her up to the barren hibiscus bushes.

“I’m hurt that you’re choosing this,” he said softly, shaking his head like she’d failed a test at Radley or been caught getting high. “If you had concerns, you could have come to me. I’m not unreasonable,” he smiled, looking exactly like the old Grant, “you know that. It’s so unlike you to choose the coward’s way out.”

Summer nearly laughed. “It’s exactly like me to choose the coward’s way out. To please everyone. To not rock the boat because I might get thrown out of it while the rest of you row away. But this? This is me choosing to be brave. Grant,” she shook her head, “you killed them. How—how have you lived with yourself? How have you—”

“Summer. Enough. Enough now. Georgina’s called a doctor—as soon as the ceremony is done, you can take something to clear up your confusion.”

“I’m not taking anything, I’m not confused—”

“It doesn’t have to be this way,” he said softly, reaching out as if to stroke her cheek.

She flinched away.

He smiled sadly. “You’re fighting against this with everything in you, I see that. I see how strong you are, and I value strength, Summer, I really do. After the wedding, we can have a long talk, you and I. See if we can’t resolve things between us. For now, let’s leave the past in the past, where it belongs, hm? Let’s start over, here and now, what do you say?”

“Go fuck yourself.”

She tried to move past him and he lashed out, grabbing the her face with his hand, jerking her back to face him. Digging his fingers and thumb into her cheeks.

“Finally,” she said, a smile blooming beneath his grip, “there you are. Brody told me you were mean, but I never saw it. I thought you were kind to me because I’d lost so much. I even thought you might love me. But you weren’t kind, were you? You were indifferent, because I walked on eggshells.” She shrugged. “I just never gave you an excuse to be mean.”

As she’d been speaking, a noise had started in the near distance, a loud whirring, like machinery.

Grant didn’t seem to notice. “Well, you’re giving me a reason now, aren’t you?” He squeezed her face harder. The pain was becoming unbearable. “You can’t win, Summer. Walk up that aisle willingly, with dignity, and you’ll find I can be very forgiving.”

The distant noise was growing. Getting closer.

“And if I don’t?” She managed.

He grinned, maniacal.

“You will,” he said, leaning in to whisper, “because you’ve seen what happens when people cross me.”

Summer looked at him. It was a confession. He’d actually confessed. It sent a surge of electricity into her chest and she started fighting again, pushing at him, struggling to break free.

And then, it happened so fast—he grabbed her upper arm and squeezed, she swung back around to ask him how he’d explain her bruises to all the guests, and in that moment, his other hand went to her neck.

She froze, more shocked than terrified.

And then, the most bizarre thing—something big and orange plowed through the right hedge wall, bursting into the maze’s center, flattening everything in its path.

The mini-excavator. With Ford Flores at the controls.

Grant let go of her neck. “This is private property!” He screamed at the machine, then noticed who was driving it. “You—you can’t be here! You’re in jail!”

Ford was already out of the excavator, heading straight for him.

“Let go of her arm.” She squared her shoulders, waiting. Grant usually had several inches on Ford, but in that moment, she was ten feet tall.

He let go. But he’d left marks on Summer’s upper arm. Imprints of his fingers, red and angry.

Summer looked at Ford, trying to make sense of how, but Ford was looking at her upper arm.

Ford lunged at Grant, arm reared back, her fist connecting with bone as the resounding crunch sent him backwards to the ground.

It had happened so quickly, Summer was still trying to catch up—Grant was groaning, blood flowing, pouring from beneath his hands cupped around his nose. And then she was looking at Ford’s hand, held out in front of her, like she wanted Summer to grab it.

But Summer didn’t take her hand, she just kept staring. Ford looked real, but so had Willow and Ivy.

“You broke my nose.” Grant was getting up, his hair mussed and his suit absolutely ruined with blood.

Harrison materialized out of nowhere, helping him stand.

“You broke my fucking nose,” Grant said again.

“I know,” Ford said, all business. “Got some blood on your tux there.” She grimaced, wiping her fist on her sweats. “Stay away from the house, hm? No one wants to see that. Especially not your guests.” She looked at Summer. “Now or never, Sunshine.” Her hand was still outstretched, waiting.

Summer grabbed it, and together they raced through the ruined hedges, navigating the twisted boughs and broken branches.

“You alright?” Ford asked as they ran.

Summer looked at her, still not believing it. “How are you here?”

But Ford just grinned and kept running.  

They burst out of the hedge maze and Summer stopped short at the scene before her. At least ten black sedans with blinking patrol lights were lined up in the driveway like a parade, a swarm of officers and men in suits and sunglasses exiting the vehicles, heading toward Stonehold. And in the midst of it all, standing side by side in the turnaround like some eleventh-hour cavalry, were Ellis, Thea and Mo.

“Got everything?” Ford asked, and Thea held up a duffel bag. “Let’s get moving then.”

“Who are those—” Summer’s mind was racing. “Where are we—what are we—”

Ford looked over her shoulder at the uniformed men. “I’ll explain everything on the way, okay?” She shot her a grin and Summer’s adrenaline spiked with the sudden realization that this was real, it was actually happening.

“We have an audience,” Mo said under her breath, nodding at the side of the house where a crowd of gown and tuxedo-clad guests were pouring around the corner, drawn there by the commotion.

Just then, Harrison Caulfield flew out of the ruined hedge maze and down the driveway, shouting for someone to call an ambulance, Grant had passed out. When he caught sight of the patrol cars he was suddenly shouting.

“This one, officers!” He pointed at Ford. “She’s the one! She assaulted him, she’s a convicted criminal and she’s trespassing—”

“We’re looking for Harrison Caulfield.” One of the officers, a burly bearded behemoth of a man, took off his sunglasses and peered down.

“I’m Harrison Caulfield—is this—” Harrison glanced at Ford, glanced over at the crowd, back to the officer. “Sorry, what is this about?”

The man flashed a badge. “Washington State Narcotics. We have a warrant to search the property, more specifically the room you’ve been staying in.”

“For—for what?” Harrison let out a little laugh.

Ford shoved her hands in her pockets. “Probably for narcotics, Harry.”

An officer put a hand on his arm, holding him there while the other officers walked by them, entering the house.

“This is private property,” Harrison was looking back and forth between them all, “we’re having a wedding. Are you seriously going to waste taxpayer dollars busting me for bringing party favors? Come on, you’re telling me you have nothing better to do? Why don’t you try tracking down actual criminals?” He was panicking, pointing at Ford. “She’s the one who—”

“Check his suitcase first,” Angelina called to the officers, stepping out from the crowd of guests with her cellphone held out, recording. “I’d also check under his mattress and in his shoes and inside the blue lamp—there’s a blue lamp on the bedside table—it’s hollow and there’s a little hole at the bottom. Chances are you’ll find what you’re looking for in there, too.” She shrugged theatrically. “I’m guessing. Odds are.” She looked over at Ellis, caught her eye and winked.

“What is happening?” Summer looked at Ford.

“A lot, but let’s get out while we can.” She’d been clutching Summer’s entire hand but she shifted, lacing their fingers together.

Halfway to Ford’s truck Summer remembered the boot with the letters and she ran to grab it. Ford eyed her curiously.

“Long story,” Summer said.

“Lot of that going around.” Ford was grinning again, and it was contagious.

Mo and Thea got into one car, Ellis and Summer piled into Ford’s truck, and then they were off. Down the driveway, heading for open road.

When Stonehold was behind them Ford accelerated, racing after Thea’s sedan. For once, Thea was flying.

“Holy shit!” Ellis shouted, and then Ford was laying on the horn as Ellis cheered and stomped her feet. “It worked!”

Ford was beaming but she kept glancing at Summer, unsure.

“Hey,” she looked between the road and Summer, “are you okay?”

“I’m still catching up, I think.” She touched both hands to the truck’s leather seat, trying to ground herself. Trying to believe that it was real. “How did you—you planned this?”

As it turned out, Angelina had been late to the wedding because she’d been making miniature cocaine bricks out of baking soda and cling wrap, hiding them around Harrison’s room. She hated the Westons and by extension, Weston bootlickers. But mostly, Summer learned with a small stab of guilt, Angelina adored her. She always had. Summer hadn’t known.

“He won’t get taken in over baking soda, obviously,” Ellis said, “but when he eventually runs for office and Angelina posts that video, he’ll have a miserable month or two before his team buries it.”

Summer reached a hand and tilted Ford’s face toward hers. Ford was still wearing the sweatpants and tank top she’d been arrested in, but somewhere along the way she’d found a green jacket to add to the ensemble. There was an angry looking cut on her top lip, and the bruises on her face were turning green at the edges.

“They hurt you,” Summer said softly.

“But you should see what I did to them,” Ford sent her a quick grin before looking back at the road.

“Really?”

Ford sighed. “No. It was three on one and I think I squeaked when they first grabbed me. A shrill squeak too, not even a manly one. Kind of humiliating. Might need to be nursed back to health later.” She slid her eyes to Summer, her lopsided grin back in place.

They followed Thea’s car up one mountain road then another.

“Where are we going?” Summer asked.

“Fernwood Hollow,” Ford said. “Heard of it?”

She hadn’t.

“It’s like a motel.”

Ellis let out a screech of a laugh. “It’s a resort. Thea suggested it, she’s been there before.”

“It’s over an hour from Stonehold,” Ford said, “probably a good idea to get out of town for the night.”

Summer nodded. Looked down at her lap. She was still wearing a wedding dress. And a ring. She pulled the ring off and dropped it into the center cupholder.

Ford glanced down when she did it, her smile radiant as she looked back to face the road.

It occurred to Summer that they all thought this was a day worth celebrating, now that she and Ford were free. And it was, in many ways. And yet—

“There’s a lot I have to tell you guys,” Summer said. “Like, a lot. But we should wait until we’re all together. Thea needs to know too.”

“Of course,” Ford said softly, “whatever you need.”

“Thea’s a real one, by the way,” Ellis said, “that bad ass went down to the jail herself late last night and screamed at them to let Ford go.”

Ford was laughing, shaking her head. “Did more harm than good, to be honest. Like your parent showing up at school to scream at the bullies.”

“Wait,” Summer turned to Ellis, “I can’t believe I didn’t say this sooner—you’re the best fucking lawyer ever, how did you get her out?”

“She didn’t.” Ford was grinning at the road ahead. “Had to go a little higher up the chain of command.”

Summer looked at Ellis.

“Grant used his connections and I used mine.” Ellis shrugged like it was nothing. “Mine just happen to be better.”

“I’m not supposed to name names, but someone in D.C. sends their regards,” Ellis said.

“Oh my God,” Summer felt the blood leave her face, “you called Ketanji Brown Jackson.”

“Justice Ketanji Brown Jackson,” Ford muttered around a half smile.

Ellis sighed happily. “There’s three things that woman loves—the law, the mountains, and the homosexuals. But again, I absolutely cannot give you a name.”
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Fernwood Hollow turned out to be a vast retreat overlooking a massive lake with acres upon acres of hiking trails, golf courses, swimming pools and fire pits set back miles from any main route, accessible only by a meandering dirt road.

“How does Thea know about this place again?” Summer asked Ellis when they’d finally reached the parking lot. The resort’s main building was just ahead, a grand structure of rough wood and worn iron, a mixture of rustic and chic that reminded Summer of The Hearth.

“Not sure,” Ellis said, retrieving her suitcase from the back of Ford’s truck. “Mo thought we should have a place to rendezvous and lay low, Thea said this place would work.”

There were other buildings too, separate from the main one but seemingly interconnected by wood-chipped paths. Lanterns flickered here and there. The entire place had a warmth to it and Summer had the passing thought that Thea really could solve anything.

Ford stepped up beside her, carrying both her own duffel bag and Summer’s boot.

“For five stars you’d think they could find a gardener who knows not to plant silverberry next to boxwood,” Ford shook her head at the foliage lining the walk to the front doors.

Inside, everything smelled like campfires and evergreen trees. The ceiling was full of interesting angles and exposed wooden beams and at the center of it all, a good thirty feet above the floor, was a chandelier made from an iron wagon wheel that someone had fitted with lights. There was a humongous stone fireplace taking up the entirety of one wall, a fire roaring inside. It was, Summer thought, exactly the kind of place to catch her breath and unclench her muscles.

“Welcome!” The woman behind the glossed wooden counter smiled. “Do you have a reservation?”

“Oh—no,” Thea said, “we’re sort of on an impromptu holiday girl’s trip…thing.”

“Not a problem Ms. Brixton,” the woman smiled, typing away on her computer.

Summer and Ford exchanged a look. Impressive. Thea was known here.

The woman behind the counter leaned forward, lowering her voice a bit. “And do you and Ms. Fontaine want your usual room?”

It took a moment, but the penny dropped, and Summer felt her eyes triple in size as she bore holes in the floor.

“No, no, separate—separate rooms for all, I think,” Thea was sputtering, “and perhaps on the second floor, overlooking the hills and the lake,” she turned to Summer, her face bright red, “it’s a lovely view, in the evening when the sun sets there’s a little dip in the hills just across the way that holds the sun like a little spoon—”

“Thea, babe,” Ford chuckled, “do you think if you just keep talking we’ll magically unhear it?”

Mo burst out laughing. “Thea Brixton, I do believe we’re caught.” She put her arm around Thea and turned to the woman behind the counter who was also blushing, clearly aware she’d just outed them. “Michelle,” Mo smiled at the woman, “Thea and I will take our usual room, and you should probably put everyone else at the opposite end unless you want to be dealing with noise complaints all night.”

Ellis nodded at Mo in approval. “Hot.”

Summer smiled. Her gaydar was shameful, but now that she knew, she could see it. They looked so…perfectly themselves, together.

Ellis stepped up to the counter. “Do you have a spa here?”

“We do, and for an additional charge you can have a personal masseuse wake you with a hot stone treatment.”

“Sold.” Ellis handed over a credit card. “Give me a room next to the spa and your most well-muscled masseuse.” When Michelle tried to hand her card back, Ellis jerked a thumb in Summer’s direction. “I’m paying for them too.”

“Ellis,” Summer stepped up beside her, “you already saved the entire day, you’re not going to pay for—”

“Do you have your wallet?” Ellis looked at her. “Your license? Cash? Anything?”

“Oh.” Summer thought about it. “That’s going to be fun, trying to get all my stuff from—”

“That’s tomorrow’s problem. In the meantime—”

“I’m paying,” Ford said, taking Ellis’s credit card from the woman and handing over her own.

Ellis looked at her. “Are you sure? This place is expensive.”

Ford raised an eyebrow at her. “Woke up and chose elitism today, did we?”

“I mean you called it a motel, so.” Ellis made a face.

Ford spoke out of the side of her mouth. “I’m trying to be slick here, would you shut it?”

Ellis smiled and put her hands up, stepping back.

“Separate rooms?” Michelle asked, looking between Ford and Summer.

“Oh—um,” Ford’s brow furrowed, “probably, yeah—cause there’s two of us so yeah, I think,” she touched her forehead, looking flustered.

Summer was just about to say if you book yourself a separate room I will literally walk into that lake and drown myself when Michelle beat her to the punch.

“We do have a newlywed suite,” she said, giving Summer’s dress a pointed look, “it’s a separate cottage down by the lake, very private—”

“That!” Ellis said loudly, startling everyone. “Yes. That. They’ll take that. That’s what they’ll take.”
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It was a log cabin, cozy and secluded. Simple—a singular room save for a closet and bathroom, but large enough to have interesting nooks and crannies. There was a cushioned window seat looking out at the water, a bookcase full of boardgames, and a gigantic bed tucked into an alcove, piled high with a down blanket and pillows. Summer’s adrenaline spiked at the sight of it. At the thought of an uninterrupted night alone with Ford. There should’ve been guilt in that thought—the fact that she could think of anything else after the day’s revelations, but truthfully, she felt like it was owed to her. The universe, fate, karma, whatever it was that balanced the scales and silver-lined the clouds, owed her a sliver of happiness. It was long overdue.  

Ford had dumped their bags onto the couch—a rustic piece of furniture made from polished tree branches with plaid cushions—and was walking up to where Summer was standing in the middle of the room.

“So…hi.” Ford’s hands were in her pockets and she was smiling, looking strangely shy.

Summer smiled back. “Hello.”

Ford reached up and touched Summer’s cheek where she’d been nibbling. She hadn’t even realized she’d been doing it.

“I’m not sure how to do this,” Ford said, and it came out like a confession.

“Do what?”

“Fix your day. I don’t know what I can say to—to tell you how sorry I am, and to let you know that whatever you need, whether it’s space or, like, I don’t know, a bath and cake? If you want to be alone, or—”

“Ford,” Summer smiled, “I’m okay. I mean,” Summer rolled her eyes, “I’m not, but. I will be. Today was bad, but now is…less bad. And I don’t want space. We can revisit the cake idea later though.”

Ford nodded, then stepped back and looked her up and down. Crossed her arms. “I know I should hate the sight of you in this dress, but,” she shook her head, blowing out a breath, “you have no idea how stunning you are, do you?”

“The eyelashes are a bit much.”

“Stunning.” She stepped closer. “But you’re also stunning in sweatpants, talking to ghosts in my hedge maze.” She stepped closer still. “And when you’re running in a thunderstorm. And when you’re on the tennis court wearing next to nothing, hoping I’ll come by and notice.”

Summer ducked her head, smiling. Her cheeks felt warm.

Ford brought Summer’s eyes back to her own with a gentle hand to the side of her face.  “You’re gorgeous in the morning when you’re waking up beside me. Didn’t get the chance to tell you then, but you are. You’re gorgeous when you laugh. Irresistible when you’re angry. Fucking perfect when you come. And right now?” She stepped even closer. They were just a breath apart. “When you’ve just gone and liberated yourself from all that shit? You’re—”

Summer leaned forward and captured her lips with a small sigh.

Ford held her face and Summer grabbed her jacket, pulled her in, impossibly close. Ford’s tongue was soft against her bottom lip, and Summer opened for her. It started slow, tongue rubbing against tongue, body pressing against body. But then Ford slid her mouth down Summer’s jaw, nibbled at a spot on her neck before opening her mouth against her skin and sucking and—oh. Summer heard herself moan. It felt amazing—every time Ford touched her it felt like fresh air after a life of suffocation. The first touch after a lifetime of solitude. She raked her fingers into Ford’s hair and pulled, just to get her mouth back, just to be kissing her again. But the noise Ford made. The devilish grin on her face. Ford liked her hair pulled. Summer filed it away for later.

Ford was kissing her again, unhurried kisses that she’d pull back from to glance at Summer’s lips, study Summer’s face. The third time she pulled back, Summer whined and chased after her, pulling her head back with both hands and licking into Ford’s mouth before she could move away again.

A moment later, Summer felt a hand trailing down her sternum, over the stiff dress.

Ford traced up and down as they kissed, and then suddenly her fingertips were brushing over Summer’s breast, up over the fern appliqué before her thumb dared to dip beneath, stroking the soft skin she found there.

Summer whimpered and let her own hand wander, skirting beneath Ford’s shirt, fingers tracing the taut skin of her lower stomach. Ford’s touches grew bolder, sliding her hand down the top of Summer’s dress until she was palming it, finding her hardened nipple and teasing it with her fingers. Summer gasped into Ford’s mouth and then, because she wanted, she slipped a hand into Ford’s sweatpants and pressed her palm against the juncture of the shorts she found beneath.

Ford’s breath hitched, and she rested her forehead against Summer’s on a sigh.

Summer started stroking her through the fabric.

“Fuck,” Ford whispered, moving her hips a little to push herself against Summer’s hand.

Summer watched her golden eyes flutter shut, watched the crease appear when her eyebrows pulled together.

Ford was wet beneath her hand, she could feel it, even through her shorts. Her hips were speeding up. She let out a frustrated little noise like she couldn’t quite get enough friction, and shoved her own hand down to join Summer’s—cupped Summer’s hand against herself harder. Thrust into it. Once, twice.

But then she was pulling her hand out, pulling Summer’s hand out along with it. She moved her mouth to Summer’s ear, nipped it and whispered, “Hold that thought. Gimme ten minutes.”

When she pulled back Summer was sure there was a look of pure panic on her face because what the fuck—

Ford’s mouth pulled into a lopsided smile and she draped her arms over Summer’s shoulders. “I’ve been in a cell since Thursday. Was kind of hoping I could shower before anything else,” she bit her lip, “because once I get you in there,” she nodded past Summer’s shoulder at the bed, “I plan on keeping you there for days.”

A surge of electricity throbbed in Summer’s core.

“Alright with you?” Ford was searching her face.

All Summer could do was nod. Days. She could wait ten minutes if the payoff was days.

“Good.” Ford kissed her once more and pulled away, pointing to the duffel bag on the couch. “Thea grabbed you clothes, they’re in there if you feel like changing.” She flashed a grin. “Or just leave the dress on and I’ll take care of it once I’m out.” She disappeared into the bathroom. “Holy shit, this shower’s as big as the greenhouse.”

Ford’s cell phone began vibrating on the table by the mini kitchen.

“Your phone’s ringing,” Summer shouted. She looked at the screen. Ellis. There was something immensely heartwarming about the fact that at some point, during their grandiose rescue mission, they’d traded numbers and started acting like old friends.

“I’m going to answer,” Summer shouted, unsure if Ford could even hear her. “Ell?”

“Your phone’s at Stonehold too, isn’t it?”

“Georgina has it.”

“I just called, no one answered.”

“It’s probably a little chaotic over there at the moment,” Summer said, not even trying to hide the smile in her voice.

“Undoubtedly,” there was a smile in Ellis’s voice too. “So, don’t kill me, but Thea said that before you guys disappear for however long it takes to have fifteen years’ worth of orgasms, we should have a meeting.”

“Thea said that.”

“Essentially.”

Summer lowered her voice even though she could hear Ford humming in the shower, not listening in the least. “It can’t wait until tomorrow?”

“You’re the one who said you had a lot to tell us. And Thea wants to talk to you about the letters she found in Grant’s office.”

Summer sighed. “Fine. An hour. I’ll give you guys an hour, and then you’re going to give us a thousand years uninterrupted or the next person who stops us is going to—”

“Suffer your sapphic wrath, I get it, you’re horny, but considering the magnitude of what transpired today maybe you can tell your vagina to sit down for a sec—we need to have a plan in case the Westons track us down. If they follow us here or something.”

Summer sighed. “You think they will?”

“Not tonight. Grant’s probably in surgery as we speak. But in a day or so, who knows? They’re lunatics.”

“Where are we meeting?”

“There’s a restaurant in the main building, Mo says their cedar plank grilled salmon is worth dying for.”

“Mmm, hope so, because I might actually combust and take you all with me if—”

“What’s that?” Ellis asked. “Can’t hear you over the echo of your empty threats. See you in fifteen.”

There, in the empty restaurant at the edge of the lake, Summer told them everything.

How she’d avoided the memory, repressed it for twenty-two years. Reading Frank’s journal, finding the online forum. Finally remembering her parents coming to get her from Stonehold after accidentally stumbling on Willow and Ivy’s remains by the treehouse. What happened next.

Thea’s hand flew to her heart at that point. Ellis gasped. Ford squeezed her hand under the table.

She told them about Grant and his threats, much of which they already knew, but as she filled in the details Thea shook her head sadly, Mo made a disgusted noise in the back of her throat.

The only thing Summer didn’t mention was being visited by Willow and Ivy. That, even if they weren’t aware, even if their conversations had taken place in Sumer’s subconscious, a piece of them still existed. They’d been woven into the very fabric of their resting place. Summer didn’t mention any of it. Ford knew, and maybe that was enough.

When she finished, Summer rubbed at a spot on the smooth tabletop, feeling quite suddenly overwhelmed by a rush of emotion.

“Thank you. All of you.” She looked at each and every one of them. “I don’t know what I would’ve done. I don’t know what I would do without you.”

Finally, Mo cleared her throat. Lifted her glass. “To Summer Wilde, the strongest of the lot.”

The others raised their glasses in return and everyone sipped, but Thea kept hers raised a moment longer, looking at Summer when she said, “And may she never have to carry such a burden alone, ever again.”

It wasn’t a hope or a wish that Thea had voiced, Summer realized when she saw the look on Thea’s face. It was an order. A command. An expectation. In the future, Summer was to lean on them. 

Mo was sitting just to her right, and she covered her hand on the table with her own. Then, one by one, they all reached a hand in. All for one. And one for all, Summer thought. She’d find a way to repay them. To show them how much they meant. Besides Ellis, she really didn’t know them all that well, it had been so long since they’d been in her life. But they were her people. She felt it. And it felt really good to have people.

How dare you say they’re the only family you have, Ellis had said to her that day in the car. How dare she indeed.

They all agreed there was no time to waste—the authorities had to be notified right away. They owed it to Summer’s parents. To Ivy and Willow. When Summer stepped outside to call the police—the state police, because Echo’s local department was clearly in Grant’s back pocket—Thea went with her. She stood beside her and rubbed her back the whole time. After being transferred all around the unit and explaining the story three different times, Summer was finally instructed not to return to Stonehold that night (she could hear Ellis in her head: obviously) and was assured that two detectives would come out to Fernwood Hollow the following afternoon to conduct an interview.

Before she hung up, Summer asked the officer if there was any point in hoping for justice. Grant was immensely powerful, and so many years had passed since his crimes.

“I can’t answer that for you, Ma’am, but it’s certainly not too late to try.”

Summer let that word settle into her chest. Try. It was a good word. Finally, efforts would be made to set things right.

When dinner was done, Summer pulled out the envelopes Thea had given her. Placed them on the table.

“I haven’t looked yet,” she said, “do you want to tell me what they are before I do?”

Thea smiled, wide and warm. “They were sitting in a locked file labeled Wilde. I only read the first one—the letter from your father to Grant. The rest are addressed to you. It wasn’t my place to look.”

Summer slid the rubber band from the envelopes. There were four in total, three with her name on them and one with Grant’s. She opened that one first. Pulled out a large piece of stationary folded in thirds. Flattened it against the table and read. Silently. She’d share it in time.

Grant,

Well, here it is. We said we’d do this, but it still feels strange, trading last wills and testaments while we’re in our prime. But I guess one never knows, isn’t that right? I read yours the other night and Meadow and I are on board—if anything happens to you and Georgina, God forbid, Meadow and I will welcome Brody into our home. He’d want for nothing, but all the same we’d protect the trust fund you’ve set up for him, ensure he had access to it once he came of age.

For our part, Meadow and I discussed it at length and we’d like to ask the same of you. If something happens to us, we ask that you take Summer. Raise her as if she were yours. Nurture her kind spirit above all else—it’s a beautiful spark that’s uniquely hers, she was just born good, and Meadow and I can’t imagine a better quality to invest in.

As for inheritance, you already know Meadow and I see things a little differently than you and Georgina when it comes to this stuff. We went to the bank today and planned it out—if Meadow and I should pass unexpectedly, the entirety of our wealth and assets will be automatically funneled into three separate accounts, available to Summer when and only when she accomplishes certain expectations. Meadow and I have written Summer three letters in which we’ve outlined our requirements for her.

You probably think I’m crazy, leaving my daughter with a treasure hunt rather than just a sensible sum without conditions. But do you remember the time I questioned your decision to give Brody an ever-increasing yearly allowance when he was still too young to understand its value? You told me you wanted him to have everything he wants in the world, so that he might live well. If Summer ever questions why we didn’t do the same, our answer is this: we want her to seek everything she wants in the world, so that she might live.

In the meantime brother, what do you say we just stay alive? Jesus, this was a strange letter to write. And hopefully one that will never again see the light of day once it’s sealed.

-R.W.


25

When they were back inside the cottage Ford set to work building a fire in the fireplace, glancing over her shoulder every now and then at Summer. For her part, Summer was content to watch her, still in a bit of a daze.

The three unopened envelopes were heavy in her hand.

She was staring so intensely at the lake and setting sun that she startled when Ford was suddenly there, stepping into her line of vision.

“You alright?” Ford asked softly.

“Yeah,” Summer nodded, “yeah, I think so.” She looked down at the envelopes. “But I think I need to read these. Before.” Before I can move forward.

Ford was nodding. “Yeah, of course you do.” She tugged Summer’s hand, bringing her around to sit on the couch, right in front of the roaring fire.

Summer looked up, waiting for Ford to join her. But Ford shook her head.

“I’m gonna take a walk. Give you some time.”

“But—”

“Just a little walk. Unless you don’t want to be alone for this?”

Summer thought about it. “You’ll come right back?”

Ford’s grin flashed. “I’ll come right back.”

Summer watched her go, then sat and watched the flames for a moment. The fire was warm, she felt like she could nod off right there after the day she’d had. But she wanted a clear head for this, so she walked to the sliding door at the back of the cabin. There was a deck stretching the length of the cottage, two wooden rocking chairs set out facing the incredible vista of trees against dark blue water and deep green hills. On one side of the deck there was a short dock leading out across the water and Summer made her way to the very end, sat down cross legged on the planks and set the envelopes out before her.

Before they’d left the restaurant, Ellis had read the letter Summer’s father had written to Grant. She’d been right about the incentive trust—three separate incentive trusts, apparently.

“That’s why he needed you to marry Brody,” Ellis had said, folding the letter back up and sliding it back to Summer. “Once your last name was Weston he could funnel the money into his account through Brody. And you would’ve been none the wiser.”

“Still seems like a lot of trouble to go to when he’s already rich,” Summer said.

“But we don’t know how much is in those accounts, it might be more than he could bear to give up.” Ellis said.

“And he’s not doing as well as you might think,” Thea suddenly offered. “You can’t help knowing these things, blending into the woodwork the way I do in that house. Grant was struggling. The logging industry is declining, and it seems after your father passed he made a number of poor decisions with the company.”

Ellis had looked at Summer with a little shrug. “People do a lot worse for a lot less.”

It had settled something in her—she could finally understand the why. And now, with the three envelopes in front of her, she felt like maybe, just maybe, there was a path forward. A way to make peace. To bury it all, and see what might grow.

Across the lake the sun was settling into the dip in the hills, making it appear as though the trees were the only thing keeping it in the sky. Needles of orange light pricked the horizon, reflected and glimmering on the lake’s little swells.

The letters were numbered, so Summer took a breath and opened up the first.

Summer,

It is our resolute plan and loudest prayer that you will never read these words. This letter is a safety net beneath a ledge we don’t intend to venture onto, never mind fall from. Our greatest privilege in life is to be your parents, and it’s an honor we don’t wish to have rescinded anytime soon. But life is unpredictable, and if the pain of a worst case scenario can’t be avoided, then this is our attempt to soften it with foresight and preparation. And afterward, your mother and I are going to seal these letters away and forget about them as we watch you grow up.

But Summer, if you are reading this, if the worst has happened, then you need to know how deeply and wholly sorry we are. It was undoubtedly a powerful force that managed to take us from you, and please believe that we fought with our last breath to stay. Know that our last thoughts were unquestionably of you, and that we love you still, and hope you feel that love emanating as you make your way through this unruly world.

Throughout your childhood we’ve tried to give you a life of wonder and simplicity—despite our good fortune, despite our beautiful home, we wanted you to be unaware of your privilege, and at the same time, filled with gratitude, because life itself is a gift. We knew it would be a terrible sin to be given such a kind and selfless daughter, only to then teach her greed. All this to say, in the event of our unexpected deaths, we’ve established an arrangement with the Weston family. Uncle Grant will keep these letters safe until he decides you’re ready for them. There’s money, of course—a lot of it. And it will one day be yours, no matter the circumstances or timing of our death. If we live to see you grow up the way we plan to, we’ll have these conversations in person and you can ask any questions you’d like, voice any thoughts you might have.

But if life has another plan for us, these letters explain the three expectations we have of you. Three requirements for you to achieve, and in turn, your achieving them will unlock each portion of the inheritance. Three things, Summer, that we ask you to seek, and this is the first:

Seek knowledge. Our greatest hope for your mind is that you exercise it, expand it, use it to make a difference in the world. We ask that you seek out higher education in whatever form best suits your interests—be it a trade school or the Ivy Leagues. And whether you find yourself in seminary or culinary school, studying astrophysics or cosmetology; do your best, ask questions when you don’t know the answers, and always remember that it’s more important to be curious than it is to be right.

When you’ve completed your degree, whatever that might look like, let us be the first to congratulate you and tell you how proud we are! When you’re ready, bring your diploma to the bank—Uncle Grant has all the specifics—and the first portion of the inheritance is yours.

Love forever, M&D

All this time. All this time her parents’ words had been waiting for her, tucked away in a drawer at Stonehold.

She wasn’t sad, she realized after a moment. She’d been sure she would be. Certain she’d feel a desperate ache for her parents when she first began reading. But no, she couldn’t possibly be sad because she’d already done it, this first task they’d asked of her, without even knowing how important it had been to them. No one had forced her to do well at Radley, but she’d gotten High Honors every term.

She’d gone to Harvard because education and knowledge were important to her, and to hear it was an inherited value was more validation than Summer had felt in twenty-two years.

The second letter was sitting there on the dock, and she reached for it. Started tearing it open. Then, she stopped. Three letters. Three chances to hear her parents’ words again. The money didn’t matter, it never had, but their words were priceless. And finite.

So she’d save the other two letters for a different day. She’d savor them. Make them last.
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Summer was snuggled back inside by the fire when Ford finally wandered back in. She’d taken the fluffy duvet from the bed and plopped down onto the couch, huddled inside of it like a cave while she watched the flames. Ford came and kneeled on the floor in front of her, looked up.

“Hi.”

“Hi.” Summer smiled at her.

“Did you read them?” She snuck a hand into the pile of duvet, feeling around until she found Summer’s leg. Rested her hand there, stroking back and forth across Summer’s leg with her thumb.

“One of them.” Summer reached down, laced her fingers between Ford’s. “I’m going to save the others. Something to look forward to.”

Ford smiled. “I bet they’d love that idea.”

Summer hummed. She hoped so.

“What’s the plan then?” Ford asked, after a quiet moment had slipped by.

“Can we do something not sad?”

“Of course, yeah, whatever you want.” Ford nodded at the bookcase on the far side of the room. “Could play a game? I’m a wizard with the checkerboard but I’ll go easy on—”

Summer leaned down and kissed her. Deepened the kiss immediately, poured all of her hunger into it.

“I don’t want to play checkers,” she whispered against Ford’s mouth.

“Summer,” Ford ran a hand through her hair, blinking at the couch cushions as she worked up to something, “with everything that’s happened, don’t you think—I mean, this was supposed to be your wedding night, and now it’s something else entirely.”

Summer kissed her again. Hungrier, needier.

When Ford pulled back again, her pupils were blown. She gave the slightest shake of her head. “I’m trying to be decent here—”

“Stop.” Summer leaned, eye to eye. “Stop being decent. You are decent. You’re incredible. I don’t need decent tonight.”

They were breathing each other’s air, ragged and hot.

Ford swallowed. Looked at Summer’s lips. “Are you sure?”

Summer was nodding before she’d even finished asking.

Ford took the duvet and spread it out in front of the fire. Offered Summer a hand, helped her down onto the makeshift bed. When she joined her, Summer practically tackled her, kissing her neck and her jaw and mouth while Ford giggled and kissed back at whatever was in reach.

Summer was straddling her when she sat back, suddenly solemn. Nervous.

“So, I don’t—I’ve never…”

Ford smiled. “Kinda figured.”

“Will you…show me?” She reached out, toying with a button on Ford’s shirt. “Teach me how?”

“Jesus.” Ford’s head fell back with a laugh that turned into a groan. “Do you hear yourself? You have to know what that fucking does to me.”

“Really?” Summer knew. She’d hoped, at least.

“Yes, really! With your mouth and your eyes and your face, I can’t even look at you right now, I need a minute.”

Summer giggled. Ford’s head was still back, her eyes were closed like she was trying to collect herself. And, in that moment, Summer decided she was done waiting. She pulled her shirt over her head, tossed it across the floor.

Ford opened her eyes and sat up slowly, reaching out a hand to stroke Summer’s hip, up to her ribcage and back down again. Slowly, reverently, taking several deep breaths as she did. 

“Summer,” her eyes flicked up and then back down again. “This is—I’ve wanted this, wanted you forever. But now—” Ford let out a frustrated sigh as she searched for the words. “Let me get this out—I don’t wanna fuck you—”

Summer’s panic must have been obvious because Ford was immediately touching her hip, shaking her head.

“That’s not—I mean it wouldn’t be that. Or it would, but it’d be more. To me.” Ford’s brow creased and she glanced at Summer again. “Do you know what I mean?”

Summer nodded slowly. “Me too. It would be more to me too. Just so you know.”

“What’s that mean for us?” Ford squinted at her, smiling cautiously.

“I don’t know,” she said softly.

“Guess we’ve got time to figure it out though.” She reached out for Summer’s finger, where there’d been a ring only hours earlier. “Don’t we?”

Something bloomed in Summer’s chest. “We do.”

When Summer leaned in, Ford met her halfway, and then they were kissing. It wasn’t frantic, it wasn’t uncontrolled; they finally had time, and they both felt the security of it. No need to rush. Every reason to take their time. To learn each other.

After long minutes of kissing, tongues tangling languidly, Ford kissed her way down Summer’s neck, eased her back onto the duvet and gently took the reigns. She mouthed her way down to Summer’s breasts, kissed across them, over Summer’s bra. Eased the straps from Summer’s shoulders, looked up at her, hesitant.

“Can I?”

Summer rolled up so Ford could reach the clasp behind her, unhook it and pull it down. Ford stayed kneeling, taking in the sight of her, naked from the waist up.

“You’re perfect,” she whispered, sucking a nipple into her mouth.

Summer raked her fingers up the back of Ford’s neck, into her hair to clutch at her head. She let out a moan and Ford pulled back, reached down to toy with the button of Summer’s jeans.

“Off—take them off,” Summer said, before Ford could even ask. She unhooked the button herself before Ford took over, sliding the zipper and tugging the jeans down Summer’s legs.

When Summer was wearing nothing but underwear she pulled at Ford’s flannel. “You too—I want to see you—”

She unhooked Ford’s jeans while Ford tore off her button-up, and a moment later Ford was wearing nothing but a pair of tight black boxer briefs.

Summer rolled up again, this time to run her hand across Ford’s stomach, wanting to feel the taut muscles there. She had tattoos everywhere, and so many of them were sketches copied right out of Frank’s journals.

Ford knelt between Summer’s spread legs, letting Summer touch her. When Summer reached up to brush a hand over Ford’s breast—small and firm and perfect—Ford’s head tipped back on a sigh, then tilted forward again when Summer rolled her nipple between her fingers. Ford ducked down to capture Summer’s lips again, hands sliding to cradle Summer’s jaw. The next time she pulled back, her fingers snuck down, sliding along the waistband of Summer’s underwear, waiting for permission.

“This alright?”

Summer nodded, laying back down and lifting her hips.

Ford slowly pulled them down, sending Summer a half smile when she saw her, smooth and bare. Ford’s eyes were all heat and dark intent and fuck, Summer throbbed. It had never been like this before, not ever. And she could’ve cried with relief because my God it wasn’t her fault—she wasn’t broken, there’d just been a missing piece.

When she was laid bare, Ford settled between her legs and leaned in, holding eye contact, flattening her tongue against Summer’s center, licking a slow stripe up to her clit and sucking, just once.

“Holy fuck.” Summer’s head tipped back and her hand flew to her mouth as she started to laugh. “This is—I want to do this forever. I never want to not be doing this.” When she peeked back down, Ford was wearing a devilish grin. With her eyes still on Summer, Ford stroked a finger along Summer’s folds, teasing her entrance. She pushed into her and Summer couldn’t keep from moaning because fuck, Ford Flores was inside of her.

Ford pumped her finger in and out, slowly, like she was testing her, trying to see what she liked. It was amazing, just one solitary finger was fucking bliss, but Summer couldn’t quite remember a time when she’d been more turned on and she was feeling greedy. She started to move her hips in counter-rhythm to Ford’s pumping and Ford got the message.

“More?”

“Yeah.”

And then there was a second finger, followed by oh fuck Ford’s mouth, licking steady circles around her clit but not quite touching it. Summer could hear herself whimpering, senseless desperate noises. Every time she glanced down Ford was watching her with heavy-lidded eyes, studying her, learning her, and it was the hottest thing Summer had ever seen.

Suddenly Ford pushed her fingers deep into Summer and flicked her tongue directly over her clit, back and forth before returning to licking circles around its perimeter. The brief change in method made Summer seize up and grab at Ford’s head, holding her to herself.

Ford sent her a proud smirk and did it again, flicking her clit once, twice with her tongue and Summer groaned out a noise that bordered on primal.

“Fuck, you’re hot,” Ford whispered, before doing it again. Summer plastered a hand over her mouth, locking in the embarrassing litany of desperate sounds threatening to spill forth.

“Don’t,” Ford said, using her free hand to pull Summer’s hand away, “I want to hear.”

She dove in then, it was the only way describe the way Ford knelt up, used her free hand on Summer’s thigh to spread her even wider and then started fucking her in earnest, curling her fingers on every thrust and leaning down to bathe Summer’s clit with her tongue.

It wasn’t going to take long, Summer could already feel herself clenching, every sensation driving her closer, but she didn’t want it to be over yet. She bit her cheek and fisted her hands in the duvet, focused all her energy on not coming. Which was tricky, when Ford’s unbelievable mouth was doing everything possible to shatter her.

Ford seemed to notice that Summer’s focus was suddenly elsewhere.

“Everything okay?”

“Fine, yeah,” Summer breathed, chancing a glance down her body at Ford’s face, which did not fucking help.

Ford instantly looked concerned. “Summer? Did I—”

Summer shook her head. “No, no it’s good, it’s too good—I—” She closed her eyes. “I don’t want to—to be done yet. I’m—I’m trying not to be.” When she opened her eyes, Ford looked like she was trying not to laugh.

“Sunshine,” she arched an eyebrow, “we have all fucking night. We have—we have as long as we want. I don’t plan on stopping at one, personally. Was actually thinking we could go for a world record.”

Summer let out a small laugh. “So it’s okay if I…?”

Ford’s mouth pulled into a half smile. “Would really love it if you did, actually. Then we could get started on the second and third.”

She started moving her fingers again, softly at first and then harder when she added her mouth, sucking and rolling her tongue against Summer’s clit. It built again, and this time Summer didn’t try to stop it. She could feel it coming, like cresting a gigantic hill.

Then it was like every year of wanting, every moment of fantasizing, every hidden want and repressed desire was leeched from every fiber within her, all of it rushing down in a cascade of pure pleasure that swelled as it raced to her core, culminating in her clit, and then Summer was coming, erupting, fucking up into Ford’s mouth, pouring herself into Ford and watching Ford take it all, meeting her eyes as Summer reached down to grab her hair in a frantic haze of oh fuck yes, a haze that wasn’t fading because she just kept coming, her head and torso curling up with the force of it, clutching Ford’s head to herself, noises that she’d never made before wrenching their way free from her throat.

Even when she finally started to come down, her body kept on twitching, her legs kept on shaking, and Ford didn’t pull away, she kept her fingers inside and her mouth against Summer, flattened her tongue, licked softly as Summer calmed.

Summer let her head fall back against the pillow. Started giggling. Put a hand over her mouth when the giggles became full on laughter. She felt Ford move up her body a little, looked down to see her resting her chin on her stomach.

“Gotta admit, laughter was not the goal.”

“You made me—” Summer searched for the words, “I’ve never—ever—like that before and how? How is it that good?” She reached down and practically hauled Ford up, attacking her mouth in messy kisses.

Ford was smiling through the kisses, clearly pleased with herself and not trying to hide it in the least. She was perched over her on all fours, and as she kissed her she moved to straddle Summer’s outstretched leg.

Summer couldn’t stop kissing her, she felt frantic with the need to be fused to her. She’d just come harder than she’d known was physically possible, and still she wasn’t done. She was moving her hips again—she realized when Ford smiled and put a hand on her waist, helping to push Summer’s wetness against her leg.

Ford bent to whisper in her ear. “Do you have any idea what seeing you come like that did to me?”

She took Summer’s hand and put it against herself, and Summer stroked her fingers against the mess she found there, soaked through Ford’s boxer briefs. She couldn’t stop thrusting her own heat against Ford’s leg.

“Fuck,” Ford’s voice was rough and she was staring down at Summer’s hand between her legs. She shifted to slide her briefs off, and Summer smiled at her neat strip of hair.

Ford gently moved Summer’s right leg up so it was bent at the knee before moving closer, slotting her wet heat against Summer’s. She held on to her bent knee and pushed into her, watching Summer closely, like she was trying to read her, wanting to be sure it was okay.  

Summer was on fire again. Ford’s mouth had been a fucking epiphany but this—this was fucking everything. The way Ford’s eyes rolled back when her slick heat rubbed over Summer’s clit. The way she kept making the tiniest adjustments so her own clit was dragging against Summer’s center, slipping against her, making them both moan. A perfectly aligned thrust had them both gasping, had Ford grabbing her knee tighter, grinding into her harder.

Summer swallowed, staring down to where their bodies were joined. “Is this—do people—this is really a thing?”

Ford stopped moving and looked at her, surprised and amused all at once. “Scissoring?”

Summer scrunched her nose. “It’s weird when you say it out loud.”

“It’s kinda weird regardless but yeah, it’s really a thing and it feels fucking gorgeous when you do it right. It’s not for every time maybe, but once in a while…” her voice got soft and husky, “and tonight, I wanted to feel you against me.”

“Oh.” A feverish nod. “Okay.”

“Alright?”

“Mhmm.”

Ford’s hips started up again, slowly at first. She used her thumb to adjust where they were connected and the next push of her hips was magic.

Summer’s mouth opened on a breath. “Oh my God—”

“Yeah?”

Summer nodded frantically, lifting her pelvis up, desperate to feel that feeling again.

Ford smirked. “Told you.”

Ford thrust again, hitting just right, and Summer spread her legs wider, pushing up into Ford’s thrusts, and that small change in angle was all it took for their clits to bump against each other and holy fuck Summer wanted more of that. Ford froze when it happened, like she couldn’t quite believe it. Her breaths were ragged as she pushed into her again, slower this time, more purposeful. Their clits met, and Ford ground down, groaning. Their eyes met, and that was the end of their control—they started fucking each other desperately, like they were trying to fuse themselves together permanently.

Ford had that focused crease in her forehead as she stared down her body, watching herself fuck Summer. Summer was pretty sure in the future she’d come just from seeing Ford’s forehead furrow.

“So fucking good,” Ford husked, almost to herself, “feels so fucking good, fuck—”

Summer ground out a groan, pulling on Ford’s hips and wondering if it was normal to get this turned on, if it happened to everyone. The slick slide of Ford’s center against her clit was pushing her closer—she was going to come again, and she told Ford.

“Oh fuck—” Ford kept switching between watching herself fuck Summer and watching Summer’s face.

Summer was getting close, it was all too much—feeling Ford against her, Ford looking at her like this was all she’d ever wanted.

Summer met her eyes as Ford ground down, putting all her weight into it, and Summer thrust up with a broken cry, clenching, coming against Ford, coming even harder when she realized Ford was fucking her through it, holding her in a vise grip so she could drag her clit against Summer’s as she came.

When Summer could breathe again she realized Ford’s eyes were still glazed, her breathing still labored. Still wanting. Still rubbing herself off against Summer—she’d barely slowed down when Summer had come, she’d just watched with her mouth open, still thrusting.

It was Summer’s turn to watch her now—the way she was making little noises with every push of her hips, the way she was unabashedly chasing her own pleasure. Her thrusts were becoming frantic, her noises more and more mindless, but Summer wanted more. Summer wanted to be even closer when she came.

“I want to taste you,” Summer whispered. “Ford.” She said her name because it seemed like she hadn’t heard, she was so far gone.

Ford didn’t look up. “Can’t—too fucking close—”

But Summer wasn’t going to settle for anything less, so she grabbed Ford’s hand and bit the soft flesh between her thumb and forefinger, lightly at first but harder when Ford didn’t stop moving against her. Ford looked at Summer, questioning, and Summer took the opportunity to slide out from under her, push her down on the duvet. Ford was smiling then, spreading her legs for Summer to sink between.

Summer glanced up at her once, giving over her last remaining thread of insecurity. “Tell me if I’m not doing it right?”

Ford let out a little laugh. “Won’t hafta do much, I’m—”

“But tell me if you don’t like something,” Summer smiled, “or if you do.”

And then Summer was tasting her, opening her mouth against her, and it was the best thing she’d ever done; feeling Ford move against her, hearing Ford’s drawn out ohhh as she watched Summer taste her for the first time.

Ford was close, she’d said as much, but Summer could feel it in the shake of her legs, in the wetness flooding into her mouth. She tried flattening her tongue the way Ford had, long licks and steady pressure. Ford was watching her every move, breathing like she’d just run a marathon, but Summer wanted to drive her mad so she tried something else. Stiffening her tongue, swirling it around Ford’s clit.

Ford’s breath hitched and the furrow in her brow was back. Summer smiled inwardly and did it again, swirling her tongue, batting Ford’s clit with it.

“Yeah, just like that, fuck—” Ford curled up a bit, reached down and brushed Summer’s hair back from her face. “So good, right there, just like that—yeah, good girl—”

Some synapse in Summer’s mind exploded like a fireworks finale. Good girl. Holy shit. That did things to her. She filed it away for later and moved to tease Ford’s entrance with two fingers, looking up for permission. Ford was so far gone, but she gave a hint of a nod, her eyes black as she watched Summer slide in.

Ford smoothed a hand over Summer’s hair and started moving her hips in rhythm against Summer’s mouth. She was making little noises with every thrust. Every time her hips pushed into Summer’s mouth, Summer would batter her clit with a pointed tongue.

“Gonna—”

Summer smiled against her.

“Look at me,” Ford brushed her thumb on Summer’s cheek and Summer looked up at her without losing the rhythm they’d found. “You’re so fucking beautiful,” she gasped, “yeah, look at me.” Her hips sped up, her eyebrows pulled together, her noises were raspy and frantic. “Fuck—wanna see you—when I—I’m gonna—”

Ford didn’t take her eyes off of Summer when she came, she watched Summer watching her the entire time.

Summer tried to memorize it all, she never wanted to forget—the way Ford’s jaw slid open, the way her entire body shook, her broken off cries, the way she frantically fucked Summer’s mouth the whole way through.
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Later, much later, Ford threw on her flannel and combat boots and went to look around the deck while Summer added logs to the fire. Almost as soon as she’d gone outside Ford reappeared, sticking her head in through the sliding door, a look of absolute astonishment on her face.

“There’s a hot tub out here! Have you seen this? Come see this—” And then she disappeared again, leaving the slider open for Summer to follow.

Outside, Ford was hauling up the cover to a large circular hot tub built right into the floor of the deck, overlooking the lake below.

“There’s colored lights and stuff,” she said, sounding impressed. When she’d gotten the cover off halfway her jaw dropped again. “There are cupholders!” She was already unlacing her boots, then she was sticking a foot in. “How do you make it bubble?” She looked up at Summer. “In the movies they always bubble.”

A realization dawned, and Summer’s heart swelled. “Is this—have you never been in a hot tub before?”

“Took baths when I was little.” Ford shrugged.

“Okay, we’re ordering champagne from the restaurant and staying in there until we’ve boiled.”

Summer raced to find a phone and the number for the resort’s restaurant while Ford readied the hot tub, pressing random buttons, cursing when it made a grinding noise, trying another one and letting out a victorious shout when the bubbles began.

It was going to be a good night, Summer thought, ear to the phone and watching through the slider as Ford tested the water with her foot again, slipping and falling and squealing and catching herself nearly in time but not quite fast enough to save her other boot, then turning and sending Summer a wide sheepish grin through the glass.

A very good night. The first of many.

They sat across from each other, totally naked, surrounded by bubbles and foam, taking swigs of champagne straight from a bottle passed back and forth between them.

Every lull, every pause in conversation, Summer’s mind would flash with thoughts of I’m free and we’re spending the night in a private cottage and oh my god we had sex, but every now and then she’d hear a whisper: too good to be true usually means it’s not. All things considered though, she was making a valiant effort to stay present—to ban all thoughts of dead parents and murder and the impending shit shower that would rain down when they tried to bring Grant Weston to justice. She was naked in a hot tub with Ford Flores, and for the moment there wasn’t a thing more important.  

“Tell me something,” Ford said, arms outstretched along the tub’s curved rim, legs straight and floating, “when we were kids, how come you never talked to me?”

Summer took a swig and thought about it. “Shy, I guess.”

“Liar.”

“I was!” She leaned forward to pass the bottle across the hot tub and Ford took it, shaking her head and smirking as she tipped it to her mouth. Summer watched her swallow, watched as the muscles beneath the smooth line of her throat moved, a tendon on the side of her neck appearing and disappearing with each swig. God. Everything she did was hot.

Ford was watching her too, maybe waiting for more of an answer.

“I don’t know, maybe I was just,” Summer waved a hand before letting it plop into the water, “a little afraid of you.”

“Afraid of me?”

Summer reached for the bottle Ford was offering. “You were intense, it was a little intimidating, I mean you acted like you were in charge of the grounds by the time we were seven.”

“I was.”

“Well, there you go.” Summer laughed. “That confidence was—” She searched for the word.

“Off putting?”

“No—no, I kind of liked it actually, but from a distance. I admired it from a distance but was scared to get too close.” She tipped the bottle back, drinking the last of it. “You yelled at Brody all the time for picking flowers or walking across newly seeded grass.” She shrugged. “I didn’t want you to yell at me.”

Ford was grinning. “Wouldn’t have.”

Summer rolled her eyes and let her legs float up, toes surfacing near Ford’s thighs. “I bet you were just waiting for the chance, hoping to catch me violating a flower bed or something.”

“That’s where you’re wrong, because I,” Ford grabbed Summer’s ankle and gave her a gentle tug, “was also afraid of you.”

“Right,” Summer let out a laugh on a quiet breath. “Ignorant rich kid suffering from chronic loneliness and severe anxiety. Must’ve been terrifying.”

“I thought you were angelically intriguing and just a little bit sad. When we were really small, I honestly thought you were a princess.” Ford shook her head at Summer’s laughter. “I did! Frank had to explain it to me. I wanted to slay your dragons,” she tipped her head, “namely Brody. I used to watch you, but always from far away.” Ford looked down at her hands, played with the foam on the water. “It’s like the sun. Can’t get too close. Too fucking radiant.”

Summer looked at her. There was so much swelling inside, words that weren’t meant to be said after an entire bottle of champagne, so she swallowed them down for another time. Smiled softly when Ford looked up, unspoken words filling the space between them.

A quiet beat passed, then Ford was squinting an eye at her.

“What would that look like?”

“Hmm?”

“You, violating a flower bed?”

Summer raised an eyebrow. “It would be indecent, I assure you.”

“Well, I wouldn’t yell,” Ford sighed deeply, “but I would need to punish you. Can’t have indecency around my gardens.”

“Understandable,” Summer smirked. “Do you remember when you hit Brody for ruining Frank’s rosebush?”

Ford was nodding vigorously. “Goddamn right I do. Could hit him again now just thinking about it.”

Summer laughed and then a silent moment passed, Summer watching as Ford’s head tipped back to look at the stars.

“Okay here’s a question,” Summer said, feeling bold, “that night. When we were fifteen. Why’d you kiss me?”

Ford’s jaw dropped indignantly. “You kissed me.”

Summer felt her lips twitch. “I might’ve.”

“Then why,” Ford sat straight and leaned forward, “did you run?”

Ford was teasing, Summer knew, but it felt like the time to be honest. “I wish I hadn’t.”

The sly look Ford had been giving her faded. “Looked for you after, you know.”

"You did?”

Ford nodded. “You disappeared.”

“Well I just—it freaked me out, it felt too—I don’t know, big? Maybe?”

Ford nodded again.

“I’m sorry,” Summer whispered.  

“I’m not,” Ford said. “Gave me something to look forward to. Seeing you again.”

Summer leaned forward and propelled herself the several feet it took to be face to face with Ford. She grabbed the rim of the hot tub on either side of Ford’s head and anchored a knee on either side of Ford’s thighs, straddling her.

Ford’s hands went to cup her ass, to steady her, but she kept them there even after Summer sank down onto her lap, kissing her.

Ford tasted like chlorine and champagne and she made a happy little noise when Summer deepened the kiss. Her hands tightened on Summer’s ass.

Ford pulled back. “You ever…” she arched an eyebrow, “in a hot tub?”

Summer shook her head slowly. “Never.”

“Is that right?” Ford’s right hand had migrated from Summer’s ass and was stroking higher and higher up the inside of her thigh. “Girl like you, probably far too respectable to do something like that where someone,” her fingers reached the apex of Summer’s thighs, “anyone, really,” she inched them toward Summer’s center, “could happen on by.”

“Mmm,” Summer nodded, her noise of agreement bordering on a noise of something else. “Far too respectable.”

“Right. And see, I respect that you’re respectable,” Ford was spreading Summer open with her thumb and fingers, dragging her index finger across her center, teasing her entrance. “Wouldn’t want to corrupt that.”

“Pretty sure I’m,” Summer took a shuddering breath, “incorruptible.”

“Incorruptible?” Ford slid her fingers into Summer’s heat, smiling as Summer’s jaw slid open. “I think you’re lying.”
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Later—much later—they ended up at the end of the dock, snuggled between the duvet and a pile of blankets, staring up at the stars.

The plan was to stargaze, but it was so cold they ended up completely under the covers, giggling as they tried to warm up.

At one point, Summer turned over on her stomach, frowning when something hard jabbed her stomach. She fished a hand around, finally locating the issue in her hoodie’s pocket.

“Is this yours?” She held it up in front of Ford’s face.

Ford frowned, taking it from her. “Where did you find this?” She looked at Summer.

“On your bookshelf. I saw you put it there the night I stayed over. I noticed you have it with you a lot, so,” she shrugged, “I grabbed it for you this morning.” She’d put it in her pocket and then forgotten in the chaos, but Thea had packed the hoodie for her. “I wanted to get Frank’s journals for you too, but then everything happened…”

Ford was looking at her the same way she’d been looking at the stars. She kissed her.

“What is it?” Summer asked a moment later.

“Well, Miss Wilde, this,” Ford held it up between her thumb and forefinger, “is what we call a rock.”

Summer tried not to smile. “Thanks for clearing that up.”

Ford flopped back down, tossing the stone in the air and catching it, the way Summer had seen her do countless times.

“My dad was a good man, almost as good a man as Frank,” Ford said, still tossing the stone. “He tried everything to get my mom clean, but she was a lost cause. Not that I—” Ford’s brow furrowed, she shook her head, “it’s a disease, you know?” She glanced at Summer. “So I don’t hold it against her. Anymore. But she got wrapped up in some bad shit. Humboldt was stagnant, just, like,” she curled her lip at the memory, “depressing, all these people with no aspirations because they’ve never had the opportunity to dream. Drugs are the lifeblood of a place like Humboldt, and my mom started using when she was twelve or thirteen. Broke Frank’s heart. He tried everything to help her, but she had to want the help, and…” Ford shook her head. “Anyway, my dad was a trucker, so he’d go off on these long trips where he couldn’t keep an eye on her, and by then she’d gotten in deep with the local drug runners. And, I don’t know how much you know about drugs—” She eyed Summer.

“Not much.” Summer shrugged. “No one’s ever offered me any.”

Ford laughed, deep and loud.

Summer cracked a smile. “I’m serious!”

“I know, that’s why I’m laughing.” She wiped her eyes. “Alright, so big time dealers distribute to local dealers, right? And the big time dealers aren’t gonna want addicts as their local dealers, it’d be like trusting a gambling addict with your paycheck, then setting them loose in a casino.” She glanced at Summer. “This is like, a little bit of Drug Dealing 101 for you.”

“I’m taking notes.”

“Good, there’ll be a test. So, in Humboldt, things aren’t as organized, and you’d have a hard time finding anyone willing to sell drugs who isn’t either already addicted to them or already in prison for selling them. Long story short, my mom started dealing. Did really well, too—in the first year she made enough to buy us a bigger trailer. Had a swing set in the backyard and everything. And yeah, she skimmed, but she was careful about it at first. The big time dealers started giving her more jobs, bigger jobs. Asked her if she wanted to transport shit, so she started doing that too. With me in the backseat. But time goes on and she started getting sloppy, started stealing more of their product. Her addiction got worse. Then one day, they want her to transport a shit ton of meth up to Anchorage, right? But she’s high off her tits when she agrees to it, and once she sobers up she realizes she’s fucked—she’s not about to cross into Canada with a trunk full of drugs. But it just so happens my Dad has to drive to Anchorage the following week, so she figures out how to hide the delivery in his tractor trailer, with him none the wiser. But,” Ford sighed, “it backfired. My mom was a smart woman, smarter than average, but didn’t have a lot of common sense. Or street smarts. My dad didn’t understand why his cab was surrounded by fucking drug lords at three a.m. in the back corner of a truck stop parking lot in Anchorage. They shot him,” she glanced at Summer, “that’s how it ended. They shot him like ten or eleven times, he was dead before he hit the ground.”

“Fuck,” Summer whispered. “I’m so sorry.”

“Nah,” Ford waved a hand, “I mean, it’s horrible, but I’ve worked through it. I can talk about it without punching things now.”

Summer smiled.

“When did your mom pass away?”

“Hm?” Ford looked confused. “Oh. She’s not dead.”

“Oh—” Summer floundered for a second, “it’s just, you referred to her in the past tense.”

“Did I?” She looked genuinely surprised. “Freudian slip. Guess it kind of feels that way. Like she’s gone. She’s incarcerated over at Coyote Ridge. She was only supposed to serve twelve years but she can’t stay out of trouble, so.” Ford shrugged. “Sometimes I think she doesn’t want to get out.”

“Do you ever talk to her?”

Ford shook her head. “She’s not a very nice person,” she said quietly. “She’s clean now, so it has nothing to do with her disease, she’s just—I mean, I have that disease too, and I’m not—” She squinted at the stars and started over. “You know how you reach a certain age and you realize your parents are just people? Like, just as flawed and fucked up as we are?”

Summer nodded, it seemed polite. Truthfully, she still thought her parents had been perfect. That she’d always be trying to fill their shoes without ever actually succeeding. Maybe if they’d lived longer, she would’ve seen the cracks in them. Or maybe she’d just been really fucking lucky.

“I’d give anything for my mom to be flawed,” Ford was saying. “Flawed just means you’re not perfect. It means most of you is still good. My mom—and, like, just know I’m saying this as bluntly as I am because therapy helped me see this shit clearly—my mom is the opposite of flawed. She’s mostly bad, with little moments of goodness. But even the moments where she’s good, you never know if you’re being manipulated. I know that sounds—” She shook her head. “I did try with her, I don’t want you to think I’m an asshole. I love her,” Ford said softly, “but my life is better without her in it.” A split second later she was face-palming, groaning beneath her hand. “Just push me in the lake, please. I can’t believe I just said my life is better without my mom to someone who literally just found out their parents were murdered.”

Summer smiled, and the smile grew into a laugh. “I wasn’t thinking that. Genuinely. I’m sorry your mom isn’t nice.”

“I’m sorry yours was murdered.”

They looked at each other, both with a hint of a smile, settling into this new easiness between them. The growing trust. The affection.

Long moments later, Summer nudged her. “How does any of that explain the rock?”

Ford smiled. “Went on so long I forgot what I was saying. They came to arrest my mom shortly after everything went down in Alaska. She was looking at a long sentence and she knew it. She was paranoid, waiting for them to come for her, so I got paranoid, because I was four and didn’t know why the fuck my mom was always by the window with a handgun. When they finally came, she was so high she couldn’t even fight it, so I fought it for her. Followed the cops outside, picked up the first thing I could find—a rock, this rock,” she held it up again, “and I threw it at the nearest cop’s head. I was only five, it wasn’t like I could throw that hard, but it cut him,” she pointed at a spot on her head, “somewhere around here, and he was bleeding. I thought he was gonna arrest me too. But this big guy picks up the rock and kneels in front of me, hands it back and says, you have every right to be angry, but hang onto this until you have better aim. So I reminded him I’d just hit him in the fucking head, and he says, but I’m not the target.” Ford paused for a moment, lost in her story. “I didn’t understand until years later. He meant I should put my anger to better use. Aim it at something that matters, something that makes a difference.” She smiled. “I love that cop.”

Summer smiled. “Did you keep in touch?”

Ford shook her head. “Changed my life, though. If he’d been mean, it would’ve cemented it for me—I wouldn’t have trusted cops or anyone in authority. Would’ve fought the system, would’ve fought Frank. I’d be dead or serving life. But that cop was kind when I really needed some fucking kindness.”

One day, Summer would tell Ford she’d done exactly the same thing for her. She’d stopped her truck when she’d seen Summer running in a lightning storm. She’d been kind when Summer had really needed kindness.

“So,” Ford said, sounding bright and businesslike and ready to put all talk of dead and incarcerated parents behind them, “teach me about the stars. Show off all that prep school know-how.”

“I know exactly zero things about the stars. Except that they’re pretty and far away.”

Ford tsked. “Shame on Raddish for not doing better.”

“It’s Radley and I think you know that,” Summer said, “but why don’t you teach me instead?”

“What makes you think I know things about the stars?”

“Because you’re the one who suggested stargazing in forty degree weather. The chance to show off had to be a contributing factor.”

“Hmm,” Ford’s brow furrowed, “cynical but not incorrect. Cuddling was another factor, so if you don’t mind—” She reached out an arm and Summer snuggled in.

“Alright,” she nodded, “take it away, Professor.”

“See that?” Ford extracted her hand from the blankets, pointing up at a cluster of stars. “Know which one that is?”

Summer didn’t.

“Hortus Magnus, it’s called,” she said.

“Great Garden?” Summer glanced up at her again.

“Raddish taught Latin, huzzah,” Ford grinned and hugged her closer. “So all those stars there are part of the Hortus Magnus constellation, or like you said—”

“The Great Garden.”

“Right. And the myth tells the story of a lonely gardener who slaves away every day to make the most spectacular garden in all the land, hoping that one day the beautiful goddess might notice her. But the gardener isn’t the only one trying to woo the goddess.”

“Uh oh.”

“Exactly. Every night, the jealous god,” a beat passed, “Brodos, is his name, comes down from the heavens to destroy the garden so she has to start from trampled dirt again every morning.”

“You hesitated.” Summer lifted up so she could look at her.

“Hm?”

“When you were talking about the jealous god you hesitated. Before saying his name.”

Ford frowned and shook her head like she couldn’t possibly imagine.

Summer squinted at her. “What’s the goddess’s name?”

“Sumera.” To Ford’s credit she didn’t so much as crack a smile.

“You’re making this up.” Summer’s smile was wide enough to cramp her cheek muscles.

“It’s a very famous myth and it’s honestly a little embarrassing for you that you don’t know it.”

Summer tried to close her mouth around her smile, laying her head back down on Ford’s chest and lacing their fingers. “Keep going.”

“So the gardener is getting discouraged, but she doesn’t quit. She keeps hoping Sumera will come by during the day before Brodos has a chance to be a spoiled gangster and massacre her garden. And then one morning Sumera does come, but it’s early and the gardener has only just begun to clear the trampled mess. The gardener figures she’s blown her only chance to impress Sumera.”

“But?”

“But, it turns out, the goddess has been watching the whole time. Seeing how dedicated the gardener is, what a fucking deviant Brodos is, all of it. And in the end, the goddess falls in love with the gardener not because of her garden, but because of her resilient spirit. Also her looks. The gardener is obscenely attractive, don’t know if I mentioned.”

Summer was smiling into Ford’s chest. She sat up to kiss her, stopping a few inches from her lips.

“Wanna know something?” She asked. She’d just remembered.

“About you?”

She nodded.

“Everything.”

“I didn’t actually watch Brody destroy that rosebush when we were kids. I wasn’t watching him. I was watching you, and I remember it so well. You were shocked at first, I remember your mouth falling open, and then you looked devastated—like seeing the flowers hurt was causing you actual heartache.”

“Well, yeah. Not easy growing a rosebush that big.”

“And then you got angry. You sucked in a breath you didn’t let out. Your cheeks did the thing they do when you’re thinking about something—yup, like that—and your fist clenched. I think that was when I realized what you were going to do. And when you hit him and he ran off crying, you looked at me once—just once—your fists still clenched, and you gave me this nod, this little nod, almost imperceptible, but even at seven I knew what it meant. You were hitting him for the roses, but also for me, all his horrible behavior, you were doing it in solidarity with me because you could and I couldn’t. And then you turned on your heel and walked away, knowing he was going to tell on you and not caring in the least.”

“Kind of a dick, wasn’t I?”

“Still might be.”

Ford let out a soft laugh.

“You saw me,” Summer said with a contented sigh. “Even then, you saw me.”

Suddenly Ford was sliding out from under Summer’s head, easing Summer down on the duvet before moving over her, tugging the blankets over them like a tent. Ford bent down, kissing Summer’s forehead, her cheeks, her nose and her lips.

Then, Summer sucked in a quick breath like she’d been punched. It felt like she had.

“What?” Ford was looking at her.

“I didn’t turn in my application for the Fellowship. I just realized.” She wasn’t even sure what made her think of it.

Ford sat up. “Can you do it tomorrow? Could probably wrangle up a laptop, this place is fancy as fuck.”

Summer shook her head. “I missed the deadline.”

“Shit.” Ford looked as heartbroken as Summer felt. “I’m so sorry.”

“No, it’s fine,” she said, pretending that it was. “I can apply next time.”

Ford squeezed her hand, and after a moment she went back to staring at the glittering sky.

Summer was trying not to bite her cheek. The Green Guard Fellowship was the first thing she’d chosen for herself, the first thing she’d attempted to do on her own. And she’d never even finished the cover letter.
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It was nearing noon the following day when a knock on the cottage door came at the tail end of a heated game of Candy Land.

Ford, having been sent all the way back to the Peppermint Forest for the third time, was scowling at Summer, who was edging closer to the finish line.

“No skill in this, you know. Just luck.”

“Not bitter over a children’s game, are we?” Summer started moving her character in slow motion toward the last square on the board, humming the Rocky theme.

“Just think if you’re gonna gloat, you should know.” She leaned back in her chair, pulling up a leg to rest her ankle across her knee as Summer won the game. Ford grinned, chuckling. “Congratulations, Candy Land Overlord.”

That was when the knock came. Summer spun around, then looked back at Ford, who was looking at the door with a worried line between her brows. The police weren’t supposed to be there until three.

“Stay there,” Ford pushed herself up, “I’ll get rid of them.”

Ford went and pulled the door open. From her vantage point, Summer couldn’t see who was standing on the other side.

“What’s this?” Ford asked.

“Is Summer here?”

Ford glanced over her shoulder and Summer nodded. It was fine. She wasn’t afraid. But she was shocked when it was Raptor who Ford ushered inside.

“Hi,” he said nervously. He was wearing a massive winter coat that swallowed him up, making him seem even more timid. “We come in peace, I promise.” He nodded to someone behind him, and then it was Brody stepping in through the open door.

He looked haggard, there was no other word for it. Dark circles under his eyes, unwashed hair, someone else’s clothes.

“We’re alone,” Raptor said softly, “and he isn’t here to cause trouble.”

“How did you find us?” Summer asked, because if Brody had found them so could his family.

“There are only like, three hotels within a hundred miles of Stonehold,” Brody said, staring at the ground. “You weren’t at the other two.”

“Fuck,” Ford muttered.

“I just want to talk to you.” He finally looked Summer in the eye.

Summer swallowed. He looked so broken. “Alright.” She sighed deeply. “Okay. We can talk.” She nodded at Ford and Raptor. “It’s okay.”

Raptor went back to his car to give them privacy, but not before giving rushing to give Summer a quick side-hug.

“I’m bi,” he whispered, “so on behalf of the queer community, I’d like to say hello and welcome. We’re very glad to have you.” He stepped back, nodding importantly.

She smiled. “Thank you.” She’d always assumed he was the same as the rest of Brody’s frat friends, but maybe there was more to him.

When Raptor left, Brody joined Summer at the table, but his eyes kept sliding over to Ford, who was leaning back against a support beam, arms crossed, looking at Brody like she had him in her crosshairs.

“Is she going to—”

“Stay? Yeah,” Ford said sharply, “I’m staying.”

“Not here to cause trouble,” Brody muttered quietly.

Summer stood, walked over to Ford and uncrossed her arms for her. She leaned in and kissed her softly, slowly, in plain view of Brody. It took a second, but finally Ford kissed her back.

“I don’t trust him,” she whispered against Summer’s lips.

“But I do.” Summer pulled back, ducking to catch her eyes. “And it’s my choice. My decision to talk to him. He’s not dangerous, Ford.”

Ford sent a final glare over Summer’s shoulder before dragging her eyes back to Summer’s. “You want me to step out?”

Summer gave her a small smile. “Maybe just for a sec.”

Ford nodded, pushing off the beam, arms crossed again. “I’ll be on the deck,” she said, opening the back slider. “Right outside,” she said over her shoulder, sending Brody a pointed look before stepping out.

Summer smiled at the floor, but Brody caught it.

“So you two are…?”

“No,” Summer said. “I mean, we are, but—it’s new, and we’re not rushing in.”

Brody was nodding. “Good.” He tilted his head, looking away. “Not that new though.”

“Meaning?”

“I used to notice her looking at you when we were teenagers.” He shrugged. “I didn’t like it. Made me uneasy. Now I know my concern wasn’t unfounded.”

“Are you—you sound jealous, but I know that’s not possible because we specifically agreed that neither of us wanted to get married, so did you really come here to ask about what I’m doing with Ford?”

“Of course not,” he grumbled, “I came here because everything’s ruined—my entire life, it’s all—” He waved a hand through the air. “Like smoke. Just, gone.”

Summer sat quietly, waiting for him to continue, and after a moment he did.

“My dad’s in the hospital. The way his nose broke—they practically had to fish pieces of cartilage out of his brain. So well done to your girlfriend for that fucked up shit.” He glanced up at her but she didn’t give him the satisfaction of a reaction. “My mom is comatose. Pretty sure one of the aunts is feeding her a steady diet of Valium. Oh! Speaking of drugs, Harrison was arrested. They found real stuff in his room, not just the stupid prank bags you guys planted. Real fucking nice, by the way.”

“Brody,” Summer said, shrugging with her hands, “not to be puritanical about it, but maybe it’s time to consider the possibility that Harrison shouldn’t be going around with massive bags of cocaine. And after what he did to Ford? What Angelina did was fair play.”

“Really? Fair play? The Summer Wilde I know wouldn’t be interested in fair play, she’d want to rise above.”

“Harrison’s a dick. But maybe being arrested will help him grow as a person.”

“It won’t,” Brody muttered. “He’s an idiot.”

Summer smiled at him softly.

“Are you—I have to ask—” Brody swallowed, attempted to sit up straighter but it was like the weight of the world was working against his posture. “Do you have plans to go public with your accusations against my father?”

“Yes.” Nothing for it but honesty.

“To the police?”

“Of course to the police.”

Brody was silent for a long time.

Summer tilted her head. “Are you…?”

“Thinking. About what to say.” He glanced at her. “I read—I looked online. I read about the case. The forums and the theories.”

“And?”

“I—” He stared off at nothing, long moments slipping away. Then, he blinked, seeming to come back to himself. “I’m going away.”

“What?”

“I’m moving in with Raptor for a while. His family has a place in Napa Valley.” He swallowed, glancing at her once before fixing his eyes on the floor. “I can’t live with it if it’s true. I don’t want to live with that. All those years—” His eyes were wide, flicking back and forth like he was at the edge of an invisible precipice, looking down and realizing just how deep the abyss before him was. “But murder, I—he can’t—I swear he isn’t—” He looked at her, desperate. “He’s evil. If he did this to your family, he’s—” he swallowed, shaking his head, eyes glazed, “he should be put to death if he took them from you, I—I didn’t know he was evil, I swear I didn’t know,” his eyes welled, “but he must be, it’s the only explanation—he has something evil inside of him, and maybe I have something—”

“Brody, stop.” She stood up and walked around the edge of the table. Leaned down and pulled him into a hug. “You’re not evil. You can come from badness and still be good.”

After a moment, he melted into her hug. And then, just as quickly, he was pulling back. Looking away, swiping an arm across his eyes. Standing up.

“Are you going to, like,” he wouldn’t look her in the eye, “have help and stuff? Working through this shit? I don’t even know how you even start processing something like—” He shook his head.

She touched his face so he’d look at her. “I’m going to be okay, Brody.” She was. She was sure of it.

He nodded. “For what it’s worth, I’m glad you have her.” He nudged his chin at the back deck. “You deserve all the good things.”

She caught his hand, squeezed it. “So do you. You know that, right?”

He sighed, seemed to really think about it before answering. “I’d like to deserve all the good things. I think—God,” he shook his head, “I think I haven’t really had the chance yet. To deserve anything. But I’d like to. I’d like to—” He shook the thought away.

“What? Tell me.”

“Play guitar. Sing.” He shrugged. “I’ve written a few songs. I know that sounds—” he waved a hand. “I’m not bad, though. And I think I want to get better.”

Some small part of Summer’s heart melted at that. She followed him to the door, and waited while he hesitated, seeming to search for the words.

“If there’s a trial…please understand if my mother and I don’t attend.”

Summer bit her lip. “Might have to, Brody. They might put you on the stand. Georgina, too.”

“Fuck.”

“I don’t know what this is going to look like. But whatever happens, I don’t blame you. I don’t blame either of you.”

He was nodding at the floor again. “Can we—can we keep in touch? From time to time? If it’s not too...painful?”

She smiled. “I’d like that.”

“She might not.” He nodded at the back slider where Ford was standing two inches from the glass, not even attempting to pretend she wasn’t watching his every move.

“She’ll be fine,” Summer smirked. “Oh—” She retrieved the ring from the decorative bowl on top of the bookcase.

When she placed it in his palm, he looked down at it, smiling in a way that was neither happy nor sad. Then, he closed his fist, gave Summer’s forehead a barely-there kiss, and walked out.

“Brody.”

He turned back.

“Keep the beard.” She smiled. “I should’ve told you. It looks great.”

He was looking at her with such innocence, such open vulnerability. Such hope.

“Best friends?” He asked, and there were tears in his voice.

Her heart clenched. “Best friends. Duh.”
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They went back to Stonehold to collect their things several weeks later. Brody, who was still in Napa Valley, had texted to give them the green light. After his arrest Grant had quickly bailed himself out, but one of the conditions was that he not return to the property. Georgina was staying with her sisters. The house was empty.

It was strange, being back. As they drove up the long drive, the house came into view, waiting there in the fog like a mausoleum. There was a layer of fresh snow on the ground, and everything looked different beneath the white dusting. It felt like months had passed, instead of weeks.

Summer was packing up Ford’s vinyl collection in her bedroom when Ford appeared in the doorframe, holding the ceramic flower pot she’d cobbled back together.

“Did you do this?” Ford asked, a soft smile on her lips.

“It’s not perfect,” she raised a shoulder, “it’ll probably leak.”

Ford walked over, knelt in front of her and kissed her. “Thank you.”

Summer smiled and kissed her back.

Ford had started a new job about an hour away in Trapton, a temporary landscaping gig at a corporate property. She was renting a room in a house in Trapton, even though Summer had offered the second bedroom at the apartment above FoJo where she was staying.

“We have an entire lifetime, Sunshine,” Ford had said with a little smile, “let’s ease into it. Enjoy the journey.”

She was right, of course, and Summer knew it. But it didn’t stop her from pouting a little. Ford had just kissed the corner of her mouth over and over until Summer couldn’t help but smile.

The journey, it turned out, meant Ford spending weekends with Summer in Echo. And if the occasional Sunday evening ended with Summer standing between Ford and the door, sinking to her knees with that look on her face, dragging it out until it made much more sense for Ford to just stay over again and leave early Monday morning, well. Ford never complained.

“I’m done in the kitchen,” Ford nodded back down the hall, “why don’t you let me take over in here, if you still want to…?”

Say goodbye.

Summer had been thinking about it for weeks. Walking over to The Hearth one last time to say goodbye. Her new therapist had encouraged it. Give yourself the gift of closure, Summer, she’d said. Summer had agreed it was time. And this would be her only chance—she’d already decided that, after today, she wouldn’t be coming back ever again.

But she was suddenly hesitant. How could her therapist be so sure that seeing her childhood home would bring closure? What if it had the opposite effect?

“You should go,” Ford said. She had a way of doing that. Of responding to thoughts Summer hadn’t even voiced. “It’s important. It’s what today is about,” she gestured around the hut, “settling up with the past so we can move forward.”

Summer nodded. Swallowed. Put her coat and boots on.

“Want me to walk you to the property line?” Ford asked.

Yes. But Summer shook her head. She could do this.

At the door, Ford called her name, running after her with an orchid plucked from the potted plant on the kitchen windowsill.

“For you to lay at the door,” she haded Summer the flower, then shrugged. “If you want.”

Summer kissed her cheek. “You’re the best.”

The Hearth had gone into foreclosure after her parents died. A real estate company had bought it intending to renovate and resell, but something had prevented them from following through—Summer didn’t know the details. Instead, the house had been largely neglected, falling into disrepair.

Where Stonehold was all hard peaks and sharp corners, The Hearth had squat turrets and soft angles. There was endless water damage to the wood, most noticeably on the wraparound front porch, where the wood had started to crumble and fall away. Everything was overgrown, garden and grass had merged, and the snow-covered weeds brushed Summer’s thighs as she passed.

Still. The house looked beautiful. Boarded-up windows and all.

She walked up the front steps, now sagging between the short stone columns that framed them. The rounded double front doors with their frosted glass panels were familiar, but she’d forgotten all about the doorknobs. They were custom made, she was almost certain—large pewter orbs etched with longitude and latitude lines to resemble globes. As a child she’d never thought to question it, but now she wished she knew why her parents had chosen them. If there was any significance to the design. So many things she’d love to be able to ask them.

The orchid balanced perfectly between the doorknobs. Summer stepped back.

Thank you for eight beautiful years, she silently said. She wasn’t sure who she was thanking—her parents or the house. Maybe both. Thank you for giving me a good start. I won’t forget you.

A breeze picked up, rustling the dry leaves collected in the corners of the covered porch, and she found herself smiling because it almost felt like an answer. A whisper on the wind.

As she walked back down the steps, she froze.

There, standing at the bottom of the steps, were Ivy and Willow.

She tried to calm her breathing as she looked between them, their skin strange in the day’s bright light.

“I read about you,” she managed to say, “about this,” she gestured. “I know you’re just energy, or memories, or—” she shook her head, “part of my subconscious.”

Her therapist specialized in helping clients work through repressed memories, and she felt the twins’ appearances were likely part of some internal coping mechanism. Ford agreed, although she believed it was a combination of place memory and trauma. It had come up in conversation when Summer asked if she knew why Frank wrote her parents’ date of death in the book she’d found. Ford hadn’t wanted to tell her, but Summer pressed, and finally Ford confessed that Frank used to see her parents’ car sinking in the pond when he walked the ground at night. It had consumed him—he was convinced they were calling out to him from beyond, trying to show him something the police missed, or possibly asking for help. I’m sure he saw the car, Ford had said, but any cry for help was his own guilt playing out in real time. Summer wasn’t sure how Ford could be certain, but she chose to believe her. She didn’t want to imagine her parents crying out for help from beyond. Frank had gone back to the police at least five times, Ford said, begging them to investigate their deaths as homicides, but no one had listened.

“But even if that’s true,” Summer said, just in case, “I want you to know how deeply sorry I am for what he did, and I promise to keep looking for you.” Her whisper hung like smoke in the cold air. She shivered, fighting the instinct to wrap her coat around their shoulders.

They just watched her silently.

Grant had moved them somewhere after her parents had discovered their graves, but he wasn’t talking. They could be anywhere, Ford had said when Summer voiced her intention to find them, to hire searchers if she had to. Just don’t want you to get your hopes up.

Then, just as Summer was certain they were about to disappear, Willow nudged Ivy, who then seemed to remember something. She reached into her dress pocket and pulled out a red rose, offering it to Summer.

When Summer took it, she knew that something else was happening, that this moment was different, because the rose was real—all soft petals and heady scent. How could her subconscious conjure something she could hold in her hands?

“For Ford,” Willow said of the rose. “From Frank.”

Summer felt all the blood leave her face. The ground swayed beneath her feet. But before she could panic at the implication, Ivy was saying something else.

“They miss you,” she whispered, even as she’d begun to fade. “They’re proud of the ones you leave behind.”

Summer didn’t understand.

“You see time differently afterward,” Willow said. “They can see the ones you haven’t left yet.”

“See what?” She shook her head.

“Your imprints,” they said in unison, stealing Summer’s breath and seeming—for the very first time—just like twins.

As they disappeared, they smiled, raising a hand in a silent farewell, so much like the first time Summer had seen them from the ash tree when Willow had raised her hand in greeting. There wasn’t even a hint of the sadness that Summer had grown so used to seeing on their faces. They had the spark. The thing that’d been missing. They were radiant.

On her way back to the hut she stopped in the main house. There wasn’t much she wanted from her old room. Just some clothes. A few odds and ends. It only took twenty minutes to pack her life at Stonehold into two cloth bags.

As she latched the door behind her, there was a noise at the end of the long hall. Which was odd—the house was supposed to be empty. She left the bags at the top of the lefthand staircase and walked down to the playroom, where the door was suspiciously ajar.

Georgina was standing in the middle of the empty room, staring up at the framed pictures over the fireplace.

Summer hadn’t been quiet about entering, but when Georgina saw her she startled, like she’d been a thousand miles away.

“Hi,” Summer said. “Sorry—Brody said we could come get our stuff, we didn’t think anybody would be here.”

“Of course,” Georgina said, “whatever you need.” She looked cornered, ready to flee.

“We don’t need to talk about it, that’s not why I’m here,” Summer said quickly, and Georgina’s shoulders relaxed. “But,” she forced the words out, “I just need to hear it from you—did you know?”

Georgina was already shaking her head. “No. I promise you, no.”

Summer nodded. She’d already known, but she’d needed to hear it.

Someone had taken the hot air balloon chandelier down. It was resting in a large box by the fireplace, one of its glass blown balloons hanging over the side.

Summer pointed. “Brody told me you made it.”

Georgina smiled, and for once, it didn’t look like a veneer.

“Did you paint that tree on the ceiling upstairs? With the bird?” Summer had long suspected.

Georgina looked surprised, then embarrassed, her cheeks pinking and she gave a small nod.

“Before I was married, I rented a little studio in La Jolla where I’d go and paint. A gallery almost bought a piece of mine once, but,” she laughed and waved a hand, shaking her head like the mere mention was ridiculous.

“You’re very good,” Summer said.

Georgina shook her head again, her smile fading.

“Can I ask you something?” Georgina said suddenly.

“Of course.”

“Was Brody always so unhappy?”

“I think it’s more complicated than that,” Summer said softly. “He was very happy at times.”

“At times,” Georgina echoed, with a dry little laugh. “My child was happy at times.” She shook her head. “And you,” she looked at Summer sadly, “I loved Brody more than you, and I know you felt it. But you have to understand—he’s my flesh and blood. The only thing I’ve ever done that matters.”

“I never held it against you.” It was the truth.

She’d never expected Georgina to love her the way her own mother had. She couldn’t imagine loving Georgina as much as she’d loved Meadow.

“What will you do now?” Summer asked.

She’d been wondering for a while. Thea had been right—Grant was in debt. The bank was coming for Stonehold. For all of Georgina’s belongings. Her custom Van Cleefs, her Hermès Birkins, the vintage bottles in the wine cellar. Relics from a life lived in the clouds.

“I don’t really know,” Georgina said, so softly it took Summer a moment to realize she’d spoken. “I’ve never had to survive outside of this,” she swept an arm. “But I’ll learn. The rest of the world manages it every day, don’t they?” Her eyes were misty, wet with unshed tears, and her voice wavered when she spoke, raw and uncertain in a way Summer had never seen her.

“You could sell your paintings.”

“People would only buy them to have a piece of the Stonehold murders. It wouldn’t be right.” Georgina looked down, her smile sad and brief. “My sisters have both offered to let me stay with them, so. I have options.”

Summer nodded, then thought of something. “You could sell the wedding dress. A custom Oscar de la Renta would pay the bills for a little while.”

Georgina smiled. “It was a gift, Summer.”

“No,” she shook her head, “I’d like to give it back. Please,” she said, firmly but kindly. “I’ll ship it to Aunt Davina’s.”

Georgina nodded, and a quiet beat slipped by.

“Anyway,” Georgina took a sudden, deep breath, then swiped beneath her eyes before grinning, “I should say goodbye for now. They’re letting me keep most of my clothes—three walk-ins full. I better get back to packing.”

The hug she gave Summer barely counted. Just a quick nudge of her upper torso, as though she couldn’t bear to stand there a moment longer. The clack of her heels against the hardwood echoed on her way to the door, and Summer was certain she’d also heard her sniffle.

“Georgina—” Summer called after her.

Maybe she’d just been waiting for permission, because at the exact same moment Georgina spun around and marched right back, heels clacking. She didn’t look Summer in the eye, she just barreled into her, wrapped Summer in her arms. Enveloped her and held on tight. She didn’t let go for a long time.

When at last she pulled away, she held both of Summer’s hands in hers.

“Summer Wilde,” she said, squeezing her fingers, “you are what every parent dreams their child will one day be,” her voice clenched, “and we didn’t deserve the honor.” She squeezed one last time, then turned and clacked back to the door again.

It took a moment for Summer to find her voice. “Born with wings, flying at last.”

“What?” Georgina was looking back, eyes wet with unshed tears.

“Your grandmother’s words.” Summer was tall enough to reach them now. “They were on her grave, and I just—I never forgot them. I don’t know why. Maybe for right now. For you.”

Georgina swallowed, both eyes spilling over. She hesitated a moment longer, sending Summer a quiet smile, final and serene. Then, with a short nod, she disappeared down the hall.

Back outside, Summer helped Ford load up the truck, and then they headed back down the driveway for the last time. There was a mason jar with hole-poked aluminum foil in the cupholder, and Summer picked it up, curious. Derek was sitting inside.

“Why?” She looked at Ford in amused horror.

“You think I’m gonna leave him there alone?” She shot Summer a look.

“Well no, but you could put him outside.”

“How would he get his faucet drips?”

“No, you’re absolutely right, it would be weird to put him in his natural environment where he belongs, this makes more sense.”

“Relieved to hear you say it, I knew you’d come around.”

Summer shook her head, smiling as she watched Stonehold in the rearview, its colorless form growing farther and farther away. Her therapist had been right. It did feel like closure.

Almost.

One day, she thought, staring at the pond as they neared the end of the drive, imagining what games the twins had been playing by the water’s edge that day, the very last time they were seen. One day they’d be found, she’d make sure of it.

She looked away, happy to remember the pond exactly as it was that very moment—surrounded by snow, the shallows just beginning to freeze. Nothing like it had looked the night her parents’ bodies were put there.

Her head snapped back to the water. She sat up straighter. A creature of habit, Georgina had said of Grant. She stared at the surface, placid and gray.

“Everything alright?” Ford asked. They’d turned onto the main road and Summer had swiveled in her seat to watch the pond for as long as she could.

“This is going to sound crazy,” she said, turning back around, shaking her head, “but I think I know where he put them.” He’d gotten away with it when he’d submerged the car, so why wouldn’t he try the same thing with the twins?

Ford looked at her, brow furrowed.

“They’re in the pond. Ivy and Willow are in the pond.”
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On the first warm day the following spring, the missing chest from Grant’s office was pulled from the depths of the pond, chained to cinderblocks and unrecognizable beneath layers of muck and mud. Nobody was allowed on the grounds as the divers and medical examiner worked, but Summer had gotten as close as possible, waiting on the side of the road several hundred feet from the gate. Ford and Thea were by her side, and Mo was closing up early to join them.

As they waited, they could hear the workers on the property. They could see the white tent waiting beside the water. It all felt so clinical and grim. And lonely, Summer thought. They deserved a more dignified send off than this.

Then, a car appeared, pulling up along the shoulder. The ground was soggy with spring melt and the mud sucked at the tires. A woman with short black hair got out, holding her purse. She was around Thea’s age, maybe older.

She walked over to where they stood.

“Summer Wilde?” She sounded shy and hopeful.

Summer had never seen her before, but she smiled and shook her hand.

“My name is Denise Chin. I wanted to give you this, just in case you don’t have a copy.” She pulled a magazine out of her purse, handing it to Summer.

It was the 1973 edition of Mountain Home. Her childhood home was on the cover, and inside, a photograph of the entire family in The Hearth’s great room, standing by an enormous Christmas tree, all of the children in matching plaid sweaters. Her grandparents, who she had never known, looked so young. They were standing behind their children; her grandmother was smiling at the camera and her grandfather was looking down at her father with such warmth, such love, Summer’s breath hitched in her chest. Her father was between the twins, an arm around each, and it seemed like the camera had caught him just as he’d begun to laugh. She wished she could know what had made him laugh like that. In the bottom corner of the page, their names had been listed, clockwise from top left: Eleanor Wilde, Richard Wilde, Ivy Wilde, Rowan Wilde, Willow Wilde, Mr. Mackeral. Summer looked closer. There, resting atop Willow’s glorious curls, was a fat brown hamster. Her heart clenched. That was why her father was laughing.

“Thank you,” Summer said to the woman. To Denise. “This means,” she sucked in a breath, still looking at the photograph, “so much. More than I can put into words.”

“I thought you’d want to see how happy they were,” Denise said.

As she said it, a line of cars began streaming around the bend, an endless parade, parking wherever they could find space. People were getting out—some of the cars had been full to capacity—and a small crowd was hesitantly forming.

“I hope it’s alright,” Denise was saying, looking suddenly nervous, “there are a few people who’d like to meet you.”

Ford and Thea seemed confused, but they were looking at Summer, waiting for her to decide.

“If you prefer privacy we’ll understand,” Denise said.

“Did you—” Summer looked from face to face, recognizing no one, “did you know my family?”

“No,” Denise said, sounding regretful, “we’re not from Echo, we’re from all over Washington,” she looked over her shoulder at the gathered crowd, “some have come from even farther. We’re the ones who gathered here when they went missing,” she said. “With your grandparents’ blessing, we helped search for them by day and held vigils here at night. Most of us were young parents ourselves at the time, and we just couldn’t imagine. We had to do what we could, however small.”

She pulled something else from her purse, a brittle sheet of rolled paper, and handed it to Summer. It was one of Ivy and Willow’s Missing posters, an original, from the early days of their disappearance.

One by one, the others introduced themselves. The man who’d started the forum for people to discuss the case, who smiled sadly when Summer told him how pivotal his site had ultimately been. A woman who’d made sandwiches and punch for the search parties every single day they were out searching. An artist who’d drawn age-progressed sketches of the twins every year, because the police were only doing it every five.

“Would you mind if we waited with you?” Denise asked. “While they—” She looked in the direction of the pond.

Summer couldn’t answer around the knot in her throat, so she nodded, squeezing when Ford took her hand.

It was nearing sundown when it became clear that the police and medical examiner were finished on the property. The tent had come down, van doors were closing, engines starting. Earlier, Denise had given everyone little white candles, and the crowd worked together to light them, sharing their flames, the glow growing, spreading outward. It was getting dark, but the sunset seemed to linger. The sky was a brilliant shade of pink, the clouds were glowing and golden at the edges. Someone started singing, and one by one, everyone joined. Somewhere Over The Rainbow. The twins’ favorite song.

Ford held Summer’s hand, tighter than ever before, while Thea wrapped an arm around her waist. Mo, who’d gotten there shortly after the crowd, leaned in to wipe Thea’s tears and kiss her cheek.

The divers and police left first, nodding at Summer and the other gatherers as they passed.

Then, finally, the medical examiner’s van passed by, carrying Willow and Ivy off of the property at long last. After half a century, they were free.
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For once, the justice system worked swiftly, likely thanks to the nationwide outcry—the court of public opinion had long suspected Grant Weston, and people wanted to see him held accountable. Summer felt hopeful when they first arrested him. But it didn’t last.

There would be no charges brought against him for the deaths of Willow and Ivy—he’d been twelve, and there was no evidence outside of Summer’s memory. The twins deserved better, in Summer’s opinion, and the internet agreed. It didn’t take long for true crime podcasters to start telling their story. It was a resurrection of sorts—fifty years later, and everyone knew the names Willow and Ivy Wilde. And the name of the man who had killed them.

The team of lawyers prosecuting Grant for the deaths of Rowan and Meadow were state appointed and eager, but Grant’s team was formidable. He’d hired the best. They whittled down the charges and Grant took a plea deal—secondary-manslaughter on both counts, which would’ve been laughable if it wasn’t so wrong. Summer had wanted to go to trial. She’d wanted to get on the stand and tell her story. To look Grant in the eye and tell him what he’d taken from her.

In the end, he was only sentenced to ten years. One tiny decade in exchange for two entire lives, two entire people, and decent people at that. And he’d never serve all ten years, Ellis had warned Summer, because wealthy white men slide through the system like they’re sweating grease. But the board at Weston & Wilde had unanimously voted to part ways with Grant, which meant that one day, when whatever money he still had ran out, he’d have to find work like a regular person. Summer could almost hear her father chuckling at the idea—Grant Weston, bagging groceries or driving Uber. Joining the ranks of the hardworking people he’d spent a lifetime looking down at. Navigating society as an ex-convict with an internationally recognized and famously hated face.

It wouldn’t be easy for him, and Summer found the smallest bit of peace in that. Grant Weston had never known anything other than easy.
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Summer waited until after the sentencing to bring her parent’s first letter to the bank, along with her school transcripts. An hour and many signatures later, she walked out with a check for twenty million dollars and a hell of a lot to think about. Incredible as it was, it also felt like being handed an immense responsibility, and she felt the weight of it settling onto her shoulders.

The same afternoon she’d gone to the bank she’d also opened the second letter. It’d been shorter than the first.

Summer,

Knowledge gained from books is different from the knowledge gained just by living life. In our experience the very best way to learn about the world is to live in it. To experience and interact with it, and to uncover hidden passions and talents within yourself as you explore.

For your second portion of the inheritance, we ask that you seek adventure. And once every page of your passport is filled with inked impressions from near and far, you can bring it to the bank. As you go, we hope you’ll remember that travel itself is a luxury, and, while there’s nothing wrong with the occasional stay at an all-inclusive resort, you’ll end up with a skewed sense of the world if you only ever view it from behind the shining, white-washed walls of westernized cages. We want you to experience other cultures, customs and people. Learn from them, find the beauty in that which is foreign, and give back generously as you do.

You’ll find—of this we are certain—that people everywhere are both beautifully different and fundamentally the same, and that the good in this world and in its inhabitants far outweighs the bad.

Forever, M&D

When Ford arrived that Friday, Summer helped her drag in a long, heavy package—Ford was always showing up with things for Summer’s apartment; a sound bar, a door camera, a carbonator—then led her to the couch to tell her about the second letter.

“Adventure, huh?” Ford smiled, the corner of her mouth twitching.

Summer’s heart sunk. “You think it’s silly?”

“Oh my God, no!” Ford shot her a look, then chuckled. “No, I actually think it’s perfect. Kinda think the fates are at work again.” She swirled a finger in the air.

“What do you mean?”

Ford made a show of looking over at the front door, where the package was sitting just inside.

Summer got the scissors from the kitchen, sending Ford a curious look as she got to work opening it.

It was a tent. Ford had bought her a tent.

“The best tent, according to the interwebs,” Ford said. “Remember when you told me you wanted to go camping?”

“Right before I trauma dumped on you? Sure do.”

“Is that still a thing?” Ford tilted her head.

“Trauma dumping?”

“Camping,” Ford smiled. “Do you still want to go?”

“Yes! Oh my God, yes, but—do you?” She’d been surprised to learn just how high-maintenance Ford could be—she liked her hot showers and her hair products and her take out and her air conditioning. Her job was spent in nature, so when she wasn’t working, she liked to be comfortable. “It’s okay if you don’t.” She tried to mean it. She could always guilt-trip Ellis, who hardly had time for phone calls lately, ever since the unprecedented success of her book Alternative Affection: Hug Me With Your Words.

“Of course I want to go,” Ford laughed, “I bought it for us.” She wrapped her arms around Summer’s waist, drawing her close. “In fact,” she kissed Summer’s neck, just below her ear, “I’ve already made reservations at Pacific Rim.”

“You have?” Summer squealed, she couldn’t help it.

Ford nodded, then kissed her. “For one of the remote coastal sites,” she whispered against her lips, “which are very,” she kissed her again, “very private.”
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The Broken Group Islands were an evergreen archipelago off the coast of Canada. They rented a jeep and followed the winding wooded trail the guide had highlighted on their map. It took over an hour to reach the site and they had to time it perfectly—the only way to reach their destination was to drive out at low tide. By high tide it would be completely cut off from the mainland.

The little island boasted a long stretch of clean beach, a few smooth logs resting here and there in the brilliant blue shallows. Beyond the beach sat a clearing, which had been raked clean for their tent, and beyond that, a dense, green forest. There were other islands all around, some even smaller than theirs, but many of them larger, with mountainous peaks in the middle. The mountains were covered in dark green evergreens that had grown so close together that, from a distance, it gave the illusion of moss.

“Ford, this is incredible.” Summer opened the door and stepped out, the sea breeze rushing all around her. Despite the early summer sun, the day had a bite to it when the wind blew.

Ford grinned, then got to work on the tent while Summer pulled their belongings out, waterproof duffels and sleeping bags, setting them on the picnic table which stood beside a newly dug fire pit.

The tent was large with all sorts of interlocking poles and clips and Ford was sitting on the ground reading the instructions, trying to sort out the various components. Summer joined her and together they made sense of it, though the tent’s material was new and stiff and it took a decent amount of strong-arming to make any sort of progress.

At one point, Summer went to the car to get their water bottles—the sun was directly overhead and they’d both begun to consider a quick dip in the ocean—and when she turned back she was struck by the sight of Ford. It was the simplicity that struck her. Ford was squatting down, peering at the instructions with mild frustration as she struggled to connect tent clip to tent pole. There was a rolled bandana in her hair, sweat on her brow, and just then she began tearing at her flannel shirt, cursing the sun and shedding layers until she was down to just baggy shorts and a crop top. It was simple. Just a girl trying to set up a tent. But there was something in that simplicity—something that made Summer’s heart clench, sent warmth blooming across her chest. And it also made her want.

It had been building inside Summer for days. Weeks, even. A newfound confidence. And she was constantly wanting, now that she’d realized how good it could be. Now that she finally understood why people made such a big deal about sex. And she and Ford had been having a lot of sex. But there was still that leash—the one Ford kept on herself, the one that pulled her back when her control would start to slip. Like she didn’t want to scare Summer away. And maybe at first it had made sense to assume those roles—gentle teacher and eager student—but Summer wasn’t fragile. She wasn’t weak, and she didn’t want Ford to hold back anymore. And, she’d realized quite recently, she didn’t want to hold back anymore either.

And maybe today was the day. The day the leash came off. No more swallowed words or repressed desires. Let the last of the walls between them crumble.

“Sunshine, hand me that pole right there?”

Summer was aware that Ford had asked her something. But her question wasn’t nearly as important as the way the muscles in her back were bunching and flexing as she wrestled with the tent.

“Summer?” Ford, who was squatting down again, looked over her shoulder.

Summer watched a bead of sweat make its way down Ford’s flushed face. Her flushed, confused face.

Summer blinked. “Sorry, what?”

Ford pointed to the pole at Summer’s feet. Summer bent down. Picked up the pole. Walked over, held it out. Didn’t let go when Ford tried to take it.

Ford eyed her. “You’re being weird.”

Summer, still not letting go of the pole, nodded. “I know.”

“Gonna let me have this?” Ford tugged on the pole, a smirk starting by the corner of her mouth.

“Not until…”

Ford was looking at her like she’d lost her mind. “…until what?”

“You fuck me.”

Her grin flashed. “Seriously? Right now?”

Summer’s nod was frantic. “Mhmm, right now.”

Ford stood up slowly, looking around, maybe to gauge just how alone they were. “Can you wait ten minutes for the tent to be—”

“Nope.”

The smirk was back. “Seriously?”

Another frantic nod.

“Right then.” She swiped at the sweat on her brow with a forearm and glanced around once more.

When Ford’s focus swiveled back around and centered on Summer, the look on her face sent a thrill of adrenaline up Summer’s spine. Like Summer had no idea what she’d just gotten herself in for.

Ford stalked toward her, grabbed her hips and shoved her against the jeep. Hard. She pinned her there with her hips, snaking a hand between them to cup Summer through her shorts.

“This what you want?” She asked, and even with her eyes closed Summer could feel Ford searching her face.

She pushed into Ford’s hand, letting out a moan because fuck she was horny, and suddenly Ford was shoving her hips against the truck again, hard enough for Summer’s eyes to fly open.

“Asked you a question,” Ford said, a single eyebrow raised. “Is this,” she cupped Summer tighter, “what you want?”

“Fuck, yes,” Summer said, unable to keep her hips from moving against Ford’s hand.

Seven months in and sex with Ford was still different every time. There were times when it was slow and meaningful, and times when it was hot and desperate. Times when being silly led seamlessly to being naked, and times when one of them just needed the comfort. But every once in a great while there was this: unparalleled hunger.

Summer leaned in, trying to capture Ford’s lips but suddenly Ford’s left hand was around her neck—not quite choking but firm—pushing her entire back flush against the side of the jeep.

“My rules,” Ford said gruffly. Her fingers pulled at the crotch of Summer’s shorts, working to one-handedly tug the fabric aside. When she’d succeeded, she plunged a finger into Summer, making a noise that sounded a hell of a lot like a growl as she added a second, making Summer groan.

But then Ford held her fingers still, refusing to move them.

Summer let out a frustrated groan as her head fell back against the jeep, Ford’s hand still at her throat. She needed more, she needed hard and fast and Ford knew it. She was teasing her, making her wait for it.

“Ford,” she whispered, “please—”

“Why?”

Summer blinked. “What?”

“We were putting up the tent, and then this. Why?”

“You,” Summer said honestly, hips still aching to move despite Ford’s relentless anchoring.

Ford slid her fingers out of Summer, looking like she was about to laugh, and that was decidedly not what Summer was going for, so she summoned her bravery, looked Ford in the eye and said exactly what she meant.

“You,” she swallowed, “are so fucking hot and I am so fucking horny and I can’t wait and I don’t give a fuck if someone on one of those islands is watching with binoculars because right now I just really fucking need to come.”

That did the trick. Ford’s pupils were blown wide and her hand tightened a bit at Summer’s throat.

“Turn,” her voice was raspy, “the fuck around. Face the car.”

Fuck. Summer did, and immediately Ford’s hands were reaching around, unbuttoning her shorts, tearing them down her legs.

“Hands on the jeep,” Ford said, “feet apart—fuck, look at you—”

Summer could only imagine how she looked, prone and wanting in the middle of the day on a wide-open beach. She was too far gone to even pretend to care.

Ford was behind her and she grasped Summer’s hips, pulled her back against herself, sliding her hands over Summer’s skin. She slid one hand up Summer’s spine and kept the other at her hip, and this time when she pulled Summer against herself she thrust into her on a whispered fuck.

Summer let her head fall forward, resting the crown of her head against the vehicle and whining.

Ford ghosted her hand over Summer’s center, hissing when she felt how wet Summer was but retreating, bringing her hand back to Summer’s hip and thrusting into her again.

“Ford—” Summer was starting to lose her mind, and the next time Ford thrusted she pushed back, grinding her ass into Ford’s crotch.

“Fuck, the things I’m gonna do to you,” Ford’s fingers dug into her hip, leaving marks. “Gonna fuck you so hard.”

“Please—”

Ford’s fingers slid into her from behind, taking Summer by surprise and wrenching a sob from her chest. Every time. It was so fucking good every time.

Ford’s pace was relentless, holding Summer in place with one hand while her other hand was busy pumping her fingers into her, the soft sound of the waves not nearly loud enough to cover up the wet smacking.

“Fuck yes,” Summer could hear the whine in her voice, knew she sounded every bit as desperate and wound as she was.

“Tell me how good it feels—”

“So good—always so good—”

“Fuck, you’re drenching my hand—”

Summer groaned, and then she did it—she embraced a sudden impulse, chose bravery and trusted that Ford would still be there on the other side. She wrenched out of Ford’s grasp and turned around to face her, relishing the stunned look on Ford’s face.

Summer arched an eyebrow. “Get on your fucking knees.” She swallowed and watched Ford’s eyes turn black.

“What’d you just say?”

“You heard me.”

Summer had expected a fight, expected Ford to push back, remind her that they were playing by Ford’s rules this time. And Summer had been ready for that, she’d been ready to fight Ford for control. But Ford just dropped straight down like her knees were full of lead, never taking her eyes off of Summer’s. She leaned in, practically moving in slow motion, and opened her mouth wide against Summer’s heat. Summer spread her legs farther apart, leaned all her weight back against the jeep and dug her fingers into Ford’s hair.

Fuck. This was new and unexpected. And hot.

Summer had thought dark bedrooms were the place to experiment, maybe after a drink or two, when inhibitions were lowered. But she’d been wrong. Standing there in the sea air with the sun shining—it was so much better than a dark room. There was nothing sultry or sensual about it, it was sex in its most basic form—raw and desperate. Just Summer, out of her mind with need, fucking Ford’s mouth, desperate to come.

Every now and then Ford’s eyes would slide up to meet hers, and a sharp stab of heat would go straight to Summer’s clit because Ford really was so fucking hot and so fucking good and it never got old. Summer was starting to think maybe it never would, and that thought was dizzying. The thought that Ford was hers and they could do this forever. 

The sudden role reversal was doing amazing things to Summer. Really good things. Ford wasn’t even using her hands, they were limp at her sides as she let Summer set the pace, keep the control.

“Fuck,” Summer said, because honestly, what else is there to say when your gorgeous girlfriend is devouring your clit and giving you a look like she’s daring you to thrust harder. “Yeah,” she whispered, “fucking suck it.”

Well. There was that.

She’d thought about saying things like that before, thought about it a lot actually, ever since that first night when Ford called her a good girl. But now she’d actually gone and said it out loud and fuck if Ford wasn’t looking up at her like she’d just descended from the sky on a goddamn sunbeam.

Ford slid her hands up Summer’s legs, raked her fingers back down her thighs, then jammed her tongue up into her so suddenly and forcefully that Summer’s head slammed back and she saw stars. She recovered quickly, grabbing Ford’s head, tugging on her hair, trying to angle her pelvis so Ford could get her tongue in deeper, pulling Ford in, grinding against her mouth and Ford was just letting her, like she knew Summer needed to be in control.

When Ford switched back to mouthing her clit, sucking it and dragging her tongue against it, Summer started to lose her mind. Her legs were shaking, and it didn’t go unnoticed by Ford, who smirked against her, smiling up with a dark look in her eye.

“Oh my God,” Summer managed, “Ford, fuck—”

Her back was sliding down the side of the jeep in her efforts to fuse herself against Ford’s mouth. She had two fistfuls of Ford’s hair and she just kept thrusting her pelvis into Ford’s face as Ford held on for the ride, letting Summer take what she needed.

It was cresting, building, and just when she reached the top of the wave, teetered at the top, Ford pressed her tongue flat, then undulated it against Summer’s clit. Summer’s eyes rolled back so hard she was certain she was staring at the back of her own skull as her entire body started to shake.

“Fuck,” she ground out, forcing herself to look down, to watch Ford, because that always made it so much better, “fuck, I’m coming—”

And Jesus Christ, that was an understatement. It was the hardest she’d ever come, and it felt like a fucking tsunami the way everything inside of her had receded only to come back with unrelenting force, pulsing out from the central spot where Ford was still latched on to her.

Ford held her legs tight, maybe because she could tell that Summer was on the brink of collapsing, and then she pulled back slightly, keeping her mouth open so that Summer could hold her head in place and thrust, drawing out the high, sobs and curses falling freely the whole time.

The mind-bending pleasure started to subside, and Summer came back to herself gasping for air, still shaking. She sank to her knees in the sand, face to face with Ford, desperate to kiss her. But Ford stopped her, grabbing a fistful of her hair and yanking her head back with just enough force to surprise her.

“Fuck,” Ford said, like it was the only possible thing she could say after that. She was knelt up slightly taller so she could look down at Summer, searching her face with eyebrows raised, smiling wide, shocked and delighted in equal measure.

Summer felt a grin tugging at her mouth. She was fucking proud.

Finally, Ford loosened her grip on Summer, slid both hands to cup Summer’s jaw, suddenly gentle and reverent as she kissed her.

A moment later she took Summer’s hand, guiding it down the front of her shorts, bucking her hips a little like it wouldn’t take much to push her over the edge. And Summer considered it—considered stroking her, finishing her off right there in the sand as they kissed.

But today was for better things.

Summer stood, opened the door to the backseat and sat on the edge, legs dangling out the open door. Ford blinked up at her, seeming both excited and thrown by her sudden confidence. She beckoned to Ford with a single finger, amused when Ford scrambled toward her, moving faster than Summer had ever seen her move before. She had Ford naked from the waist down in seconds, and then she was pulling Ford in, pulling her on top of herself as she slowly reclined, laying down along the length of the backseat.

There was just enough room for Ford to have a knee on either side of Summer, and Summer encouraged her—manhandled her, really—until she was straddling Summer’s collarbone, eyes drifting to Summer’s lips.

Summer smiled. “What do you want?”

Ford let out a laugh that almost sounded nervous. “Think you know.”

“Think I want to hear you say it.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.” Summer nuzzled the inside of her thigh. “Tell me what you want.”

“Your mouth.”

“What about my mouth?”

“Summer—” She still seemed nervous, like she didn’t know how far she could take it. But Summer wanted it all. Raw and real. She wanted Ford to understand what she was wordlessly trying to tell her—that it was okay to lose control. But Ford would never, unless she knew it wasn’t one-sided. That every explicit moan and filthy word did just as much for Summer. That seeing Ford completely undone could easily make her come untouched.

“I’ll tell you what I want,” Summer said, bringing Ford’s hand to her lips and sucking in two of her fingers as Ford watched, eyelids heavy with lust. “I want you to fuck my mouth and I want to hear you the whole,” she kissed her palm, “fucking,” she bit the inside of her wrist, “time. Don’t hold back. Can you do that for me?”

Ford’s eyes were on Summer’s lips. She swallowed and her mouth started moving, but it took a moment for words to find their way out.

“I can do that, yeah.” She ran the fingers that had been in Summer’s mouth over Summer’s lips, leaving a wet shine.

All traces of hesitation were gone as Ford shifted closer, positioning herself over Summer’s face. Her eyes were black as she ran a gentle hand over Summer’s forehead and hair before whispering,

“O-open your mouth. Like that, yeah—fuckkkk, yeah.”

Summer flattened her tongue against Ford’s center. She was already soaking wet, her clit was stiff and nudging against Summer’s top lip. Ford moved to brace herself against the car window with one hand, letting the other tangle into Summer’s hair. She angled her pelvis, and then it was her clit slowly rubbing up and down the length of Summer’s tongue, a drawn out moan coming from somewhere deep in Ford’s chest. 

Summer pulled away for a second and Ford’s hips chased after her frantically. Summer put a hand on her hip bone to stop her, laughing softly.

“You’re supposed to be talking me through this.”

“Right, yeah, sorry,” the side of Ford’s mouth pulled up in a wry smile, “hard to think straight when I’m this fucking turned on and the blood’s not exactly going in the direction of my brain.”

Summer bit her lip and sent Ford a look she hoped was smoldering before opening her mouth against her center once more.

“Oh fuckkkkk,” Ford’s head fell back on a relieved groan, then fell forward to watch her clit move against Summer’s tongue. “Fuck. So fucking good, you feel so fucking good, fuck,” her hand slid around the back of Summer’s head, cradling it as she set her pace above, gasps and moans falling freely.

Summer could feel Ford’s hips straining on every stroke, desperately trying to sink her clit deeper. She stiffened her tongue, plunged it into Ford’s center, then flattened it, letting Ford roll her hips back and forth.

Ford swore at the change in tactic, her fingers tightening in Summer’s hair.

“Fuck, Summer,” her legs were already starting to shake as she looked down into Summer’s eyes, “do you feel what you’re doing to me? My clit’s so fucking hard—”

Summer’s own eyes rolled back on a groan as Ford’s hips sped up, her eyes glazing over.

Through a haze of euphoria Summer wondered if she had any idea how devastatingly gorgeous she was like this. She’d tell her after, and she could already see Ford brushing off the compliment even as her cheeks tinged pink.

Ford’s fingers were clutching at the back of Summer’s head, and when Summer looked her dead in the eye, daring her, flattening her tongue for Ford to ride to completion, all semblance of control was gone. Ford grabbed a fistful of her hair and held tight, holding her head in place so she could fuck her hard. She was loud now, filthy words falling nonsensically, her eyes on Summer’s face. 

“Fuck, fuck, fuck—” She was thrusting into Summer’s mouth, clearly on the brink, when she seemed to notice that Summer’s eyes were watering, and suddenly her hand was out of Summer’s hair and covering her own mouth.

“Shit. I’m so sorry.”

“What? What’s wrong?”

“I practically fucking scalped you,” she said, swiping her thumb across Summer’s cheek. “Got lost for a minute there.”

Summer leaned up expectantly, but it took a minute for Ford to realize she was waiting to be kissed. Ford leaned down, cupping her face and kissing her softly.

“Did I hurt you?” She breathed against Summer’s mouth.

“I’m not fragile,” Summer pulled back to look at Ford’s eyes, “I’m not going to break.”

She lay back down and took Ford’s hand, placing it back in her hair. And, just in case that wasn’t clear enough, she arched an eyebrow, then pulled Ford’s hips back toward her face.

Ford was smiling like she couldn’t quite believe how amazing the woman beneath her was, and all Summer wanted to do was prove her right. Make it perfect for her. She urged Ford’s hips to resume their relentless pace, and within a minute Ford was mindless again, cursing and fucking her with wild abandon, fist tight in Summer’s hair.

She was staring at Summer’s mouth, her jaw hanging slightly open, a look of wonder on her face like watching her own clit fucking against Summer’s tongue, hard and hot, was the best thing she’d ever seen. She curled over Summer, clutching her head as she writhed on her face. Her other palm had been flat against the window but suddenly her fingers were grabbing at the ceiling, at the door frame, anything she could grip.

“Summer—you’re gonna make me come—fuck, I’m gonna come in your perfect fucking mouth—oh fuck, oh fuck—keep your fucking mouth open for me, fuck, good girl—”

She thrust once, twice, and then the third time she shoved her clit as far into Summer’s mouth as she could possibly manage and froze, arm straining against the ceiling, head bowed forward, looking at Summer as her mouth dropped open in a silent scream.

It was all Summer could do to hold her hips as she shuddered through her nuclear bomb of an orgasm, flooding Summer’s mouth and leaving evidence of her pleasure on Summer’s lips, which she leaned down and licked away long moments later when she finally started to come down.

Ford rested her forehead against Summer’s, eyes closed, nose to nose as her breathing evened. Finally she opened her eyes and kissed Summer’s cheek, her nose, the corner of her mouth. 

“That was—”

“I love you.” Summer stunned herself by saying it, the words had practically sprung out of her on their own.

From the start, they’d agreed to keep things casual. Exclusive, yes, but casual. No pressure, no expectation, Ford had said. Summer had known she really meant no obligation, because Ford was still worried that she’d somehow persuaded Summer into something before she’d fully healed. And, in the spirit of keeping things casual, they hadn’t said the words. The three words that were always on the tip of both of their tongues—after sex, after laughter, after waking up.

Ford pulled back, searching Summer’s eyes, a slight furrow in her brow.

For once, Summer wasn’t worried she’d said the wrong thing. It was the truth, and Ford needed to know.

“You sure that’s not the mind-blowing sex talking?”

“I’m sure.”

“Cause that was incredible and my brain’s a puddle at the moment, so if you—”

Summer put a finger against Ford’s mouth. “I love you. You don’t need to say it back right now. Or ever, if you—there’s no rush, is all I’m saying. But that’s where I am. In love. With you.”

Ford just looked at her, a soft smile on her face. She leaned back down to kiss Summer again, slowly and purposefully, while the afternoon breeze rustled through the trees outside the open truck door, the sound of the waves melodic and peaceful.
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When night fell, they built a fire and made grilled cheese for dinner.

They watched the water as they ate, the moon shimmering on its black surface like an oil slick of fairy dust. Across the way, campfires had begun to pop up on the other islands, glowing from the various beaches in the near distance. The fire crackled, and every now and then a cormorant called from the rocky outcrops. Above, the sky was a violent shock of bruised splendor, mottled with purple galaxies and littered with stars as numerous as the grains of sand beneath their feet. The sight stole Summer’s breath when she looked up. How could anyone living beneath that sky dismiss the possibility of more?

After they’d eaten they fell into a comfortable silence, listening to the waves and pointing out shooting stars. Summer was working up the nerve to tell Ford something. To ask her something.

“You okay?” Ford was watching her, golden eyes glowing with firelight. “You’re doing the tongue thing.” She reached to tuck a lock of Summer’s hair behind her ear.

Summer smiled. Poking her tongue in her cheek was all that remained of her former habit. Her one and only tell, but Ford always noticed. Summer didn’t mind having a tell. She was proud of herself—her cheek had completely healed.

“I think I’ve figured something out,” Summer said, deciding that there was no time like the present.

“Oh yeah?” Ford was already smiling.

She did that—she smiled, all warmth and affection, anytime Summer said anything. Did anything. It was dizzying and new, and Summer was working on acceptance. Working on believing that she was worthy of being seen the way Ford saw her.

Summer went to the tent and retrieved the envelope she’d hidden in her duffel bag’s pocket, then went and stood before the fire, before Ford, and held it up with exaggerated ceremony.

“What’s this?” Ford asked.

“The first part of the inheritance,” Summer handed her the envelope. “Open it.”

Ford kept her eyes on Summer as she did, firelight playing across her face as she finally glanced down at the check. She didn’t react to the number, but her eyes flicked back to Summer’s once she’d seen it.

“I’m thinking about starting my organization with it,” Summer said.

“As well you should,” Ford toed the sand with her boot. “With that check right there you can leave everything in the rearview and start over for real. Build a conservationist empire and have all the loggers trembling at the sight of you.” She smiled, but it wasn’t her usual smile. Her hands were in her pockets and her shoulders were tense, scrunched toward her neck like she was stuck in a perpetual shrug.

And it slowly dawned on Summer that this incredible, wonderful, brilliant, life-changing woman before her thought that this was the beginning of goodbye. That she was part of the past that Summer would ultimately leave behind.

“Ford,” Summer said softly, waiting until she had her eyes, “I couldn’t finish my cover letter for the Fellowship.” She had to get this out, she’d planned it, practiced it. “I tried, but I couldn’t explain my vision, and I think it’s because I didn’t have one. But you do. You have a vision.”

“Hang on,” Ford was lifting her hands, looking at Summer like whoa whoa whoa, “you’re the one with a business degree, I just know landscaping—”

“Exactly.” Summer grinned. “I know what you should throw your rock at.”

Ford’s eyes narrowed, but the corner of her mouth curled up. “Are you asking to go into business with me?”

“Is that weird? It’s not like, business business, I mean, we couldn’t be focused on profit so much as reach, and if the money part grosses you out then I’ll handle that end, that’s where I thrive anyway—that came out wrong, I don’t thrive with money, I just mean my strengths lie in the numbers, the admin end—and you can be in charge of the vision, revitalizing towns in need, replanting forests after wildfires, whatever you think is—but if that’s too much pressure, like if you need time to—”

“Yes.” She went to Summer, and her hands found their way to Summer’s cheeks, her thumb brushing along her cheekbone. “My answer is yes. To being partners, to starting a nonprofit, to moving in together, to all of it.”

Summer couldn’t keep from grinning.  “Did I say move in together?”

“You didn’t, no, but see, that’s my business model. Mixing business and pleasure. You never know when one of us will be suddenly inspired in the middle of the night, so it’s a matter of efficiency, really.”

“I see.”

“Is that a yes, then?”

“I’m hardly going to stand in the way of efficiency.”

And then they were kissing, smiling and laughing and deliriously happy. After one particularly purposeful and lengthy kiss, Ford pulled back to look in Summer’s eyes.

“I love you too.”

Summer felt a slow smile pulling at her cheeks. “You do?”

Ford was nodding. “For a long time, actually.” She raised a shoulder, scrunched an eye. “More than fifteen years, if I’m being honest. Maybe longer.”

Summer glanced down at the check in her hand. “Are you sure this isn’t the money talking, because—”

“Shut it,” Ford said with a smirk, covering Summer’s smile with another kiss.

Before the kisses could become more, Summer pulled back. She had one more thing to say.

“Do you remember,” she looked past Ford, strangely nervous, “when you said the Westons were strangle weed and I was a wildflower?”

Out of the corner of her eye she saw Ford nod.

“I think you were wrong.” She did look at Ford then, and Ford had the slightest crease in her brow, listening closely. “I just—do you know? Do you know how amazing it is that you survived everything you did? That you fought back against the world and all its unfairnesses and became this fucking incredible person?”

Ford slowly raised a shoulder.

“You are,” Summer said firmly, nodding and letting her sudden tears fall freely. “So, like I said, I think you were wrong about me being a wildflower. Wildflowers bloom where they’re planted, against all odds. And that’s you. You’re the wildflower.”

“You know, I don’t think I’ve ever seen a wildflower on its own.” Ford’s kiss was soft. “Maybe we could bloom together?”
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A Year and a Half Later

If downtown Echo was festive in autumn, it was downright magical in winter.

Evergreen wreaths with big red bows hung from every last iron lamp along Main Street, while holiday music crooned softly from small speakers attached to their posts. Every tree and every shopfront had been painstakingly fitted with white lights that twinkled from rooflines and railings, and shop windows were aglow with Christmas trees and Menorahs, warm and inviting, especially as the sun began to set. The whole village was thrumming with a shared electric nostalgia—the winter holidays were what Echo did best. Christmas was less than a week away, and even the impending blizzard couldn’t dampen the mood.

The storm arrived that afternoon, tiny flecks drifting lazily from the gray sky above. By early evening, the flecks had become enormous clumps that fell heavily like cotton balls, covering downtown in a blanket of soft white. They were predicting at least four feet, maybe more, but the locals weren’t bothered. If anything, they relished it, especially during the holidays. Echo and its people were made for snow.

Summer stood at the shop’s bay window, watching the storm for long moments. Mo was outside FoJo helping her elderly neighbor chain her tires. A couple of kids were collecting snow from the sidewalk and throwing it at each other, squealing and chasing and ignoring their mother who was shouting about their lack of gloves and boots. Main Street looked just like the Christmas postcard they sold over at the general store—the very postcard Summer had sent to Brody in reply to the one he’d sent from Nepal, where he was currently staying at a basecamp near Everest while he considered the ethics of training for a climb. Across the way, Filigree House had just come to life, candles flickering on in each of its many windows. Summer smiled to herself. They had reservations there for seven, but Ford didn’t know it yet. She also didn’t know that, at dinner, Summer would be presenting her with two lift tickets and a week’s stay at a ski resort two hours north. An early birthday present.

The snow was mesmerizing, almost sleep-inducing, considering the corner fireplace was roaring and warm. But Summer pulled herself away from the window. There was still a lot to be done. They were taking down a wall in the front room to make the shop floor bigger, more open. Still, there’d be a distinction—in front, they’d sell bespoke decor from local artisans; glass blown watering globes, garden markers carved from repurposed wood, wind chimes made from driftwood and sea glass sourced from the beaches along Bellingham Bay. That would be Summer’s station. Further back, Ford would be taking appointments for anyone looking for an outdoor property makeover—private homes, community centers, maybe even the nearby resorts. And, using whatever profit they’d managed to bring in, they’d spend six months—the warm months—each year donating their time, labor and resources to revitalizing a town in need. Starting with Humboldt, Washington.

But before then, they had to revitalize their own store. Starting with the hoard of fashion magazines in the basement. There had to be close to a million of them, it was actually a safety hazard, they wouldn’t even be able to turn off their circuit breaker if the blizzard took out the power.

And yet, there was nowhere else Summer could imagine for their store, which was only a month away from its grand opening. When Dorian Rumbles passed away that spring, Summer had received yet another letter, this time from Rumbles’ estate. The letter included the deed to his boutique, and a note written on his gold foil stamped card stock, his flowery writing shaky and stunted, signs of a man nearing the end.

I never had children, the note said, getting right to the point, but if I had, I’d like to think they would have been a bit like you: gorgeous and gay. I’m leaving you my boutique. I can’t say I understand the desire to befriend trees like a Portlandian hippie rebelling against generational wealth, but I spent my life creating beautiful things that made the world and its people a little brighter, a little happier, and in that way, our passions aren’t so different, are they? Make it fabulous, darl.

Someone banged on the door.

It was Ford, using her foot to kick the door because she was holding a massive package.

Summer opened the door and a gust of snow blew into the shop.

“Whose hat is that?” She stepped aside and let Ford in, helping her with the package.

“Bought it at the general,” she grinned, her nose and cheeks delightfully red. “Like it?”

“On you? Yes.” Summer grinned. “It has ear flaps.”

“Bushy Bill next door wears one,” she said, unwrapping her scarf and shaking the snow off. “I aspire to his level of effortless machismo.”

“You want to be a doomsday prepper known around town as the Roadkill Butcher? He tried to sell possum steaks to Mo the other week, she said they were green.”

“So he’s stylish and resourceful,” Ford said, hauling up the package onto the front counter, “still not seeing the issue.”

Summer shook her head, smiling. “What’s all this?” She tapped a finger on the box, now wet with melting snow.

It was huge—the size of a small kitchen table, and heavy. She went behind the counter to peek at the return address.

“The WoodShop,” she read aloud. She looked at Ford, who was leaning against the counter with a soft look on her face.

“We still needed a sign, right?”

Summer nodded slowly. She’d been the one to bring it up—the idea of a hanging sign in addition to the gold and white decal on the front window. There was something quaint and cozy about a shop with a hanging sign, she’d said, and Ford had agreed with a grin and a kiss.

“Wanna hand me the box knife?” Ford asked, pointing at the drawer behind the counter.

Summer obliged, then watched as Ford carefully cut away the cardboard, revealing a well-wrapped rectangle that she then unwrapped carefully, layers of bubble wrap and foam falling to the floor. Finally, Ford pulled the last of the wrapping away and beamed at what she saw, then used her knee to hoist the sign around to show Summer.

It appeared to be made of three planks of reclaimed wood—all weathered and rough at the edges. It fit the store’s upscale rustic aesthetic, as did the brushed bronze letters fastened to the front, spelling out the store’s name in slanted cursive: Imprints.

“Oh my God, Ford! It’s perfect,” Summer ran a hand along the letters as Ford pulled out an iron bracket from the box along with two small chains.

“Do you recognize it?” Ford asked, working to attach the chains to the bracket.

“Recognize what?” Summer looked at her.

“The sign.” Ford had that half smile on her face like she had something up her sleeve. She wouldn’t look at Summer, she just kept fiddling with the bracket.

Summer glanced back at the sign. It was beautiful, the craftsmanship was excellent and it was exactly the sort of thing she would’ve picked out on her own, but she wasn’t sure what Ford was asking her.

“No? What do you mean?”

Ford set the bracket down and moved the box to the floor so she could put her elbows on the counter, her chin resting on her folded hands as she looked up at Summer.

“It seemed wrong leaving it to rot out there. And I have Frank’s rose,” she nodded to the dried rose hanging on the back wall, “so I thought you should have a piece of them here too.”

Summer looked at her, gave the slightest shake of her head because she wasn’t following.

“It’s your treehouse. Part of it, anyway.”

Summer’s heart stuttered. She looked at the wood. Looked back at Ford.

“Is it really?”

Ford was watching her closely, seeming uncertain, worried she’d done the wrong thing.

“I know it’s kinda heavy, literally and metaphorically,” she huffed out a little laugh, still looking uncomfortable, “I know the association isn’t exactly cheerful, but. Felt too important to leave behind. And if you don’t wanna hang it, if that doesn’t feel right, we don’t—”

“Ford,” Summer waited until Ford looked her in the eyes again, “I love it.” Leave it to Ford to do something outrageously wonderful, only to nervously backtrack.

“Do you?”

“Yes! It’s perfect, I can’t believe you thought to—well, no, actually I can,” Summer went around the counter to hug her. “I love it,” she whispered again, against Ford’s neck.

“Good, because I had five of them made,” Ford said.

Summer pulled back and found Ford grinning.

“Five?”

“For when we open more stores,” Ford shrugged a shoulder, “hire more teams across the country to transform towns in every state.”

Summer hugged her again, this time even tighter.

“Oh, one more thing—” Ford pulled back, reaching into her coat pocket.

Summer didn’t have time to process before a gigantic snowball was being brought down on top of her head. Ford, clearly thrilled with herself, had backed halfway across the shop like she was anticipating immediate retaliation. Summer shook the snow from her hair and calmly turned on her heel, heading for the stairway that led up to their apartment.

“Summer?” Ford called after her.

Summer looked back over her shoulder at the bottom step. “Hmm?”

“What are you doing?”

“Getting my boots and coat and stuff.”

“Why?”

“Radley had an annual staff versus student snowball fight, and I was the last person standing three years in a row. I’m like, scary good. You have no idea the wrath you’ve just incurred.” Summer sent her a sympathetic grimace. “If I were you, I’d start running.”

Upstairs, Summer pulled on her boots and coat and was about to clomp back downstairs when she reached into her pocket for her gloves and remembered she’d put something else in there too. There was another pocket inside, a pocket within a pocket, and she’d hidden something in there a week earlier. It had started several months before that, when Ford had gone down to California to pick up some of the pieces they’d commissioned for the store. On her second night alone, Summer had succumbed to curiosity and she’d opened the third and final letter.

Summer,

Our last request is the simplest, and yet, the most important. This world, though brilliantly exciting and endlessly interesting, can also be cold and cruel. If you’re reading this letter, it’s a lesson you’ve already learned, and the mere notion of your suffering has brought us to tears, even as we write these words. We would shield you from all pain if we could, but strength and courage you do not lack, and we’re comforted by the knowledge that you will not sit and take life’s unfairnesses.

Summer’s breath caught and she read the line again. You will not sit and take life’s unfairnesses. She read it over and over. It had to be a coincidence. It had to be. Frank had written that entry in his journal after they’d died, and these letters had been sealed. Then again, in a world where flowers can be hand delivered from beyond, maybe words like coincidence were shortsighted placeholders. You will not sit and take life’s unfairnesses. The echoed words caught in her chest, hummed there, electric and warm. 

If you only take one of our three letters to heart, let it be this one:

Seek love, Summer. Seek it fearlessly and seek it hopefully. Let it be known that this is our greatest desire for you, because it is far more worthy a pursuit than knowledge, and far more lasting a journey than physical adventure.

Your capacity for love is staggering, we’ve known this since you were a toddler and Brody fell down the stairs and you were the one who cried, the one who rubbed his little back with your tiny hand. A heart like yours should seek out its equal—another soul capable of loving wholly in return. Someone you can stand back to back against the world with by day, and fall easily into laughter and simplicity with at night. We want you to find a love absent of expectation, obligation or manipulation. A love that sets you free.

And when you find this person, whoever he or she might be—

Summer’s head had lightened, her knees weakened. She’d practically collapsed onto the edge of the bed, staring at those words. 

Whoever he or she might be.

She’d almost made it through all three letters without shedding a tear. Reading them had stung a little, like pressing a finger to a bruise. She missed them, but it was just an ache now. And it was healing. But that sentence, that glorious sentence, was her undoing.

She set the letter aside, let her head fall to her hands, let herself fold over, sobbing into her knees. She hadn’t even known she’d needed to hear that from them but oh, how deeply she had. How different her life would have been if she’d read these letters as a child, the way her parents had planned. But then, she thought, sniffling and collecting herself, looking around the room at the fresh flowers she woke up to on a regular basis, the framed photographs from trips to Iceland and Brazil and Croatia, maybe things had unfolded exactly as they were meant to.

And when you find this person, whoever he or she might be—cherish every moment as we cherished every moment we spent together, as we also cherished every moment spent with you. Tomorrow is never guaranteed.

The rest of the inheritance is yours, no documents or prerequisites required, just present this letter to the bank. It’s a large sum, the largest yet, and we know you’ll use it for good. But more important than the money is the small velvet bag that will accompany the check you’re given. Our engagement ring had been passed down from Wilde to Wilde for well over a century, but when it got to us we found it to be garish and flashy, so we decided to halve it—cut the diamond down to a more sensible size. Half of it will remain on your mother’s finger for eternity, and the other half we give to you. When you find your equal, your best friend, the person you cannot live without, you’ll know what to do.

We miss you, Summer. Gone though we may be, we miss and love you still. In your happiest moments, we’re celebrating with you. In times when you’re sad or scared, we’re holding you, singing the lullaby we sang when you were small—do you remember? Sweet dreams til sunbeams find you, sweet dreams that leave all worries behind you. And one day, many, many years from now, maybe we’ll find each other again, in whatever comes next. What a magnificent thing to hope for.

Until then, seek love. Because you, our darling daughter, deserve to be loved. Fiercely and wonderfully. 

Forever, M&D

A month after reading the letter, Summer had commissioned a ring using the small marquise-cut diamond that just happened to resemble a leaf. It was delicate and simple. A platinum hoop, vaguely reminiscent of a stem, almost impossible to notice unless you looked closely. Summer had been specific with the jeweler—it shouldn’t resemble a flower (too tacky) and it shouldn’t resemble a weed (for obvious reasons). 

A vine, then? The jeweler had asked, and yes, Summer had answered, thinking it over, that was it exactly. Something that grew stronger with time, something that could climb up and over obstacles, something that made everything it touched more beautiful, more interesting. A vine was perfect.

Summer clomped back down the stairs, tying her scarf around her neck, pulling her knit hat onto her head. She stopped short on the bottom step. Ford was standing just outside the front door, a large snowball in each hand and a massive pile of them on the ground beside her. When she saw Summer she sent her a wide, red-cheeked grin from under the ridiculous ear flap hat. Summer’s heart swelled and the little box felt enormous in her pocket.

But today wasn’t the day.

Today was for an impromptu snowball fight that Summer was going to absolutely destroy her in. Today was for an incredible gift—half treehouse, half hanging sign. Half keepsake, half fresh start. To bring the box out now, spurred by a tide of overwhelming love and affection and gratitude, would feel too much like an exchange. This for that. Summer had lived that life already—family for loyalty. Love for obligation. She touched the box once more, then took her hand from her pocket. Soon. There would be a day, a night, a morning—a moment with their names on it. A moment when she couldn’t wait any longer. When she knew it was right.

And, Summer thought, when the ring finally slipped onto Ford’s finger, it would be nothing like the shackle she herself had once worn. Not a tether, but a tendril. A promise, rooted in earth, in a shared goal to leave a lasting mark on this complicated, wonderful world.

And isn’t that what we all want, in the end?

To leave behind something that matters, even after we’re long forgotten?
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