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To you, dear reader, once more.
From the bottom of my heart, thank you for taking a chance on my work.



No live organism can continue for long to exist sanely under conditions of absolute reality; even larks and katydids are supposed, by some, to dream.
— Shirley Jackson, The Haunting of Hill House



One
I WAS WRONG. I’m not alone.
There’s another car parked across from mine in the lot with its front end facing my taillights. When I got to the trail, there was no one here. I didn’t expect there to be this close to sundown, even though today had been such a nice late spring day. Because the park closes at dark, I knew there was a pretty good chance I’d have the Leaf Trail all to myself during my run, and the idea had both scared and elated me.
I slow my pace as I try to catch my breath and get a better look at the car. A few strands of hair have come loose from my ponytail and stuck to my damp forehead. I brush them away and take a knee behind the trash can on my left, peering around it as I pretend to fumble with my shoelaces.
The car is a sporty two-door Mazda with tinted windows. It may be a convertible, but the top is up. The white paint practically sparkles in what’s left of the daylight.
The way the setting sun shines on it, I’m able to see the outline of a person sitting behind the wheel. They’re not moving. They’re basically a statue. The headlights aren’t on, but I hear the gentle rumble of an idling engine and see the vibration of the car’s sleek body.
In a place with such spotty weather as Ohio, you see these types of cars out and about on the streets at the first sign of summer. They’re always fighting for attention against the loud motorcycles and trike bikes. But why is this person here so close to closing and not out in the streets showing off their ride?
The “road” between these rows of spots is all that separates the Mazda from my crappy Honda, but its spot and mine line up perfectly. Weird. Why wouldn’t they park in any of the other open spots? Why would they line their car up with mine?
Who are they waiting for? I didn’t see anyone else on the trails.
Does that mean…they’re waiting for me?
No. You’re being crazy, Harper.
I’m doing that thing I do. I’m overthinking. That’s my problem. Well, that and about a million other things, but overthinking is up there near the top.
I often wonder why I am the way I am. My mother, by all accounts, was a fireball. Nothing scared her. Not even the needle or the hard drugs that would eventually kill her when I was a little girl. My dad wasn’t quite like that, but he wasn’t far off, either. They’re both gone, and now there’s just me, stuck in my own head, afraid of so much.
This person is probably just here to pick someone up. Someone who was on the same trail I was on a few minutes ago. Someone I didn’t see.
Only…I didn’t pass anyone hiking or jogging. I gave no friendly nods or waves. I’d remember if I had. These forced social interactions take a lot out of me. That doesn’t mean they weren’t there, though.
But if someone was, they would be coming out right about now. No sane person wants to be stuck in the woods at night, and getting caught here after dark will get you in trouble with the police. They have zero tolerance for such things on account of all the teens who try to use this parking lot as their outdoor motel.
I was so stupid to come here this close to sundown, but I had overslept this morning and couldn’t get a workout in before my shift at the roller rink. I feel off when I don’t jog a few times a week. It’s the only thing that clears my mind.
I promised myself I’d make up for it after I got off. Except, I live out in what would be considered the “sticks” of Woodwick, and trying to run those long roads without a hint of a streetlight is dangerous, not to mention terrifying. At least here at the park, I’m within shouting distance of civilization. At least here I’m safe…or so I thought I was.
No. I’ve got to stop thinking like this.
Still on my knee, I tug one of my shoe strings tighter. Part of my mind tells me I’m doing this in case I have to run, making sure it won’t untie during a mad dash to safety.
I’m tired and winded, but if I have to run more than I already have, I will, because it could mean the difference between life and death.
I take a deep, steadying breath and stand straight. The fingers on my right hand are shaky as they fish out my car keys from the fanny pack around my waist. The fingers on my left hand find my old iPhone and grip it tight. I get service here, but like the weather, it’s spotty. If I have to make a call, I can’t say for sure if it’ll go through. That’s not something I want to bet my life on.
I try not to make it obvious I’m side-eyeing the car. The sidewalk is cracked and uneven, harder terrain to navigate than what was on the Leaf Trail. I walk carefully. A twisted ankle right now would be bad.
There’s no unlock/lock button on my key fob. My Honda is old school, meaning it’s a few hundred miles away from calling the junkyard home. I have to manually stick the key in to unlock it. I don’t know why I even bother to lock it, really. No one’s going to steal it or anything out of it. I guess it’s just a habit.
Right now, I wish I had left it unlocked.
I round the hood of the car with my head down. I don’t want to make even the smallest amount of eye contact with whoever is behind the wheel of the Mazda. Eye contact leads to conversations. True, some conversations are fine and friendly, but it all depends on the situation. Here, at dusk, with no one else around, I don’t exactly want to talk. I just want to go home and lock my doors and tell myself over and over that I’m never going to go running at the park again. Even though I can’t afford it, I’ll get a treadmill. Or a gym membership.
Deep, calming breaths, I tell myself. Deep, calming breaths.
I half-expect to drop my key as I push it toward the handle, like a character in a horror movie always inevitably does at some critical point in their escape, but I don’t. The key slides right in. The plastic rectangle on the inside of the door thumps upward.
I pull the key out. The whole time I’m doing this, I feel the eyes of whoever’s in the car on me, crawling over my skin.
I don’t dress in a way that shows off. There’s not much to show off, to be perfectly honest with you. I’m wearing a pair of black shorts and a Nike Running tee I got at the thrift store for four bucks. My blonde hair is in a sweaty, messy ponytail, and I took off the makeup I had on at work before I left for the park because I knew I’d sweat my ass off, making up for my missed morning two miles. Nothing about me screams attractive right now.
Then again, the creeps don’t really care, do they?
I slip into the driver’s seat and close the door. It shuts off the sounds of the other car’s engine and the wind rustling through the surrounding trees. Now all I hear is the claustrophobic silence of my rundown Honda.
Thank God.
The key goes into the ignition the way it has a thousand times before, but when I turn it, there’s only a choked grinding sound before it stops altogether. I try again and get pretty much the same result, if not a weaker one.
Shit.
I shouldn’t be surprised, and I’m not. The Honda is old, almost as old as me, and it’s driven almost a quarter of a million miles. I always hear how, with proper maintenance, Hondas are supposed to last a lifetime. That’s probably how it managed to survive this long. But when my dad died almost two years ago, I sort of…stopped having that maintenance done.
I knew I needed to get the oil changed and have the wheels rotated and the fluids topped off, but I didn't know how to do any of that. Sure, I could try, but I’m pretty sure I’d just mess it up even worse.
So why didn’t I just take it to a dealership in town? That’s a good question. I think part of it is that it feels like a betrayal. My dad loved working on cars. I used to sit around the garage and watch him tinker with his truck or lawn mower engine for hours in the hot summer months. When I needed an oil change or my brakes fixed, my dad would be there for me to do it.
It's no excuse, really. I should’ve at least taken my car to a Jiffy Lube. If I did that, I probably wouldn’t be stuck here.
I take another deep breath as I pull the key out and look down at it with a serious expression. “You are going to work. You are going to start the engine. Okay?”
I know it’s silly, maybe even a little crazy, but that could work in my favor. If the guy in the Mazda sees me talking to my keys, maybe he’ll lose interest. Maybe he’ll think I’m not worth the trouble of abducting and doing whatever it is he plans on doing to me.
Or, you know, Harper, maybe he’s just a regular guy who got to the trails a little later than he wanted to after a tough day at work and just wants to go on about his business…
With my left hand, I rub the dashboard. The plastic is warm from the setting sun. Dust and dirt coat the tips of my fingers.
“I should have taken better care of you. I’m sorry.”
I push the key into the ignition again and twist.
This time, there’s no sound at all. Not even a weak churning from the engine in an attempt to get going.
And that’s when the car behind me flips its headlights on.



Two
OH GOD.
I glance in the rearview mirror, but I can’t see anything. The headlights are too bright. Does he have his high beams on? Is he trying to blind me on purpose?
I turn the key again and again…and again. I hear nothing from the engine. Come on. Just give me a little whine or a little tick. Anything to let me know you still work. Please.
Nothing. Nothing.
More nothing.
I calculate the distance from the lot to the main road. It’s not too far. A winding entrance path stretches for maybe an eighth of a mile. I’m exhausted and haven’t had the chance to stretch properly after finishing my run, but I think I could get there—especially if my life depended on it, which it very well might.
I grab my phone off my lap and open up the Safari app. I’m going to have to call a tow truck or Triple-A to come out and jump the battery. I didn’t always pay attention when I was out in the garage with my dad, but I paid enough attention to know this is probably a battery issue. I’m not even sure if I’ve ever changed the original battery. Is that something you’re supposed to do? Is that part of the maintenance schedule?
I wish my dad was still alive. I would call him. He’d come out here in his old Ford pickup and fix my Honda in no time. But now, both him and the pickup are gone—I had to sell it to help make the mortgage payment a few months back.
I search for local towing companies. There’s a hotline number I can call for an “emergency quote.” My stomach sours at the idea of how expensive it would be. Really, whatever it is, I can’t afford it.
What else can I do, though? Go ask the guy behind me for a ride? End up zip-tied in the back of his trunk with my mouth duct taped over?
“Relax, Harper.”
It’s not Ted Bundy in that car. He’s been dead for over thirty years. I only know this because I torture myself with all kinds of Netflix true crime documentaries. They’re terrifying, but at the same time, they’re kind of comforting.
The Mazda’s lights are still shining bright and reflecting in the rearview and side mirrors. I can’t see the figure in the driver’s seat at all. How do I even know if it’s just the one person? I thought I saw a bit of movement in the cab not too long ago. Could that be an accomplice?
Even though I can’t see the driver, a bright mental image of him pops into my head. It’s a terrible combination of all the famous serial killers I’ve seen in those Netflix true crime docs. He’s big with broad shoulders. He wears Jeffrey Dahmer’s glasses, has Ted Bundy’s easygoing smile, Richard Ramirez’s dark, full hair, and BTK’s beady and lifeless eyes.
And he’s hungry for blood.
I really have to stop thinking like this. The guy’s lights probably came on automatically. It’s a nice car. Nice cars have features like that, automatic lights that wink on when they sense the lack of natural light.
Come on, Harper. Life isn’t a horror movie or a serial killer thriller.
I close the Safari page on my phone because I know I can’t afford the services of a towing company. Who knows how long before they actually showed up anyway? I could be here all night…or dead in a ditch by the time they do.
“Get a hold of yourself,” I whisper.
I know who I have to call. I don’t particularly want to contact him after what happened between us a couple of weeks ago, but he only lives a few miles away, and I don’t really have time to waste since this guy behind me may or may not be a psychopath.
I open my contacts app and scroll down to “L.” There’s only one name there: Eddie Lovell. There’s a little heart emoji next to it that I haven’t had the nerve to remove yet.
I click on his name and his contact card opens. My thumb hovers between the phone and the message icon. I should call him. Like I said, I don’t have time to waste, but I don’t know if I can stand to hear his voice. It’s too soon. The wound is still too fresh.
I met Eddie at my job a little after New Year’s. I work at a skating rink called Roller Galaxy. It’s this dying rink in a neighboring town called Oakshire, but because it’s the only roller rink in the area, it manages to stay afloat by hosting about a million little kids’ birthday parties on the weekends.
Eddie’s family was having one for his cousin, and Eddie had been back from Ohio State for winter break. When we host parties, it’s all hands on deck. I have to do pretty much every job, from handing out rentals to working the snack bar to mopping up spilled drinks and, from time to time (unfortunately), vomit.
One of these jobs is holding the rope we use for skating limbo. Basically, we clear the whole floor, and everyone lines up in the middle, then the skaters go one by one beneath the rope as it gets lower and lower. Limbo on wheels. Eddie’s cousin, a little boy of maybe nine, was too afraid to go first, so Eddie offered to show him how to do it.
Except, Eddie is not a skilled skater. As he came up to the rope, he lost his balance trying to squat down, and he stumbled forward. Right into my arms. I managed to keep us both up. Barely. The whole rink went awwwww, and my cheeks burned with embarrassment.
If I believed in that sort of meet-cute, love-at-first-sight thing, I would say that’s what happened between Eddie and me. Unlike a cheesy Hallmark movie, though, he didn’t get down on one knee and propose to me right there on the spot. I don’t think he could have with the rental skates on his feet. He would’ve literally fallen.
But there’s no denying that I didn’t notice how handsome Eddie is. With his slicked-back dark hair, olive skin tone, and wearing that faded jean jacket he’s so fond of, I was reminded of a more rugged Ralph Macchio in The Outsiders movie from the eighties.
Eddie had thanked me for literally saving his butt and then went off to the side to watch his little cousin, who did a much better job going under the rope than Eddie had. I didn’t hear from Eddie again until we were closing up for the day.
I was behind the skate rental counter, taking back all the skates from the partygoers. Eddie waited until he was last in line. I had been so busy I hadn’t even noticed him in the crowd. He introduced himself and thanked me again. I was so nervous I could barely respond. One of the other girls I was working with kept fluttering her eyes at me like a lovesick puppy and mouthing, Oooh-la-la, and that didn’t help.
“Do you offer private skating lessons?” Eddie had asked.
“Uh, yeah, I can get you a flyer from the front. Dwayne’s been skating for, like, twenty years. He could teach a giraffe to skate on two legs.”
“Not Dwayne,” Eddie had said. “You. Do you give private lessons?”
“I—oh, uh, I don’t really—” I stammered.
“Here.” Eddie took a pen from behind the counter and grabbed a sheet of paper that advertised the rink’s holiday skating times. He wrote something down and then passed it to me. “If you ever decide to give lessons, text me and let me know.”
With a sly smile on his face, he left.
I texted him a few days later, even though I had this crazy anxiety about it. Rose, the girl who had made googly eyes at me off to the side of the rental counter, would’ve killed me if I didn’t at least say hi. And while I never gave Eddie any private skating lessons, things got pretty serious pretty fast. And then, just like that, they had ended.
It was all my fault.
There’s no way he’ll answer my call or respond to a text.
But I at least have to try. I don’t have anyone else.
I know, I know. I’m being crazy. I’m being paranoid. Still, there’s no denying it’s better to be safe than sorry.
I press the call button and put the phone up to my ear. There’s a long stretch of silence that fills me with a fear of not having any service or that it’s been shut off. Both things are very possible, given my current location and financial situation.
Then I hear the ringing on the other end.
Once…twice…three times.
Oh God, he’s not going to pick up.
But before the fourth ring, I hear his slightly gravelly voice as he says, “Hello? Harp?”
At the same time, I hear a car door slam.
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“HARPERRRRRRR?” Eddie’s says. He sounds very far away. It’s not because the connection is bad. He sounds like this because I’m not fully focused on his voice.
I’m focused on the big man limping toward my car. I’m staring at him in the side mirror with the phone pressing harder and harder against the right side of my face. He is moving slowly, but at the same time, much too fast. Maybe it’s the limp that’s making me think like that. Maybe it’s the fear.
“Harper? Are you there? Everything okay?”
Everything is not okay. My eyes flick to the door lock. The plastic rectangle is sticking up. I reach over and press down on it with my left palm, hearing the clunk of the lock going into place.
“Harper…if you butt-dialed me, I’m gonna be pretty disappointed.”
The man is almost at the back of my car.
“Eddie,” I say, forcing the words through the tightness in my throat. “My car broke down at the park. Battery, I think. Can you give me a lift? Or maybe a jump? I’m sorry to bother you. I know it’s late⁠—”
“What? Your car?” He pauses, clears his throat. “Are you okay? You sound kinda freaked, Harp.”
I don’t answer. My throat is closing.
“I mean, I get how your car breaking down could make you sound all stressed, but you sound, like, almost scared.”
I know I can’t say anything about the man coming toward my car right now. If I do, Eddie will probably tell me to ask the stranger for help and hang up. Or he’ll say the man is only a good Samaritan wanting to lend a hand. He’ll say I worry too much about things like this. Because he can never understand what it’s like being a woman in a dark parking lot with a potential creep approaching you.
“I’m…I’m okay,” I say. “I’m sorry to bother you. I just didn’t know who else to call.”
“No worries,” Eddie says. “I’ll be right there. About five minutes, okay?”
“Okay, but can you⁠—?”
He ends the call before I can ask him to stay on the line until he gets here, and I’m getting ready to call him back just as knuckles rap against my window. The knock-knock-knock sounds like a series of gunshots.
Slowly, I force my head to turn toward the figure standing there, but my face is partially blocked by where the seatbelt hangs. I can see him pretty well as I look up, but I don’t think the glare of his bright headlights gives him a good view into my car.
The first thing I notice is how big the man is. He’s built like a former bodybuilder or retired football player. Most of his size is in his chest, shoulders, and arms. His stomach, although sticking out a bit through the material of his plain black Under Armour shirt, is a long way off from the beer gut a lot of middle-aged men are prone to getting. This man hasn’t completely stopped caring about himself yet. His face is tan, and his teeth are bright white. His hair has gone gray at the sides, but it’s clipped short enough that you can’t really see it unless you’re as close as I am.
The concerned smile doesn’t take away from the harshness of the rest of his face. He looks familiar, but I have no idea where I would’ve seen him before. Unless it was while I sleepily watched America’s Most Wanted or the eleven o’clock news, where he was shown to be a wanted serial killer, and now I’m going to be his next victim.
“You having some car trouble?” he says.
“No, no, I’m okay,” I say.
“What?” He makes a circular motion with his left hand. Muffled, I hear him say, “You wanna roll it down?”
That is about the last thing I want to do. And I know I shouldn’t, but I can’t help myself as I reach for the handle and crack the window.
I do this because I know Eddie will be here soon, and I don’t want to provoke this man. If he thinks I’m trying to be rude to him, he might want to teach me a lesson. I’d fight back if he tried, but I’m a realist. He’s a big guy. I might be able to outrun him, but if he gets his big hands around me, I’m done for.
The gap in the window is only large enough for his voice to get through and maybe a few of his fingers. Really, he could probably elbow the glass, shatter it, and yank me out without much effort.
I clear my throat. “I’m okay, thank you.”
“You don’t seem okay, hon. If you don’t mind me saying.”
The way he says hon makes my skin crawl.
“Really, I’m fine,” I say. I’m trying to put a little more oomph in my voice. I don’t think it’s working. “My car’s not starting, but it’s all sorted out. My boyfriend will be here any minute now.”
I make sure to emphasize the word boyfriend to draw some attention to the fact someone is coming for me, and they know where I am. And I am not available. But did I emphasize it too much, and now he’ll think of it as a challenge?
“Boyfriend, huh? That’s too bad.” He bends over and puts his hands on his knees. He gives the inside of my Honda a once-over. “You know what, I’m pretty handy myself. I wouldn’t mind taking a look under your, uh, hood.” A grin raises his stubbly cheeks. “Why don’t you call that little boyfriend of yours and tell him not to bother? Ol’ Randy’ll have it sorted out. Save him the trip.”
“Uh…no, thanks. It’s okay, really.”
“If I can’t get it running again, you can catch a ride home with me. You live around here?”
“Not really.”
I don’t know what to say or why I’m even saying anything at all. My lips are moving on their own. Sweat trickles down my neck and then down my spine like a stranger’s fingertip exploring the contours of forbidden flesh and muscle.
“Never introduced myself properly,” he says. “How ungentlemanly of me.” He sticks a few fingers through the crack in the window in a weak attempt at a handshake. “Name’s Randall Evans. But I’m Randy to my friends, so you can go on and call me Randy, sweetheart. And you are?”
Sweetheart. Ugh.
My mouth opens, and a creaky sound escapes my throat. I feel like a helpless child again.
What is taking Eddie so long?
I know it hasn’t been that long, but it feels like I got off the phone with him over an hour ago.
I need him now.
“Well, never mind, then,” Randy says a bit rudely.
“My name’s Harper,” I say.
Why did I tell him my name? Why can’t I shut my big mouth?
“Nice to meet ya, Harper. Go on and pop the hood for me.”
I start to say something, but I see in Randy’s dark eyes that he isn’t taking no for an answer. I reach down, smile politely, and pull the lever that I think pops the hood. There’s a small clank, but it’s not from the front of the car. It comes from the back.
Randy leans over and laughs. “That’s the gas tank there, sweet pea.”
“Whoops.”
Now he’s looking in through the cracked window, and my heart is thudding. I can’t shake the feeling that he’s going to grab the door and rip it clean off.
“Think it’s that one right there, hon.”
“Oh, right,” I say with a dry chuckle. I pull the other lever, and the hood gives a lurch as it pops open.
“There ya go.”
Limping around to the front, he smiles and winks. This is my chance. I can get out and make a run for it. If I start heading toward Eddie’s house, our paths will probably cross, and I can flag him down. If he’s left yet, that is. There’s no way Randy To My Friends can catch me the way he’s limping. Not on foot.
Unless…
I think back to all the true crime documentaries burned into my memory. Ted Bundy would approach women in parks while wearing an arm sling. His fake injury would lower the woman’s defenses, so when he asked her to help him move some stuff to his car, she usually accepted. And then these poor girls would become his next victims. All because they underestimated him.
I can’t underestimate Randy.
If I make a run for it, I’ll have to run faster than I’ve ever run in my life.
Slowly, I pull the lock and grab the handle, hoping he doesn’t hear the inevitable low thump and clank. Randy can’t see me, and I can’t see him with the hood in the way. This is my moment. I can get a good distance before he makes it to his zippy sports car. I can even hide if I have to.
I can do all these things.
But first I have to run.
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I GET ABOUT two steps from the car before a pair of headlights wash over the lot. An SUV rumbles toward us and turns into a spot a few feet from where my Honda is parked.
I recognize the SUV instantly, and my heart almost melts in my chest. It’s Eddie’s Nissan Rogue.
“That your boyfriend then, huh?” Randy says, peeking his head out around the hood, not even trying to disguise the defeat in his voice.
Now I worry for Eddie. He’s fit and young, about a year younger than me, but Randy is much bigger in both height and muscle. Eddie’s not a fighter, either. I can’t say that about Randy.
“Did I hear the word ‘boyfriend?’” Eddie says as he climbs out of his SUV. He shoots me a look. All I can do is smile awkwardly and not meet his eyes.
“Wait a second,” Randy says. He limps toward Eddie, and I’m thinking, this is it, he’s going to knock Eddie out and then take me.
“Randy?” Eddie says. He’s looking immaculate in a pair of black jeans and his usual denim jacket. He steps up over the curb and into the grass surrounding the lot. “Is that you? What the heck are you doing here, man?”
“You gotta be kiddin’ me!” His limp is less noticeable as he crosses the rest of the way to Eddie and wraps him in a big hug. “How long’s it been, kid?”
“Oh, man,” Eddie says, grunting the words out. “It’s been a few years.”
I blink sluggishly as I watch this exchange. My voice is barely loud enough to be heard as I say, “You two know each other?”
Eddie is all smiles. “Yeah, Randy used to work for a landscaping company that landscaped where my dad’s offices are. Dad liked him so much, he hired the same company to do our home.”
“Mr. Lovell is a good man, even if he’s a little cheap.” Randy nods at Eddie. “I mean Mr. Lovell Senior. Not this strapping young fella here.” He laughs. “Kinda funny thinking of ya as Mr. Lovell now. You’ve always been Little Eddie to me.” He gives me a look and raises his eyebrows up and down. “But I bet that’s what your girl here calls ya. ‘Little Eddie,’ huh?” He nudges him with an elbow.
It takes Eddie a few seconds to get the joke, one I think is beyond inappropriate, but when it dawns on him, he tilts his head back and laughs.
“Dang, Randy, you always were a funny guy.” He slaps Randy on the shoulder. “What are you doing out at the park? I know you got that bad leg.”
“Ah, just a long day. Was gonna come out here and try to loosen her up on the Branch Trail. Yeah, yeah, I know that one’s for beginners, but that’s all I can manage these days.” He taps one of his knees with a closed fist and looks into my eyes. “Motorcycle accident a few years back. Hasn’t been the same since. Doc says the best thing I can do is keep moving. Good for my knee and my gut.” He slaps his belly. “Getting up there in age. You know, all that depressing stuff.”
“You still landscaping, then? I know you started your own company, right?”
“That I did, young Mr. Lovell. Wick’s Lawn Care Service. Unfortunately, I couldn’t lure your dad away from my former employers, but that’s all right. Business is good.”
“It’s never too late,” Eddie says. “My pop’s always looking for a deal.”
“I tried to cut him one back when I stopped working for Tanner and was looking for steady clients, but he wasn’t having it. Too many hoops to jump through, maybe, I don’t know. But I do know my place. I’ve always been grateful for the good words your daddy sent my way, but I’m not one to dicker with a college-educated fella. That’s not a battle I’d come out winning, I’m afraid.”
“Maybe he would if you cut him a little more of a ‘deal,’” Eddie says, making air quotes with his fingers. “I’ll put in a good word for you.”
“You’d do that for me, Little Eddie?”
“In a heartbeat, Randy!”
“Well, I got no complaints about that, let me tell ya.” Randy looks over at me again, but his eyebrows stay put. “I’ll tell you who probably does have some complaints, though. Young Miss Harper here. You and me, Eddie, we’re standing here gabbing away like a couple of old bats at the grocery store while Harper’s over there waiting for her car to get running again.”
I raise both my hands. “No, no. Who am I to get between two friends catching up?"
Randy smiles. “You got a good one there, Eddie.”
“Oh, yeah, I do.” Now Eddie smiles. He motions me over. “I really do, don’t I, babe?”
He knows how much I hate being called “babe.” It reminds me of a movie I watched as a kid about a talking pig.
Eddie’s sharp, though. He knows me. He knows I told Randy I had a boyfriend, and he knows if we come out and tell him I was lying, Randy will be offended. I go with it because I have to. I don’t mind, either. I’m just happy Randy’s not a psycho serial killer who picked me to be his next victim. I feel like I dodged a major bullet.
Of course, there’s always a chance Randy is a psycho serial killer, and I just lucked out by knowing someone who he’s friendly with. If that’s the case, then thank God Eddie’s bad at roller skating, and thank God he’s polite enough to go out of his way and pick me up even after I broke things off with him.
No, no. I’m overthinking again. Worrying.
I go over to Eddie, and he puts an arm around my shoulder. I smell the familiar scent of his Degree deodorant and the faintest hint of the Dolce & Gabbana Light Blue cologne I got him for Valentine’s Day.
Did he spray some of it on before he came to pick me up, or is it still clinging to him from a date the night before? I’d understand if it’s the latter. I really would, but I am slightly jealous. No denying that. Thinking about Eddie with another girl…I don’t like it.
“Ah, look at you two!” Randy bellows. “Ain’t nothing like young love, let me tell ya! I’d give an arm and my good leg to be a fly on your bedroom wall.”
My face screws up in confused disgust. Although Eddie gives Randy a polite laugh, he senses my revulsion and nudges me with his hip. Humor him, that nudge says, and I do. For Eddie. My disgusted look quickly changes into a false smile.
But there’s no denying Randy gives off the mega creeps. He calls strangers “hon” and “sweetheart” and whatever other pet names I haven’t had the fortune of hearing yet. I don’t know, but I’d never call someone I just met those kinds of names, especially when I’m a fifty-year-old-plus man talking to a twenty-something-year-old young woman in a dark, abandoned parking lot.
I guess that’s just me. And I would most definitely never say something about being a fly on two young lovers’ bedroom wall. What the heck does that mean? Do I even want to know?
“Let’s get this puppy rolling,” Randy says. “I got some jumper cables in my car. Let me pull up next to ya. Hopefully, that’s all she needs.”
Limping but moving quickly, Randy crosses the lot to his Mazda. That gives Eddie and I a moment or two of alone time. Not enough to explain everything that’s going on, but I’m sure he’s picked up on most of it already.
I step away from him, dropping my arm from his lower back, and say, “Eddie, I’m sorry.”
He’s smiling. “No worries, Harp. But I think it’s fair to say one thing.”
“What’s that?”
“You owe me one.”



Five
RANDY PARKS his Mazda crookedly near mine so the front end is angled toward my Honda’s hood.
He connects the cables while humming a tune to himself I don’t recognize. He does it without really even looking at what he’s doing like he’s on autopilot. He’s probably done this a bunch of times.
Good thing, because I don’t think Eddie would know how, and I definitely don’t. I could figure it out if I had a tutorial video to watch beforehand, but my cell service is the cheapest I could find. I run out of data all the time. Scrolling through Instagram for half an hour basically drains it all. I could upgrade, but I can’t afford the extra costs. So, a YouTube tutorial, especially in a place where the reception is already spotty, wouldn’t work. The video would be blurred pixels, and I’d end up connecting the cables the wrong way and blowing up my battery.
“There we go,” Randy says. “Go on and start her up.”
I do and my car’s running again, thank the sweet lord. It’s full dark now, and the lights in the parking lot are not consistent with their brightness. They glow all different types of colors. Pale yellow, white, and an almost-blue. All of them are flickering. The temperature has gone down, too. The nearly eighty-degree day we were graced with in Northeast Ohio has probably dropped to the sixties.
The sweat from my run and from my near nervous breakdown has dried on my skin. Every time the wind blows, I break out in chills. I so badly want Eddie to put his arm around me again, but after that first time to show Randy we are, in fact, a happy couple, he hasn’t made another move. I understand why. It wouldn’t be right, not after how I broke up with him a couple of weeks ago.
“There ya go, little lady,” Randy says. He slams the Honda’s hood and throws the jumper cables over his shoulder. Then he wipes his hands on his sweats. “I won’t say it’s as good as new because you’ll probably need a battery replacement in a month or two after it craps out on you again, but it’s good enough now to get you around town. Just…if I were you, I wouldn’t take her on the highway or let her sit for too long.”
I chuckle politely. “I wasn’t planning on it. Thank you.”
“No problem.”
“I’m sorry you couldn’t get your hike in today,” Eddie says. “But yes, thank you for helping.”
“Oh, I’m not too worried about that. The night’s young. I’m hitting the Branch Trail, curfew be damned. I pay my taxes like a good American citizen, so I’m gonna use the park when I want to.”
That’s weird. What kind of person wants to hike in the woods at night? He could just go for a stroll around his neighborhood and not break any rules or risk getting fined or even arrested.
“Well…” Eddie says. “Be careful.”
“You two lovebirds be careful, too! Eddie, I’d follow her home if I was you.” He winks at me. “Make sure she gets there without another breakdown.” He pulls out his wallet from a zipped pocket and passes Eddie a business card. “My cell number’s on the back there. Call me if you need me. But give your old man one if you can, buddy, okay?”
“Will do.”
“All right,” Randy says, raising a hand as he turns to limp toward the dark Branch Trail entrance. “You kids take care now.”
A few seconds later, he fades into the blackness. As I watch him disappear, I’m thinking of how I hope I never see this guy again. His kindness was nice, but he gave me the creeps.
“All right, let me follow you home,” Eddie says.
“Eddie, we should talk. I didn’t want to bother you, but you were my last⁠—”
He holds up a hand. “Don’t worry. We can talk later, but we better get out of here. Cops will be patrolling soon, and I’m not trying to get a ticket. My dad will kick my ass.”
“Okay,” I say. He’s right, that would be bad. I’ve already dealt with Randy. I don’t want to have to explain to the cops that Eddie and I aren’t here fooling around in the lot like a couple of high school lovers.
Although I wouldn’t completely mind if that were the case…
Eddie’s already climbing into his SUV, so I slide into my Honda. The engine's still running.
That’s good, because I don’t like being in the park after dark, especially with Randy still lurking.



Six
I LIVE on the outskirts of town near a lot of farmland. It’s about five miles from the park and Eddie’s house. You get there through a lot of bumpy, badly lit, narrow country roads. They’re the kind of roads where you have to go slow around the curves and watch out for wandering deer and geese.
My Honda does well during the trip. While I should have had my brights on for these dark roads, I don’t bother because I am too afraid to drain the recently jumped battery and risk it dying again. I don’t turn on the air (the A/C isn’t very cool, and the heat takes forever to get warm), or even the radio.
The house I live in is small, with dirty siding and a red chimney missing a few bricks. The property stretches pretty far back. I don’t know the acreage off the top of my head because it’s not something I’ve ever had to know. That may change soon if I have to sell the place.
I’ve lived here basically my whole life. Twenty-two years, except for the two and a half years (not including the summers) I spent in the dorms of Bowling Green State University. That’s where I studied graphic design with a minor in marketing.
I could’ve gone somewhere closer, but BGSU offered me a lot more financial assistance than the University of Akron or Kent State. In the end, it didn’t really matter, though. I was about halfway through my degree when my dad got sick, and I had to drop out and move back home to take care of him until the sickness got the best of him.
Besides the house and his truck, he only left behind enough through his savings and his little life insurance plan to pay for the burial. I have been struggling ever since. I know I could probably sell the house. I don’t know how much I’d profit from it or what I would even do with the money I made from selling it, but to be perfectly honest, it’s not something I want to do. All I’ve known is this place. So many of my best memories happened within these walls and around the property.
But I’ll do what I have to do.
The tires of Eddie’s Nissan crunch up the gravel drive behind mine. It’s dark out, but it’s not too late, although I’m tired. I worked about nine hours at the rink today, and I have to be there even earlier in the morning to prep for a big party. Some family rented out the entire place from ten to two.
We usually have multiple parties going on at once, but the man who made the plans with my manager, a real business type in a pinstripe suit and who even carried a briefcase, offered to pay double the normal price to reserve the place as long as his daughter and her friends could have the whole rink to themselves.
Another demand was that the birthday girl gets to control the music played during their time there, so I’m not exactly looking forward to hearing Justin Bieber and Ed Sheeran on a continuous loop for four hours, but I have to do what I have to do. No money coming in means I’m that much closer to having to call a realtor to help me put my house on the market. And if I’m late or don’t show up to open the rink, there’s no party, and that money, which the rink also desperately needs, loses the deposit. I’d probably get fired for that. So, I plan to get to bed within the next couple of hours.
Eddie shuts his engine off as I climb out of my car. This is a surprise. I had said we needed to talk about what happened at the park, but I figured he’d just text about it later. I didn’t think he would want to be around any more than he had to be. I expected a polite wave and then for him to back out and head home himself.
I stare into the headlights of his Nissan that haven’t turned off yet as he gets out of the SUV.
“Mind if I come in?” he asks.
I can’t speak. It feels like there’s rocks in my mouth. I clear my throat.
“Or we can just sit on the porch,” he quickly adds. “I don’t have to come in. I just…I think we should talk, too. I feel like we left off on a bad note. And Harper…I really like you.”
Like?
Not liked?
“Come on,” he says. “The night’s still young, and it’s warm enough for us to sit out here.” He turns his head toward the sky. It’s clear. This far away from any big cities or even the center of Woodwick, you can see a lot of stars. It’s another reason why I don’t want to leave this place. “And I know you still have that bottle of wine my parents gave you on your birthday…”
“Eddie, I don’t know if that’s a good idea.”
“Come on, my dad just hired me for the summer. I have to celebrate! It would be a crime not to. It’s just…” His gaze goes down to the Nike sneakers he’s wearing, and he kicks some gravel around. “I don’t have anyone to celebrate with.”
He looks up with puppy dog eyes that he knows I can’t resist. “Fine,” I say. “But only one drink.”
“Great!” Eddie practically jumps in the air and clicks his heels together in celebration.
I really hope I’m not making a huge mistake.



Seven
“FYI, I’m sorry about the mess,” I tell Eddie as I unlock the front door and flip on the light in the living room.
“What mess? The jacket draped over the loveseat? That little dust bunny under the couch I cannot see?”
A flicker of embarrassment passes over me. I quickly snag the jacket and hang it on the coat rack, and I have to bite back the crazy urge to bust out the broom and check for any dust bunnies.
“Harp, the place is spotless. Don’t worry,” Eddie says, sensing my unease.
“What? Yeah, right.”
Is he crazy? I can see the film of dust on the old television and how there’s no lines from the sweeper on the yellow carpet. Also, I forgot to put the bowl I used for my morning Cheerios in the dishwasher. I hope he doesn’t notice that, too.
“Your house is always clean,” he says. “Like, literally every time I’m over here. You don’t even have a maid.”
A maid. The idea of being able to spare that expense is beyond laughable. I could never afford that. Eddie’s family is pretty well off. They don’t live in the richest part of town, but they’re wealthy enough to afford a maid service to come out every week or whatever and give their big place a deep cleaning. I couldn’t even dream of that kind of luxury.
“Well,” I say, “it’s not like there’s anyone around to mess it up. It’s just me, and I’m at the rink most days.”
“You should get a dog or a cat. You’d feel better.”
“I’d feel bad leaving it here all alone.”
“Then get two dogs or two cats. They’ll keep each other company.”
I shake my head. “No. I love pets, but I just can’t right now.”
“Better yet,” Eddie says as he walks toward the kitchen, which sets my heart to hammering again, worried he’ll see the bowl sitting in the sink and think I’m a slob, “you need to sell this place and get a place with some neighbors.” He spins around before I can protest that idea. He already knows my stance on selling the house. “Now, where’s that bottle of wine at?”
I sigh. I really don’t know if this is a good idea. Part of me almost tells Eddie he should just go back home. Congrats on the job and thank you for making sure I got here okay, but we broke up, and although I really like you—maybe even love you—I think it’s best if we kept it that way.
On paper, Eddie and I aren’t that different. He’s from Woodwick and we’re around the same age, twenty-one in March, hence how we got the bottle of wine he wants to share, but his family comes from money. Eddie went to a private school a few miles out of town, but it might as well have been an entirely different world.
His family has brunch at expensive restaurants with eggs Benedict and mimosas. They go to plays in Cleveland and sit in the clubhouse at professional sports games. He’s even mentioned taking horseback riding lessons as a kid. He’s enrolled at The Ohio State University, his father’s alma mater, all on his father’s dime.
I went to public school. My idea of a fancy dinner was the few times a year my dad could scrounge up enough money for a McDonald’s Big Mac and fries. I know nothing about caviar or vintage wines or designer clothes. My car would stick out like a sore thumb in Eddie’s neighborhood.
I know my upbringing and my current status is why, over the five or so months we were seeing each other, Eddie had never brought me over to meet his parents. It was hard with school and him only ever visiting on the weekends before he had to make the two-plus hour drive back to Columbus for classes during the spring semester, but he had never even mentioned it.
I jumped the gun, and I broke up with him before he could break up with me over our statuses. It was only a matter of time, anyway, let’s be honest here.
“No wine glasses?” Eddie says, opening my kitchen cupboards. “This is a pretty good red.”
I have to stifle a chuckle. “And we can’t drink it out of a plastic cup?”
He makes a face but sees how I’m looking at him, like I’m slightly annoyed, and he quickly replaces it with a smile. “I mean…no, a plastic cup is fine. Or straight out of the bottle. We’re celebrating!”
“Right.”
I grab two glasses—yes, made out of actual glass, but not wine glasses—and hand them to him. Eddie’s already working on the cork. It pops loudly, echoing through my empty house. He pours himself a drink first, and then he pours one for me.
“Okay, too much, too much,” I say. My cup is almost full. I don’t know the exact fluid ounces measurement, but I know it’s more than one drink.
“Relax, Harp. I’ll finish what you can’t.”
“You have to drive home. You shouldn’t be drinking at all, let alone mine and yours.”
His face goes blank. “Yeah. Yeah, you’re right.”
I narrow my eyes at him. He grins widely, and oh God, he looks so hot when he’s smiling. I can’t think straight, looking at his dimples. I have to look away.
“To my job!” Eddie says and raises his glass.
“To your job,” I repeat a little unenthusiastically, then a little quieter: “The one at your father’s company.”
“Hey now, no need to be bitter, Harp. It’s not like I’m taking away a job from someone else. Dad hired me because I deserve it. And it’s only as a summer intern. I’m not making anything close to what I’ll make when I graduate.”
I roll my eyes. It’s true. He’s got the job at his father’s marketing firm locked up no matter what. It’s not his fault, not really. He just happened to be lucky enough to be born a Lovell.
He clinks his glass against mine, and we both drink. The wine is bitter without the slightest hint of sweetness. My lips screw up at the taste.
“Delicious,” Eddie says. “My mom really knows her stuff!”
“Yeah…” I say.
Alcohol’s never really been my thing. I’d gone to a few parties during my time in college, drinking to try and fit in, but pretty much everything I drank tasted terrible. True, it was all cheap beers and gas station vodka that always gave me a headache the next day, but I don’t think it would really matter, considering this wine. The main problem was it didn’t help my overthinking. If anything, it made the overthinking worse.
“Can I sit? Do you mind?” Eddie says. “I don’t want to overstay my welcome or anything like that.”
“No, that’s fine. Go ahead.”
He plops down on the loveseat and sets his drink on the coffee table, coaster and everything. A man after my own heart. Truly.
“Isn’t Randy a great guy?” Eddie says.
“Um…”
That man wasn’t in my thoughts at all, and he never would be again if it were up to me. Talk about a buzzkill.
I don’t give Eddie an answer. I’m thinking of what to say. I don’t want to be too blunt, but I don’t want to outright lie, either.
Eddie leans forward and points. “I knew it! You called me because you were scared of him.”
I look away and scratch the back of my neck. It’s sticky with dried sweat. I really need to take a shower. I wonder if Eddie can smell it on me. Oh God.
“No, no,” I say. “It’s just I was all alone.”
“You gotta stop worrying about stuff like that, Harp. Not everyone’s out to get you. Not everyone’s a villain.”
“I’m not saying that. I was just…uncomfortable, I guess.”
“Uncomfortable? Randy’s harmless.”
“How am I supposed to know that?”
“By not being afraid of everyone, maybe?” Eddie takes a drink of the wine. It’s a big gulp. He’s not sipping for the spices and flavors anymore. He’s drinking.
“I’m not. Not really. I was all alone at the park after dark, and I was stranded. You know what? I shouldn’t have called you at all.”
“Harp, Harp, don’t act like that.” Eddie stands and comes over to me. I turn away, but his hand finds my waist, and I can’t say that I hate it. “I really care about you. I want you to know that. Whatever you think, just remember that, okay?”
I don’t know what to say. My heart is fluttering in my chest. I’m speechless, and Eddie takes that lack of reply as an insult. His hand drops. He sets his wine cup on the kitchen counter and heads for the door.
“Thanks for the drink, Harper. Maybe I’ll see you around. I hope I do. Really.”
He’s halfway out the front door when I finally find my voice. I can’t believe I’m going to say this, but I do.
“Eddie, wait.”
He stops and turns around. “What?”
“I want to kiss you,” I tell him.
A sheepish smile curls his lips upward. “Yeah?”
“Yeah.”
“Then come do it.”
I do.



Eight
EDDIE and I have another drink, and then another. And then so many, I can’t keep count. Before I know it, I’m in bed with him, and our clothes are off. One thing leads to the next, and I’m climbing on top of him.
There’s no denying that I missed this. Craved it, even.
We don’t stop until we’re sweaty and out of breath. Then I lay my head on his bare chest, listening to the steady winding down of his heart. The room is cool, but his skin is so warm.
My eyes flutter close. I sleep a dreamless, heavy sleep. I don’t know if it’s the alcohol or if it’s the comfort I feel now that Eddie and I have reconciled, but it’s probably a little of both.
By the time my eyes open again, the sun is shining brightly through the cracks in the curtains of my bedroom window. There’s a pleasant moment of empty-headed bliss. Sleepily, I look over at Eddie. He looks like a painting. How can someone sleep and still look so gorgeous?
My head throbs slightly from the wine, but it’s nothing like the headaches I used to get after a night of cheap beer. I don’t feel wiped out or anywhere close to hungover. Maybe there’s something to expensive wine after all.
I take my time slipping away from Eddie. I have to pee pretty badly, but I know I don’t have to rush yet.
Eddie groans, mumbles something I can’t understand, and rolls over. I sit up and reach for my phone. I tap the screen to wake it. The time looks to read 11:14 AM, but I can barely make that out over the long notification rectangles blocking the numbers. There’s three of these. One says six missed calls, another says fourteen text messages, and the last says four voicemails.
What? That’s impossible. I set my alarm. I distinctly remember setting it.
I gasp or say something, I’m not really sure. There’s a high-pitched beeeeeeeep in my ears. It’s only when Eddie shakes me on my bare shoulder that I come back to reality.
“What’s wrong? Harper?”
I turn toward him. His face is pale, and his eyes are wide. There’s genuine concern there.
“Harper?” He shakes me again.
“I-I overslept?” I say. “Did you hear my alarm go off? I know I set it.”
“What? Your alarm? Why⁠—?”
“I was supposed to be at work an hour ago.”
I click on the text messages. They’re pretty much exactly what I imagine. My boss, Gina, the owner of the rink, going from chipper about the big party to mildly concerned, to angry, to outright infuriated. The most recent message is clear enough.
It says: Because your voicemail inbox is full, let me spell it out for you, Harper. YOU ARE FIRED.
“She fired you?” Eddie says, reaching for my phone. “What’s this chick’s problem? You’re not even gonna be that late.”
I bow my head and run my hands through my hair. I pull it at the roots. I want to scream at the top of my lungs. I snatch my phone back from Eddie and check the Clock app. Sure enough, my alarm is set for 8:30, but it’s set for PM instead of AM. I can’t even blame the wine for that because I set the alarm at work yesterday…when I was stone-cold sober.
I’m such an idiot.
“It’s okay,” Eddie is saying. “Just call her and tell her you overslept. It’s not that big of a deal.”
“You don’t get it, Eddie. Gina, she’s not the most forgiving person. I was already on probation because I forgot to check the safe lock before leaving when I closed a few months ago.”
“You left it unlocked?”
“No. It was locked, I just didn’t double-check it,” I say.
Eddie cocks his head. “I’m confused. You locked the safe, no one stole the money, but you still got in trouble?”
I nod. “Gina always rewatches the security footage. I spun the lock, but I didn’t pull on the handle to make sure it was fastened or whatever.”
Eddie stares for a few seconds. “That’s the stupidest thing I ever heard someone get put on work probation for.” He starts to laugh.
I obviously don’t find any of this funny, but I do see how dumb it is. Almost as dumb as me setting my alarm for PM instead of AM.
“Then there was that one time I wore shorts to work.”
Eddie blinks slowly. “Shorts?”
“Yeah, it was an unseasonably warm day near the end of winter.”
“Yeah…so?”
“Well, I hadn’t been at the rink long. I mean, maybe like a few months. I started in the winter, so I always wore pants, but it gets warm in there with those big vents, you know, so I wore a pair of shorts. Nothing even risqué. They were basically almost capris.”
“And you got in trouble for that?”
“Not probation trouble, but enough to make Gina mad,” I say. “She sent a group ‘memo’ text about the dress code policies.” I roll my eyes. “Which was silly because the girl who trained me had the top of her thong sticking out pretty much all the time she worked. Or she would wear skin-colored leggings, and if you were far enough away, it looked like she was walking around without bottoms on.”
I wonder if I’m still a little buzzed from last night with the way I’m spouting all of this. It’s all stuff Eddie probably doesn’t want to hear, but I can’t stop.
He chuckles and reaches out to stroke my cheek. His touch is electric. I have to bite my tongue to stop myself from shivering. It wasn’t just the alcohol that made what happened last night happen. I really wanted him.
And I want him again. His touch. I can see in his eyes he wants it, too.
But my job. I can’t believe I lost my job…
“Sounds like you dodged a bullet, really,” Eddie says. “Took you a while, but you don’t want to spend the rest of your life under that lady’s thumb, right?”
“No, I guess not.”
Thing is, I have bills to pay. I don’t say this to Eddie. I don’t want to seem even more pathetic than I already am, especially after almost losing my mind over the whole car situation.
“No worries,” he says as the side of his thumb traces the line of my jaw. “I might have another job for you.”
“Eddie…don’t be gross.”
He throws his head back and laughs. As the laughter tapers off, he says, “No, no, no, I’m serious. An honest-to-God job that I’m pretty sure will pay way better than whatever you were making at the rink.”
“Seriously?”
“Seriously.” He rises from the bed, the springs groaning. “C’mon. Let me take you out to breakfast. I’ll tell you about it there.”



Nine
THE SMELL of eggs and frying meat float toward us as we enter Frank’s Diner—Voted Best Breakfast Spot in Woodwick Twelve Years Running. The only other breakfast spot in town is McDonald’s, and the last few times I ate there, I got food poisoning. Fool me twice, or whatever the saying is. So, Frank’s Diner doesn’t have much competition.
There are not many people left from the morning rush. Only a few tables in the middle of the dining area are filled. The hum of conversations and the sizzle of the main grill are loud enough that I feel a sting of anxiety approaching the bored-looking hostess just past the front doors. She’s on her phone, mindlessly scrolling, and I don’t want to disturb her and risk getting our food spit on.
I almost tell Eddie this before I realize how silly I’m being, and as the hostess looks up and catches his winning smile, she about melts. I’m not oblivious to the judging look she gives me before she focuses back on Eddie.
“Just the two of us,” Eddie says. “A booth, if you have it.”
“Of course,” the hostess says. Her silky red hair shines in the overhead light. “Right this way.”
She takes us to a corner booth and slides a menu in front of Eddie. She drops mine, not bothering to give me a glance. “Sylvia will be your server today,” she says. “Enjoy your meal.”
Meal.
Singular.
“Thank you,” Eddie says, grinning politely at her. Another prickle of jealousy jabs into my heart. He would be fine without me. Probably was fine without me.
What was I thinking hooking up with him last night? This is just going to end in heartbreak. Again.
The waitress comes along a few moments after the hostess leaves. She’s a sweet woman with gray hair and wrinkles I remember from a long time ago. I feel no jealousy or ill will from her toward me. She takes our drink orders. Black coffee for Eddie, water with a lemon for myself. She says she’ll be right back with that.
We look over the menus, but I can’t focus. I’m thinking too much about the job opportunity Eddie talked about at the house. I tried to pry it out of him on the way here. Pretty much bugged him for the entire ten minutes it took to get to what is Woodwick’s downtown area, but he wouldn’t budge.
“Can you tell me now, Eddie?” I say.
“You already know what you want?” he replies, ignoring my question.
I want a job. I need a job. Or else I can kiss the house bye-bye, and then what the heck am I supposed to do? He’s talking about what I want to eat, of course, and I do know. My father used to take me here a lot when I was a kid. It’s much cheaper than McDonald’s, and my dad and the owner, Frank, bowled in the same beer league before I was born. I’d get two blueberry pancakes and a side of bacon. The blueberry pancakes seemed about as big as my head back then, and I could never finish them. I haven’t been here in years. Money got tighter, and then my dad got sicker and sicker. Still, it’s safest to go with what I know I’ll like.
Trying new things, that’s hard business. I’m not up for any hard business unless I absolutely have to be.
“I’m thinking of trying an omelet,” Eddie says. “I’m not, like, a big egg guy, but I don’t know. It sounds good.”
“The job, Not a Big Egg Guy. Tell me about the job. And please don’t say it’s a blow job.”
“No, no,” he says, chuckling. “That was last night. Although…if you’re offering, we can leave right now…”
I grab a few Sweet & Low packets and whip them across the table. He dodges two, but the other hits him in the face, and he makes a sound like I’ve struck him with a rock.
“You ass,” I say.
“Okay, this is escalating. I was just talking about a little BJ. And now you’re saying I can get some a⁠—”
I reach for the sweeteners again, and he puts his hands up. “Okay, okay, I’m sorry. Yeah, the job. It’s a sweet gig. If you get it, I mean.”
“What is it?”
“Well, first of all, it’s not permanent,” he says. “More like a temporary thing⁠—”
The waitress comes back. She frowns at the scattered packets of Sweet & Low. I make a quick motion to clean them up and put them back in their holder, which unfortunately doesn’t appease her. She takes our orders. Maybe our food’s going to get spit on after all.
I get the blueberry pancakes and a side of bacon. Eddie goes for the omelet. When she’s out of earshot, checking on a nearby elderly couple, who are lovingly holding hands across the table and smiling like high school sweethearts, I nod at Eddie and say, “Go on.”
“You remember my buddy Zack, right?”
“How could I forget?”
I don’t like where this is going already.
“Good point,” Eddie says. “Yeah. He’s still not allowed back at that bowling alley.” He’s shaking his head. “They got his picture on the wall and everything. Drunk out of his mind, all bleary-eyed and sweaty, but it looks enough like him that he’s never getting past that ban.”
“Maybe if he didn’t hit the ceiling with the ball, he could’ve gotten away with it.”
“Maybe. But him yelling ‘Kobe!’ at the top of his lungs and taking his shirt off didn’t exactly help his case, either.”
“Yeah, yeah, that’s true.”
That was a rough night. A double date with Eddie’s friend Zack, some girl who had apparently been obsessed with Zack since high school, Eddie, and myself. Zack showed up smelling like sour whiskey, making really inappropriate jokes, then guzzled down a pitcher of bowling alley beer alone over the course of the first few frames of our first game.
At the start of the second game, he did the infamous ball throw, breaking the ceiling tile and scaring the heck out of a bunch of kids a few lanes down for a birthday party. Security kicked him (and us by proxy) out. Date night ended. So yes, I remember him. I remember him very well, and I don’t know if I want to work for or with him…
Eddie has to be a mind reader because he says, “Don’t worry, Zack’s not going to be your boss. It’s his parents. And they’re loaded.” He waits for a reaction, but I don’t really have one. I don’t know what to say to that. He continues, “They go out of town for a couple months or so every summer. Some second place they have up on Lake Erie, near Cedar Point. This summer, though, they’re going to be gone indefinitely. I guess Zack’s grandma ain’t doing so hot after having some kind of stomach surgery, so they’re all going out there to stay with her while she recovers. Zack told me it’ll probably be for the whole summer. Told me I should come and stay out there with them, and I probably would have if my dad never hired me at his firm. It’s a lot of fun.”
“Why me? If they do it every summer, they have to have a normal caretaker, right?”
“That’s the thing. They did. Some lady who lived nearby, but she moved away or died or something, I don’t know, can’t remember. The point is, that lady has been doing it for years. The Wrights, they don’t take their cats with them to the lake house. Zack’s grandma is allergic. That on top of the whole recovery thing isn’t exactly a recipe for a good time.”
I nod. “I get that, but there’s, like, entire companies for this type of thing. Trusted caretakers and housemaids and all that.”
“True, but the Wrights want someone they know and trust.”
“They don’t know me.”
“No, but I do, and I can vouch for you, Harp. They love me. I’m like the second son they never had.” Eddie’s smiling that winning grin again. His eyes are alight with passion, and I believe him. I don’t want to get my hopes up, though.
“You would do that?” I say. “Vouch for me?”
“I’d do anything for you, Harper Hudson.”



Ten
WE GET our food a few minutes later. Frank’s Diner is always quick to serve, no matter how busy they are. It’s like they have a whole army of cooks behind the counter, but in reality, it’s only Frank or his son Frank Jr. doing the cooking.
The blueberry pancakes are as delicious as I remember. Eddie tells me he’ll text Zack and get me an interview with the Wrights while we’re eating. A few minutes later, his phone buzzes, and he’s reading Zack’s reply. He shows it to me.
Word? Tell her to come over today. My parents are fkn desperate, man. Nana’s strugglin right now.
“Today?” I say, my heart pounding in my chest. “I don’t know. I need like a day or two to prepare. My résumé isn’t updated, and I don’t have anything to wear⁠—”
“Harp.” Eddie reaches a hand across the table and puts it on top of mine. He gives it a gentle squeeze. “Relax. You’re going to be fine. They’re desperate. You know why? Because they haven’t interviewed anyone with the Eddie Lovell guarantee.”
Michael Bolton is playing over the speakers in the diner. Eddie’s tapping his feet along with the beat.
I pull my hand away and rub my temples. “I don’t know, Eddie. It’s happening so fast.”
“One door closes, and another one opens.” He raises his phone, thumbs poised to text back. “Should I tell him you’re down for an interview?”
I take a long moment to give Eddie an answer. This is terrifying. This is getting down to business—hard business—and I don’t know if I’m ready for that yet. I’m still reeling from losing my job at the rink, which is crazy because that wasn’t a job I was particularly fond of, but it did manage to pay the bills. Barely.
This job, this caretaker job, isn’t final or steady or anything I think I need right now. It’s just a bandage over the wound, not stitches that close it up, not a trip to the financial doctors. It’s a patch job. I’ll start bleeding again by the time summer ends. Wouldn’t I be better off looking for a more permanent position somewhere else?
With what credentials? the voice of doubt asks.
That’s a good point. I’ve got nothing else going for me…
“Okay, I did it,” Eddie says. “Three PM good?”
“Eddie!”
“What? While you’re over here having an existential crisis, my food’s getting cold!”
“I can’t believe you did that!”
“So…today,” Eddie says, ignoring me. “Three PM at Eagle’s Crest. Deal?”
“Eagle’s Crest? Zack lives in Eagle's Crest?”
Eagle’s Crest is the richest part of town, which normally isn’t saying much when it comes to Woodwick, but this gated community is probably one of the richest places in northeast Ohio—maybe in all of Ohio.
“Yeah, real nice home,” Eddie says, as if not-real-nice homes exist in Eagle’s Crest. “I’m telling you, Harp, they got money, and they pay well. Very well.”
“Do you know how much?”
“No, but I can ask.” Eddie raises his phone again, but I wave for him to put it down.
“Don’t,” I say because I don’t want to seem tacky. Rich people from Eagle’s Crest can spot tacky from a mile away, which I’m sure they will notice if I interview with them. It’s better to not give them more ammunition.
Or am I just letting that voice in my head get the best of me again? I’m not sure.
“You’ll do it?” Eddie asks. “I’ll give you a ride if you want.” He leans forward and whispers, “I can give you an even better recommendation in person. I haven’t seen Roger and Mary, Zack’s parents, since before I got back from school. It’ll be good to catch up with them.”
This is all happening so fast. I don’t know what to say, what to do. It almost feels like a dream. How can I go from unemployed to potentially working for a family in Eagle’s Crest in a matter of hours? Is it luck? No, I don’t think so. My luck has never been good, if such a thing even exists.
Is it the power of God? Again, I don’t think so. I haven’t truly prayed since before my dad passed away, and before that, I wasn’t much of a praying girl anyway. Not that I don’t believe in God or Jesus or the Almighty Power Above. It’s just been…it’s been a long time since I have had reason to believe. And I know that would probably feel like a sucker punch to Father Dave, the man who baptized me as a baby and read from the Good Book at my father’s funeral, but it’s the truth.
So then, why is this happening? There has to be something, right? There has to be a catch.
I open my mouth to say this exact thing, but Eddie cuts me off again. If I had any money to spare, I’d almost think it a wise decision to bet on him actually being a mind reader.
He says, “Don’t question this, Harp. You deserve it.”
I’m quiet for a long moment, trying to collect my thoughts. It’s not easy. I’m scared and I’m nervous and I’m still unsure about whether or not this is a dream.
I clear my throat. “Fine. Three PM. I’ll be there. Thank you, Eddie.”



Eleven
EDDIE AND I FINISH EATING. He pays the bill, and like always, he winks at me and says I can get the next one. He’s not serious about it. I think he’d pay no matter what. I could probably punch his grandma square in the nose for no reason at all, and he’d still pay the next time we went out to eat. That’s just how he is, I guess.
He drops me off at home, says he’s going to go back to his place to shower, change, and check in with his parents. The last is pretty important. He doesn’t want to get on his father’s bad side this early on in summer vacation.
He says he’ll be back around 2:30, and he’ll drive us to Eagle’s Crest. This is a big opportunity, and my crappy car isn’t reliable enough for it to make the few mile trek to the north side of town.
I attempt to get my resume together, reminding myself to be honest and take a series of deep breaths. Typing is not easy because the only computer I have with Microsoft Word installed is my dad’s old HP from an age before high-speed internet. I would honestly have been better off with a typewriter. It’s not like I have a long list of accomplishments, accolades, or job history to write out and organize. It’s just that the HP is that slow.
It’s already half past one in the afternoon. I still have to shower, do my hair and makeup, and get into an outfit that is interview-ready. I have no idea what the heck kind of outfit that would be, if I’m being totally honest. No matter what I wear, I have a feeling the people of Eagle’s Crest will notice I don’t belong there, and that’s a scary thought. I picture Zack’s parents pointing and laughing when I get to their front door, telling me to go back to the trailer park with the rest of the trash.
Stop it. Stop it. Relax.
But these words don’t do much good. The only thing I have going for myself at this point is that it’s too late to back out now. Eddie will be here in less than an hour. He already confirmed my interview with the Wrights, and if I backed out now, it would make Eddie look bad. Breakup or not, I care about him. I don’t want that to happen. I’ll have to see it through.
If I do a crummy job, so be it. I’ll just be back to square one. Maybe I can go beg Gina for my job back. I have a sneaking suspicion she would greatly enjoy that. I doubt she’d un-fire me, but she’d relish the show, nonetheless.
Around half-past two, I’m looking in the mirror by the front door when I hear Eddie’s SUV crunch the gravel of my driveway. I run a shaking finger through my hair, which has been washed, conditioned, straightened, and put back in what I hope is a professional-looking ponytail, and I glance out the window. I’m wearing a black blouse with roses on it and a charcoal-colored skirt. It’s the best I could do to look business-like.
Eddie’s bobbing his head to loud music with a pair of Wayfarers hiding his eyes. He’s in another world, not nervous at all. Why should he be? He’s known the Wrights since he was a little boy.
A voice in the back of my head whispers that I can still get out of this. I can just not go outside. Or, better yet, I can run out of the back and hide until Eddie catches the hint and leaves. Kill two birds with one stone. Spare the inevitable heartbreak from Eddie and me not getting the job.
I stamp this voice down.
Because it’s okay. I can do this.
I turn the knob and go.



Twelve
IN THE CAR, Eddie says, “Talk about basketball if things start going south. Roger loves basketball.”
“I don’t know a thing about basketball.”
“You know LeBron James?”
“Well, yeah. Who doesn’t know LeBron around here?” This is the truth. There’s not much going for Northeast Ohio besides the fact that LeBron James was born and raised in Akron, about fifteen miles from Woodwick. If you’re from the area, you know LeBron James.
“Roger loves the King.”
“Not Elvis.”
“No. Not Elvis.”
“Okay,” I say, “just double-checking.”
“All you have to say, Harp, is that you wish LeBron would come back home and finish out his pro career where it started. You say that, and no matter how badly it’s going, you’ll get the job…or at least Roger will like you enough to override whatever Mary’s thinking about deciding. You catch my drift?”
We are on a long, winding road. The high school is on my right, far off from the traffic. Near that, with just a field separating the two big buildings, is the Woodwick Recreation Center. I remember as a kid, my friends and I would walk over and hang out while we waited for our parents to pick us up. It wasn’t that long ago, but it somehow feels like it has been a lifetime.
We go on a bit longer, a couple miles on the same road, before we come upon Eagle’s Crest. Now look at me, I think, flying past my memories right into the Big Leagues. Although I have only driven by it a handful of times in my adult life, I have never really looked at the place in Woodwick known as Eagle’s Crest. It is the same any time I make the occasional trip to the mall and pass by the really expensive jewelry stores. There, I would never stop and gawk at the pricey diamond necklaces or gemstone rings in the windows of places like Zales and Kay Jewelers for one simple reason: I knew I couldn’t afford it. Why torture myself? Looking at and wanting what you can’t have
only makes it worse, right?
Eagle’s Crest is a gated community, the only one in all of Woodwick and probably the only one for miles around this part of Ohio. I knew this, but seeing it, seeing the ornate iron-wrought guards from the outside world stretching nearly twenty feet to the sky, and the towering stone eagle statues on the posts between the metal with their wings spread, and the little brick building where an older man in a beige security officer’s uniform is sitting on a stool with a National Geographic magazine in hand—actually seeing all of this makes me feel as if I’m in a dream.
Someone like me doesn’t belong here.
“Pretty nice, huh?” Eddie asks.
“You could say that again.”
“Pretty nice, huh?”
I roll my eyes at him.
The security guard recognizes Eddie and lets the SUV through the gate without problem. I have this crazy idea he might make us get out so he can check for weapons or at least ask for a password or something crazy like that, but the guard doesn’t.
Eddie doesn’t slow to a complete stop as we roll through the gates and onto the newly paved road that leads to the various mini-mansions that make up the community.
Going straight for a minute or two, and then we take a left onto a road called Eagle Wing Drive. Not far down, Eddie turns into a curving driveway that stretches for maybe a quarter of a mile.
I can see it in the distance, the house that could fit four or six of my own houses into it and probably three times that on the land it sits on.
“We have arrived at El Wright Casa,” Eddie says.
“Geez, it’s like a castle.”
“That’s an understatement.”
The driveway goes on for longer than I expect. We pass scores of tall, thin trees, their pale green leaves mostly back in time for another warm season. Then, we come to another gate connected to a high stone wall that presumably stretches around the house. Unlike the gates to get into Eagle’s Crest, these stand open and welcoming.
Almost welcoming,
I think.
Then: Relax. Don’t be silly.
The house is made of sand-colored brick. Its roof, with its many sharp peaks and falls, is of blue and gray shingles.
Eddie, going around five miles per hour, follows the drive through the third gate we pass in almost as many minutes. Pavement gives way to brick, which goes all the way up to the house’s front in a tight circle. In the middle of this circle sits a modest-sized fountain. The fountain is running. Crystal-clear water trickles down three shallow bowls stacked on each other. At the top, in the smallest of the three basins, is a solid metallic ball the water rolls out of.
I stare at it and find myself almost hypnotized. That dreamy, floating feeling I’ve had since approaching the gates of Eagle’s Crest solidifies and grows so strong I’m not sure if I will be able to walk on my own when the time comes.
Eddie parks the SUV beside a white Mercedes, and I suddenly really don’t want to get out. The Mercedes must cost a hundred grand, maybe more. What if I accidentally swing the door open too hard and ding the paint? What if I slip and fall and bust out a headlight?
These thoughts stop as Eddie comes around and opens the door for me. The smell of freshly cut grass floats into the cab on the light breeze.
He offers his hand. “Milady?”
I take it and step down, still feeling like I’m in a dream.
“I want you to remember that they’re really cool, okay? Both of them,” Eddie says. “Super nice. But also, last resort: LeBron James.”
He leads me past the immaculately trimmed hedges and the three stone steps that head to the pale brick walkway and the front door at the end of it. The front door, tall and made mostly of frosted glass and black wood, reminds me of the entrance to a castle in a fantasy book. Something that could only be imagined. Something that can’t be real.
Beyond the glass, I can see the blurred silhouette of a huge chandelier suspended on the high ceiling. It’s radiating warm golden light. That chandelier alone is worth enough to pay my bills for the next decade.
“Go on,” Eddie says. “Knock.”
I look at him. Knock? But this is not a normal door, not one you can just knock on. I guess I imagined an electronic doorbell. Maybe a retina or palm scanner, something along those lines. But knocking…? That seems crazier than anything else.
The dreamy feeling begins to deflate, and the anxiety rears its ugly head.
I have to do this, though. I’m newly unemployed, with literally nothing to fall back on. I need the money, and because I need the money, I can bury this anxiety for the duration of the interview. I can be the Harper Hudson of Old, bubbly and funny and charming and somewhat outgoing.
Yes, I can do it. But first, I have to⁠—
“Knock, Harp,” Eddie says.
Nodding, I raise my fist but pause before my knuckles can make contact.
Because Eddie is laughing.
“Not like that,” he says. “You see how big this place is? They’ll never hear it.”
He grabs the knocker, which I had figured is only for decoration, lifts it a few inches, and slams it three times. The sound in the peaceful quiet of the neighborhood is immense, like three cannons going off.
Bang…bang…bang!
My heart leaps into my throat. A few seconds later, the blurry smear of a distant figure starts walking toward the door, growing bigger and bigger.
Mr. Wright? A butler? The President of the frigging United States?
I’m not sure, and I don’t even think I want to find out. What I want to do is turn and start sprinting down the long driveway, take a right, and not stop pumping my legs until I’m miles away from Eagle’s Crest.
Perhaps sensing my anxiety—and how could he not?—Eddie shifts so he is directly behind me. I can’t run now.
The locks click on the other side of the door, giving a muted clunk-clunk, and then it swings open. Standing there is a Mr. Wright, but it is one I recognize.
“Hey! There he is!” Zack Wright says in the doorway.
He is well-built in the shoulders and arms, with a little bit of a belly on him. I see it poking out of his Hawaiian shirt.
“Hey, buddy!” Eddie says.
The two of them hug like they haven’t seen each other in years. I stand there awkwardly before Eddie finally introduces me.
Zack snaps his fingers. “Yeah, Harper. Yeah. You changed the color of your hair?”
“Uh…” I say, chuckling nervously. “No, I don’t think so.”
Eddie shakes his head.
“We met before?” Zack says.
“Yeah, dude, at that bowling alley in Canton that never cards us,” Eddie says.
“There? Really?” Now Zack is squinting at me with his head slightly tilted.
“Yes,” I say.
“The Kobe Incident,” Eddie says softly.
“Ahhh, yeah,” Zack says. “Okay, okay. Makes sense why the memory is, uh, a little fuzzy.”
I smile at him. I’m not sure what else to do besides that.
“Well, come in, come in!” Zack says, stepping out of the way.
Eddie doesn’t bat an eye, but me? I feel all the muscles in my jaw go slack, and my mouth drops open. I have never seen anything like this place.
The chandelier shines like a miniature sun on the high ceiling, glass twinkling. Two curving staircases lead to the second floor, which is supported by a series of marble pillars. It’s like something you’d see in a museum in Venice or Rome. Past the staircase on my right is a grand piano, its lid open and its wires exposed. It gleams in the soft glow of the chandelier.
“Be right back,” Zack says, and he goes off somewhere to the left, through a sitting area with a large mirror on the wall behind the chairs and a small fireplace in the corner, disappearing from view. I bet it’s easy to do that here.
Eddie turns to me, his hands in his pockets, the epitome of cool. “Pretty neat, huh?”
“It’s…I’m—I don’t even know what to say.”
“I’m pretty sure Roger bought this place for just a shade under a million. Now, it’s probably worth three times that. Maybe more.” Eddie smiles. “Wait until you see the rest.”
“I don’t know if I can handle that.”
“There’s a big patio out back. The walkway leads into the yard and eventually, the stone turns to wood planks. A couple hundred feet or so later, you’re literally standing on the shore of Eagle Lake. It ain’t the ocean, but it’s nice. They got jet skis and a speedboat or two. There’s a boat house and everything. I used to love spending as much of my summer here as I could.”
“I believe it.”
Footsteps echo from the left. Zack trots back with a highball glass in hand. Something pale gold sloshes around inside of it. He snaps his fingers and drains the glass, then sets it on a narrow table beneath the mirror in the sitting area. “Ahh!” he gasps, shaking his head. “That’s the stuff right there. Now, let’s make like DeNiro and go Meet the Parents!” He laughs at his own joke, and I crack a polite smile.
Ben Stiller actually meets the parents, I think, but I don’t say anything.
“They’re in the study upstairs,” Zack says.
That’s the most rich-person thing he could’ve said.
He waves us forward. “C’mon, we can take the elevator.”
The elevator? Okay, that is the most rich-person thing he could say.
He leads us between the columns, past the grand piano, through another large sitting room (this one complete with a mounted flat screen that rivals the size of the screens they have at the local Cinemark), and down a long hallway with walls covered in gold framed paintings and elaborate tapestries.
I notice there’s not a speck of dust or a hint of cobweb. There must be an army of cleaning people lurking about. So far, though, I haven’t seen anyone else around. A house as big as this must have a groundskeeper, a maid or two, a chef, and a whole battalion of gardeners and landscapers.
I clear my throat. “Uh, Zack, is there anyone else that works here?” I’m worried I’ll get the job and end up stepping on their toes.
Zack slows a bit, his wobbling gait only somewhat noticeable. “Like Alfred in Batman?” He chuckles. “Nah. Nothing like that. A few lawn guys every week and two maids that clean twice a month. My dad’s always working on something around the house, too, so contractors are in and out throughout the year. Just depends. But no butlers or live-in housekeepers here.”
“Otherwise, you wouldn’t be interviewing,” Eddie says.
“Duh,” I say. Then, quieter: “Sorry, nerves.”
“Just around the corner here,” Zack says.
We enter what looks like a smaller version of a hotel lobby. Two stylish low-back chairs surround a marble coffee table. On the table is a scattering of magazines and newspapers. The headline in bold black letters is about the anniversary of a mudslide in Italy that killed a bunch of people. Across from the table and chairs is exactly what Zack has said would be there. An elevator.
I still can’t believe it. I expected it to be the old-timey kind of elevator you’d find in a gothic mansion, one with a clunky gate that takes three minutes to go up a single floor. But it, like the rest of the house, is quite modern. The doors are polished brass, and as Zack hits the button to call it down, they part smoothly. Granted, it is a little tight for three people, but it rises quickly.
The dreamy feeling comes back again. Who has an elevator in their house? Who needs one? It is crazy, something I don’t think I could ever wrap my head around.
The doors open onto the second floor. Like the first floor of the big house, it follows the theme of soft pale colors and wooden trim running along the baseboards. The only difference is the cherrywood crown molding.
There is another lobby outside the elevator, this one not as large as the one below it. Just a chair and a single end table with a crystal lamp emitting a soft white light. No magazines or newspapers to read. Out of the little lobby is the hallway. It stretches for what seems like forever both ways. We head left.
“Showtime,” Zack says. “You ready, Harper?”
I show him a weak smile. That’s all I can manage. The nerves are too much, and anxiety’s spindly fingers are creeping up my arms and shoulders, going for my throat.
“She’ll do great,” Eddie says, nudging me with an elbow. “She better, with me sticking my neck out for her like this.” He plays it off like he’s joking, but I sense a hint of truth in those words.
Zack laughs, a braying sound that is drunker than it was when I got here. The smell of booze clings to his breath. “Yeah, don’t wanna mess up your reputation with my folks, Ed. You know, as if the time you brought those Playboys over and left them on the fucking bathroom counter didn’t do it in the first place.”
Eddie winces and shakes his head. “Let’s not relive that one.”
“I don’t even want to know,” I say with a laugh, and that helps me feel a little better.
“What a shit-show that was,” Zack says, turning around and punching out at Eddie, who takes it and winces harder.
Beyond them, I see movement at the end of the hall. Too far away for me to make out too many details. Someone is slipping through a door as it closes. The door stops inches from shutting, leaving a crack. Pale fingers curl around the wood. I see a glimpse of the white hem of a skirt and the curled end of a cat’s tail. Then the door shuts and both the person and cat are gone.
Blink and you miss it.
Who was that? Was it Mrs. Wright and one of her beloved cats? Does she know I’m here? Or maybe it was a maid?
“Yeah, yeah.” Eddie is saying.
“Are the maids here now?” I blurt out. I only noticed one other car in the drive, the white Mercedes. Not exactly a practical mode of transportation for a maid to cart around cleaning supplies, but this is Eagle’s Crest. The people around here may as well be from another planet.
“Huh?” Zack says.
“I thought I saw someone down the⁠—”
But I don’t get to finish the thought because a nearby door opens, and a skinny man steps into the spacious hall, smiling.
Roger Wright, I presume.



Thirteen
HE WEARS a pair of white khakis, matching house slippers, and a beige sweater vest over a short-sleeve red and white pinstriped collared shirt. He is holding a page out of The New York Times in one hand and a pair of reading glasses in the other. His hair is the almost total gray of someone leaving their middle age. It’s not as full as it probably once was, but it’s not bald enough to merit taking the plunge into shaved territory.
I get a good look at his face before he even sets eyes on me. He is handsome. Strong jaw, few wrinkles, and a mustache that has retained most of the color that was once on his head—light brown. There is an undeniable resemblance between Zack and this man.
Roger Wright rolls the newspaper up and smiles at me. “You must be Harper.” He offers a hand, which I shake. His touch is gentle, his palms smooth. “I’m Roger Wright.”
“Nice to meet you, Mr. Wright.”
“Please, call me Roger.” His smile widens. “And it is so nice to meet you, Harper. We are all very excited for our future together. Eddie has told us a lot about you.”
“He has?” I say, slight surprise in my voice.
“All good things. Don’t worry, now.”
I look at Eddie, and he winks at me.
“Where’s Mary?” Eddie says. “I wanted to say hi before I go kick this chump’s ass in basketball.” He cocks a thumb at Zack, who shows him his middle finger. I can only smile politely in spite of how uncomfortable I feel.
Roger waves a hand, wiggling his fingers. “Mary’s…around the house somewhere, I presume. If I know her, she’ll be near the wine cellar. She’s looking forward to seeing you, Edward.” He turns to me, the same smile on his face. “And meeting you, Harper.” He puts a gentle hand on my shoulder and guides me into the study. “Shall we begin, then?”
“Uh, yes,” I say, but my mind is fixed on the person I saw slip behind the door at the end of the hall not too long ago. The fingers. The hem of the dress. Was that Mary Wright? I’m by no means part of high society, but I’m not dumb, either. A wine cellar is usually below ground, right? Not on the second floor. But rich people can be eccentric. I know that, too.
Roger leads the way to the sitting area of the study. I only take a quick glance around the room before he’s rustling some papers off a side table, hitting them against the top to get them in line.
The room is bigger than expected…somehow. It probably beats the main concourse of the Woodwick Public Library, as do all the books on the wall shelves, which stretch the horizontal lengths of the room, probably thirty or so feet. They are jammed together in no particular order. Small paperbacks are packed next to thick leather-bound tomes, coffee table books hang out over the floor in random intervals. Most stand upright, but some are piled with their back or front covers down and take up more room than necessary.
I’m glad I don’t really suffer from obsessive-compulsive disorder the way I suffer with anxiety, because if I did and I couldn’t organize these books the way they should be organized, I would run from the room with clumps of my hair between my fingers.
“Here, Harper, have a seat.” He motions to one of two wingback chairs facing French doors and a balcony overlooking the backyard and the shimmering lake beyond.
I take a seat on the right. He takes the other. A smell of cherry tobacco puffs out from the cushion. It’s pleasant and strangely comforting.
“So, I’ll just need you to fill out all of this paperwork. Preferably sooner than later so I can get it to my finance guy in Luston first thing Monday,” he says, passing me the stack.
I look at the pages and expect to see some sort of application, but it’s not. Written at the top of the first page is EMPLOYMENT CONTRACT.
“Wait…” I mumble, thumbing through the other pages, which have to do with bank accounts, direct deposits, and taxes.
“We leave first thing Tuesday, and I know Mary will want you here that afternoon, evening at the latest. But she won’t want her two little lovelies alone on that first night. Midnight and Snowball are her world.” He leans forward and whispers, “Now, please, don’t tell Zachary I said that.”
“I thought this was an interview,” I say, and a voice in the back of my mind tells me to shut up.
Roger cocks his head. “I’m sorry?”
“I thought I was interviewing for the job. This is a contract.”
“Ah yes, it is.”
“So…I’m hired?”
“Why, I thought Eddie told you.”
“Told me what?”
“We are quite desperate since we are scheduled to leave in a matter of days, and of course, there’s the issues with Mary’s mother. She’s not doing well at all. She has been putting up quite a fuss about her live-in nurse. Otherwise, we may have put the trip off a little longer. We’ve already ‘interviewed’ a number of candidates at this point, but none have the availability you do. Nor do they come with such a trusted recommendation.”
“You trust me because you trust Eddie?” I say, and I could almost hit myself. That’s not exactly the thing you want to ask your potential employer.
Roger laughs and crosses his legs. “If you are half as great as Eddie says you are, Harper, I think you will be a fine choice. A fine choice indeed.”
There’s no denying I find this strange. My anxiety is going off the charts about it, telling me I’m crazy if I take this job, that I should go beg Gina for my position at the rink back, blah-blah-blah. But Roger clears his throat and says, “Mary and I are okay with ten for the summer.”
“I’m sorry. Ten?”
“Yes, dear. Your payment.”
“Ten an hour?” I say. It’s not amazing, but it’s about what I was making at the rink. Of course, that was under the table. No need to worry about Uncle Sam there.
“Ten thousand for the whole summer.”
I choke on my spit and start coughing. “Ten thousand dollars.”
Roger looks to the vaulted ceiling, nodding expectantly. “Now, we are prepared to negotiate that because I understand this is on such short notice, and you will have to basically uproot your life for the next three months⁠—”
Even my anxiety goes silent as I comprehend the figure Roger Wright has named. Ten thousand bucks to move into a miniature mansion in a gated community for the summer, and all the work I have to do is hang out with a couple of cats?
Craziness. Pure craziness.
But it would be even crazier not to take the job.
I say, “Mr. Wright—Roger, you have yourself a deal.”
“Splendid!”
The sharp tap of heels on hardwood reach my ears. I turn and see a shapely woman with a Botox-smooth face walking into the study.
“Dear,” Roger says, “I believe we’ve just found our new caretaker.”
I’m staring at Mrs. Mary Wright, probably looking like I’m crazy. Because I realize she’s not wearing a skirt or a dress or anything close to what I saw slipping behind that door at the end of the hall. She’s in loose-fitting slacks and a low-cut blouse.
God, I must be losing my mind.



Fourteen
SHE COULD’VE CHANGED, I tell myself. She could’ve been in a dress or a skirt earlier and then got into her evening wear. Isn’t that something a rich lady does?
I’m thinking this as she’s introducing herself, and my mind is Alphabet Soup, the letters forming the words TEN GRAND and WHO WHO WHO WHO.
“It’s nice to meet you, Harper. I’m Mary.” To Roger, she says, “Did you already discuss payment? Did you show her the rules?”
“Payment, yes. Rules, no. But it’s in her stack of papers there.” Roger points.
I look down as Mary Wright snatches the stack away. “Ah, yes. Okay,” she says. “You’ll want to study these papers closely.” She hands them back, turns to Roger. “Now, Roger, we’re going to be late.”
“Oh.” He turns to the ceiling, a pained expression on his face. “Do we have to go?”
“Yes,” Mary says. To her, it’s like I’m not even in the room anymore. “We won’t see my brother for the entire summer, Roger! It would be rude, so very rude, not to go.”
“Fine, fine.” Roger drags himself to his feet. He offers me a hand again. I take it. “Get me those papers as soon as you can, dear. The sooner you do, the sooner the money will be in your account.”
“Oh, just write her a check, Roger. It’s only five.”
Only five. Pocket change to them.
“I suppose I could,” Roger says. “If that’s all right with you, Harper? Half now and half when your tenure is completed?”
I nod. “Y-yeah, of course.”
I still feel like I’m in a dream. I’ll wake up from it any second with almost nothing in my bank account and up to my neck in bills.
Roger turns and goes over to a secretary’s desk near the bookshelf. He opens a drawer and takes out a checkbook.
Mary musters an impatient smile. “Such a pleasure to meet you, Haley. Please take good care of my cats, please.”
I stand because it seems like it’s the right thing to do. I don’t correct her over my name, either, because that also seems like the right thing to do.
And I haven’t woken up yet. I don’t want to.
Roger is signing the check, bent over, his skinny arm trembling. Mary puts a hand on his shoulder as she passes to the door. “Wrap this up, dear. And let’s go.”
“Yes, honey.”
Then she’s gone, and Roger’s coming over to me with the check and the pen.
Maybe I won’t wake up. Maybe this is reality now.
“For you, Harper,” he says. “And if you’ll just sign that contract, I can fill in the rest. My finance guy lives on the way out to my brother-in-law’s. I can drop it in his mailbox. Mary will chew me out for it, especially if Phil sees us, he’s the type who will talk you deaf, but it’ll save us the pain on Monday!”
“Uh, yeah, sure,” I say, and he hands me the pen.
I sign my name on the dotted line at the bottom of the page.
The check definitely has FIVE THOUSAND DOLLARS & 00/100 CENTS printed on it with his signature below.
“Well, in that case,” Roger says, giving me his hand one last time. “Our business here is done, and I will see you Monday for a brief walkthrough of your duties, if that’s okay?”
“Y-yes,” I say. “Thank you.”
I still feel like I’m dreaming.



Fifteen
EDDIE’S ecstatic about the job when I tell him in the driveway. He’s soaked in sweat from his one-on-one game with Zack at the half-court they have set up off the side of the house. With its bright white lines and smooth paved asphalt, it is nicer than any public court in Woodwick.
Despite the sweat, Eddie hugs me, and I don’t mind. Zack’s inside, grabbing water or Gatorade, so the hug leads to a quick kiss on the lips. Again, I don’t mind. In fact, I wish for more. I would like that.
“They hired me on the spot,” I say as we part.
He winks. “Told ya.”
Later, when I’m home alone, I don’t think I’ll be able to sleep because I am pretty sure I’ve been asleep all day since I’m having the most wonderful dream where Eddie and I are back together, and I just got a job in Eagle’s Crest as a caretaker for the summer…plus ten thousand dollars.
But as I lay my head down and close my eyes, I do drift off.
I guess this really is reality now.
Sunday comes and goes, and I finally begin to accept that fact.
On Monday, I drive myself over to Eagle’s Crest. The guard at the gate expects me and lets me in, but my busted car sticks out like a sore thumb. I catch a few disgusted looks from middle-aged women walking dogs and pushing strollers.
Roger is not there, but Mary answers the door. She seems politer today. Her hair is up in a bun, and her lips are red with lipstick. She’s holding a glass of white wine. I can smell it on her, but I keep that to myself.
“Haley,” she says. “I’m so excited to give you the tour.”
Again, I can’t correct her. I deposited that check as soon as I could, but the money hadn’t cleared yet. I have no doubt it will. The bank is working particularly slow this Monday, it seems.
Mary Wright sounds a lot like her son when she’s drinking, but her personality seems warmer with the alcohol in her system. A lot warmer than she was when we first met.
I’ll take it. For ten grand, I’d take just about anything.
“Come on, Harper.” Mary covers her mouth as she hiccups. Well, at least she does know my name.
Halfway dazed myself, I follow. We take the marble stairs to the second floor. Guess we’re working our way from top to bottom. I hope Mary doesn’t keel over and fall. It seems like a possibility with how she’s walking.
We turn right at the top of the stairs toward the study where I signed the employment contract. She shows me the guest bedroom and the master bedroom and the bathroom I can use up here and the study (again). All drop-dead gorgeous. The guest bedroom puts my own at home to shame.
I think I can get used to this.
We stop at the end of the hall, and as I’m getting ready to walk again, Mary doesn’t. We’re right where I thought I saw someone else in the house on Saturday. I try not to think about it now. The door is closed, and there’s a latch across it with an open padlock dangling through the loop.
“So you read the rules, then?” Mary says. We still aren’t moving. I want to. I don’t know why. It’s just my anxiety.
Hopefully.
I nod at Mary. I did read the rules; I studied them like they were a cheat sheet for a test. I could recite them if I had to.
NO GUESTS WITHOUT APPROVAL, NO PARTIES, NO GATHERINGS, THE CATS WILL RECEIVE THREE MEALS A DAY AT THE SAME INTERVALS EVERY DAY, LITTER IS CLEANED ONCE IN THE MORNING AND AGAIN IF NEEDED BEFORE BED, and so on and so on.
“Good girl, Haley.” Mary takes a sip from her glass and pats my head. “There’s a few I haven’t gotten around to adding. We’ve had the same caretaker for the past three summers, and now she suddenly ups and leaves because of college.” Mary rolls her eyes and makes a face like she’s just stuck her tongue in a lemon. “And she knew the rules well. I advise you to do the same.”
“Of course, Mrs. Wright.” Mary hasn’t told me what to call her like Roger has, but I figure Mrs. Wright is the safer bet. To me, she seems a misconstrued sentence or word away from snapping.
“One of those rules I haven’t yet added,” Mary says, “is that the third-floor attic is off limits. Absolutely off limits. The cats love going up there, but while Roger and I are gone, they’re not allowed. I’ll be locking it up and taking the key with me. Understand?”
“Yes, ma’am,” I say.
“Good.” She waves a hand and tries a smile, probably thinking her intensity is a little off-putting. Which it is. “Lots of family stuff up there in storage. That’s all. Roger’s very sentimental about those things. He’s got a temper if you get on his bad side.”
I somehow don’t believe that. I think Mary’s the one with the temper, especially after she’s had a few glasses of wine.
“I understand,” I say. But not really. If the cats like it, why deprive them of it? It’s not like I’m going to go up there and rip old pictures to shreds or try on dusty dresses. The house is big enough that I could probably explore every other room before I got to the attic and it would take me the entire summer.
It's not like I even have a desire to go up there. Now I think about the hem of the dress I thought I glimpsed the other day. Nerves, I tell myself. There’s no way I saw anyone when it was just the Wrights in the house. Zack mentioned maids, and I had maids on the brain, that’s all. I probably saw one of the cats and my mind filled in the blanks.
But my eyes drift to the space under the closed door, and I swear a shadow passes by.
Cold fear slithers through my muscles.
“Haley! Hello?”
I gasp, almost jumping. Mary is calling to me from down the hall. She’s started walking and I hadn’t noticed.
“I don’t have all day, sweetie,” she says.
“Sorry.” I follow after her, not risking another glance behind.
Ten thousand bucks is ten thousand bucks, but I’ll definitely be staying away from that part of the house.



Sixteen
MARY’S RUSHING me out the door because she’s expecting company, and I have a feeling she doesn’t want my banged-up car soiling her driveway. I didn’t even get to see the cats. They are hiding or playing somewhere else on the property.
Mary told me Midnight is named Midnight because you never know where he’s at. He’s always blending in with the darkness, slinking around in the shadows, waiting to spring an attack on you. Snowball, she says, is a lot friendlier, but she, too, takes a while to warm up to a guest.
I tell her it’s fine because I’ll be seeing a lot of them this summer. Once they warm up, I mean. I tell Mary I’m sorry about her mother and hope she recovers well.
Mary mutters a halfhearted thanks and closes the door in my face. I’m really glad she won’t be around while I’m here.
My phone buzzes on my way to the car. It’s a deposit notification from my bank.
The check has cleared. I’m suddenly five thousand dollars richer.
That’s all I’m thinking about when I drive back home.



Seventeen
THE GATES ARE CLOSED when I drive up to them on Tuesday afternoon. I pull my car (now with a new battery, thanks to the money burning a hole in my checking account) close enough that the front bumper is almost kissing the wrought iron. I fish the papers Roger gave me out of my purse, scan them until I find the code, and get out.
There is a keypad on a plastic pole on the edge of the asphalt. Inside it is a black eye I know is a camera, like the ones you see in an ATM. There are also two more common-looking cameras mounted on each stone pillar at either end of the entrance.
I punch in the code, get back in, and ease up and around the fountain. Here, there is a branching strip of asphalt that leads around the house on the left side. I think about parking over there but decide it’s better to have my car visible, eyesore or not, to any passersby or curious onlookers. I park where Eddie did on Saturday, off the circle and facing the house’s front.
As I get out of the car, I pause and look upward.
Three stories (although the third floor is off-limits), beautiful, empty.
For the next few months, this whole place is mine. I can’t believe it.
Mary gave me the spare key yesterday, but I know there’s another hidden in a rock somewhere near the front door. I don’t know if I like that idea, but it could come in handy if I lose the one the Wrights gave me. I could bring this fake rock in, but if I lose mine, I’ll have to call Roger or Mary and tell them why I can’t get in to feed their cats. I bet Mary would love that.
The first thing I do is go upstairs to one of the guest rooms. Besides the hum of the central air—it’s another warm day in Northeast Ohio—the house is quiet. Eerily so. I unpack my possessions, hanging the few outfits I’ve brought in the closet and setting out my toothbrush, shower pouf, shampoo and conditioner, and a bar of soap. I wasn’t sure if these amenities were going to be provided or not.
Next thing I do is go downstairs and look for the cats. Feeling like a fool, I shuffle through the wide, spacious halls, clucking my tongue and saying, “Here, kitty-kitty! Here, kitty-kitty!”
This goes on for almost twenty minutes before I call it quits. Cats are fickle creatures. If they don’t want to be found, especially in a house as large as this one, then they won’t be. I imagine they’re somewhere in a spot only they know about, watching me, studying me. I guess they’ll make themselves acquainted when they want to.
Or when their food bowls are empty.
Speaking of…
I find their domain, which is in a little closet-sized room off the kitchen downstairs. It acts as a laundry room/storage space as well as a place for the litter boxes and cat food. There is a washer and dryer side by side directly across from the entryway, with shelves above containing various types of detergents, fabric softeners, and dryer sheets.
In the other corner, tucked out of view of the door, are twin covered litter boxes on top of a rubber mat and three dishes on a small table a few feet away. Two of these dishes are for food, the other for water, and they're all shaped like fish.
The food bowls are nearly empty. I grab the bag of Purina Cat Chow and shake it once, and just as I’m about to shake it a second time, I hear (barely) little paws padding across the kitchen floor toward the small room.
A cat with bushy white fur and a pink collar enters. How does that clichéd line go? As pure as the driven snow? That’s fitting for this cat.
“You must be Snowball,” I say, kneeling and offering a curled finger for her to sniff. Snowball gives a twitch of her nose but keeps her distance. “I’m Harper. Nice to finally meet you. I’ll be taking care of you and your brother for the next couple months, maybe longer.”
Snowball meows, uninterested, and plops down near the food bowl.
As I pull off the clip that keeps the bag closed, I say, “Where is your partner in crime? Midnight?”
Snowball meows again. I might be going crazy, but to me, it sounds like an answer. I don’t know, wasn’t my turn to watch him, Snowball might be saying with that meow.
“Oh well, he’ll turn up, I guess.”
I fill the food bowls, and Snowball starts to purr. I stroke her fur, the softest thing I think I have ever touched in my life, and say, “That’s a good kitty.”
Ten grand for this?
I leave her and head to the main living room, where I have a feeling I’ll be spending the majority of my time in front of that huge TV.
I sit on the couch, a big sectional L-shape made of black leather that is wildly comfortable despite looking so stiff and grab the remote off the coffee table. I hit the power button, and the LG logo burns bright enough on the screen that I know I’ll be seeing it tattooed to the backs of my eyelids as I lay in bed and try to sleep later.
A series of apps pop up. Hulu, Netflix, Prime Video, Max.
Talk about paradise.
I settle for some Hallmark-type romance on Netflix under Mary’s profile. I hope she won’t mind.
Later that day, I get a call from Roger. He tells me they’ve settled into the lake house and Mary’s mother is already perking up with her daughter and grandson around, not so much with Roger. He apologizes that he wasn’t here on Monday to walk me through the house. Things have been so hectic at work with the upcoming trip. I realize I don’t even know what he does, or how he got enough money to afford a place like this on Eagle Lake.
“I would’ve had you over early this morning, but when Mary’s in preparation mode, she’s not one you want to be around, trust me.” He says this in a hushed tone. She must be nearby. “It’s better for all involved.”
“I understand,” I say. “It can be stressful, no worries.”
“Ah, yes, driving a few hours with some luggage is so stressful…to Mary,” he says.
Is that contempt I hear in his voice? I don’t know for sure, but I wouldn’t doubt it. Mary doesn’t seem pleasant, drunk or sober.
“When you get a chance,” Roger Wright says, “send one of those picture messages to Mary of the cats. I know she’s worried.” He pauses. “Well, not so much right now. She’s already broken out the wine, I’m afraid.” He gives a little chuckle, but there’s not a lick of humor in it.
“I will,” I say, neglecting to tell him I’ve been here a few hours and have yet to see Midnight.
“Wonderful, Harper. Thank you again so much. You’ve taken a lot of stress off our hearts.”
He’s done the same with that five-thousand-dollar check. “It’s no big deal,” I say.
“Help yourself to whatever’s in the fridge and the pantry. It’ll go bad if someone doesn’t eat it. I hate to see food go to waste.”
“Thank you,” I say.
“No, no need to thank me, Harper. Have a great rest of your evening. We’ll be in touch.”
“You, too.”
He hangs up.
I watch some more Netflix, this time an Adam Sandler comedy I haven’t seen in years. It’s good, and before I know it, it’s dark outside, going on nine.
Eddie hasn’t texted me since the morning, wishing me good luck on my first day, but he sends one as I’m brushing my teeth.
Hope all is well. I had a shitty day at work, and I’m beat. I hope I can make it over tomorrow night, if that’s okay?
I write back that it is, and he can visit whenever, and that I’m sorry he had a bad day, and I’ll see him tomorrow, but he can’t sleep over. That’s one of the rules, according to Mary Wright.
I’m sure she can make an exception for me, he replies.
I send him a smiley face and tell him good night.
Heading into the bedroom, I keep all the lights in the hallway on. The door I thought I saw something slip into at the end is still locked shut. There’s still no sign of Midnight, but I know he’s around because his food bowl is almost empty. I filled it for dinner, before I watched that Adam Sandler movie.
Mary told me Midnight likes to eat with his paws. He reaches in, flicks the dry food out of the bowl, and gobbles it off the floor. Because there were still pieces scattered around the room, I think it’s safe to say he slipped in there stealthily without me hearing—it’s a big house, can’t hear everything—and chowed down. I’m not worried. The summer is just starting. We’ll have plenty of time together.
I start my bedtime routine—cleaning, brushing, going to the bathroom—and I feel strange looking into the big lighted mirror of the guest bathroom. I am settling in, somewhat. Dare I say I even feel like I belong here. I also notice my face looks brighter, more relaxed, and I know it’s not the glass. It’s the fact that there’s money in my bank account, and I finally can relax. It’s a good feeling, one I’m beyond grateful for.
As I slip into the bed, I call out, “Good night, Midnight! Good night, Snowball!”
I hear little paws padding along the hall runner and see a cloud of white coming into the room. The cat jumps up near my legs, curls up in the fetal position, and is closing her eyes before I even have a chance to stroke her soft white fur.
There’s no sign of Midnight, though.
I lean back. The pillow lovingly hugs my head and neck, and so does the mattress and the comforter. I don’t deserve this, I’m thinking. This is too nice.
But as I drift off to sleep, I have another thought:
Yes, Harper, you do.



Eighteen
SOMETIME IN THE NIGHT, I’m awakened by the sound of an almost howling meow. It startles me, and my heart jumps to my throat. I look around the dark bedroom, one that is gigantic compared to my bedroom at home, and I wonder where the heck I am.
It takes a few moments before I remember.
Snowball’s still at the bottom of the bed, asleep. So that means the howling meows come from none other than the infamous Midnight. I hear him tearing through the hallway near the stairs.
“Midnight,” I whisper, then wonder why I’m whispering. The house is empty save for the cats and I. I’m not going to wake anyone up.
The hall lights are still burning bright, so it’s easy to see the black shape shoot by like a bullet toward the other end, yowling in the process.
I sit up in bed. “You’re going to wake Snowball, dude,” I hiss toward the open door.
I see the runner bunch up as the cat comes to a stop. A few seconds later, he silently approaches the threshold and pokes his little black head in. His green eyes reflect the nightlight in the corner of the room. He stares at me curiously for a moment.
I hold out a hand, my eyes still foggy with sleep. “Come here, cutie. It’s okay. Snowball’s up here. You see her?”
Midnight cocks his head. He takes a careful step forward but stops and pulls his leg back into the hallway before his paw can hit the carpet of the guest bedroom floor.
“Ahh, come on, Midnight. It’s okay. It’s okay, boy.”
He takes another step back, turns his head to the right, and lifts his chin. His tail swishes. He starts to purr.
I think for a second that I see a shadow out there, and my blood turns to ice. Any lingering sleepiness vanishes. It’s like I’ve been doused with freezing cold water.
No.
There’s no one there. The security alarm is on. No one can be in the house. I turned it on before I went to sleep. I know that for a fact.
That doesn’t mean they couldn’t have slipped in while I was watching movies, right? I wouldn’t have heard that, would I have?
No. Probably not. But I would’ve heard the robotic voice of the alarm system announce a door or window had been opened, and I didn’t hear that, did I?
I’m being crazy. Overthinking. Scared and anxious because I’m in a new place. That’s all.
“Midnight?” I call out again. My heartbeat thuds in my ears, a muffled drum being pounded with a hammer.
He meows softly. I reach over for my phone, grab it, and think about calling the police. It won’t matter, though. They’ll never be here in time. Sure, they’ll be faster than they would if I was at my old farmhouse on the outskirts of town, but if someone is already in the house…
I hear a creak.
Footsteps?
No, God, please no.
I look around the room for something I can use to protect myself, but the room is devoid of anything really dangerous. I settle for a decorative crystal piece on the nightstand. It’s solid and could probably draw blood if I swung it hard enough, but it’ll be no match against a knife or a gun.
Shakily, I pull it to my chest and slip out of bed. I’m quiet, but Snowball notices the shifting weight and meows sleepily.
“Midnight…” I say, taking short and smooth steps. “Go to bed, please. It’s late.”
I’m trying to disguise my voice and sound like I’m not concerned, but I can hear the fear in it. I’m not doing a good job.
I stop a few feet from the threshold, and that’s when I hear a loud bang and scratch, fingernails on wood. A whimper slips out from between my clenched teeth. I think I’m going to be sick. If I could just die from a heart attack, that’d be ideal. Save me the pain of getting brutally murdered and dismembered.
Stop it, I tell myself. Stop it now.
Midnight yowls, the sound deep and throaty. The scratching sound follows. Is that…?
It sounds like claws, like he’s pawing at something.
I take a deep breath and launch myself out of the room. Instantly, as I spot the cat at the end of the hall, a wave of relief washes over me. So does a wave of stupidity.
Midnight is there by the locked door. He’s staring at a bug, a decently sized black spider, crawling near the handle. The cat’s legs are poised, bent, ready to spring, and then he does. The spider is faster, and Midnight misses it, his claws raking the wooden door, making a grating noise I’m not particularly fond of. Still, it’s a lot better than the grunting sound of an attacking intruder.
The spider makes a break for the crack in the door and disappears.
I walk toward Midnight.
He turns around and looks at me, defeated, tail still swishing.
“Sorry, buddy,” I say. “Spider was a little too fast, huh?”
He meows, turns, and paws at the door again, making that grating scratching sound.
“Come on, buddy.” I walk closer to him, about ten feet away, hoping he’ll let me stroke his dark fur. “You can chase spiders all day tomorrow, but we have to get some shuteye first.” Five feet away now. I bend at the knees and reach out for him. “There’s a spot in my bed for you when you’re ready⁠—”
Midnight turns to me and then back to the door. He does a quick double-take. Realizing he’s been compromised, he takes off toward the main staircase.
I’m left in his proverbial dust, my hand near the bottom of the locked door the spider has disappeared through.
Cold air drifts out from beneath it. Freezing cold air. I shudder and draw my hand away. That’s not right.
I don’t waste any more time hanging around. Nearly running, I go back to the guest bedroom.



Nineteen
I DON’T PLAN on spending the next day at the Wrights’ place, so I’m up about the time the sun rises, not even glancing to the left as I come out of my room toward the door where I once saw shadows and spiders disappear.
Downstairs, I take care of the cats. Snowball’s grateful; Midnight hangs back in the kitchen, watching me with wary eyes. I think he may be mad about the whole me-interrupting-his-hunt thing last night.
I apologize to him and laugh because I’ve only been here for one night, and I’m already talking to the cats like they’re my old friends.
Then I leave. I go shopping at an outlet mall in Aurora. I manage to find a cute new outfit for when Eddie visits tonight. I swing by my place after and write some checks for bills I’m late on. It feels good to do that and not have to worry about overdrafting my account. My quick math tells me I still have a lot left.
I’m in such good spirits that I mostly forget about the incident last night and the dread I felt after that cold air leaked out from the locked door. I don’t even think about it until I’m heading back to the Wrights’ place around four in the afternoon. The sun is bright, and the day is warm. Dread is an alien concept.
Eddie comes over at five-thirty. He brings Dairy Queen. We share a basket of chicken strips with gravy and French fries. I feel a bit guilty about that because, once again, he’s paid, and there’s all this food in the big fridge in the kitchen.
“How’d your first night go?” Eddie asks, dunking a fry in the gravy and munching on it.
“It went well,” I say.
“Harp.”
“Huh?”
“You’re not being honest. I can tell. You get this long line between your eyebrows when you’re lying.”
“You’re not supposed to bring up wrinkles to a woman, Eddie.”
He squints. “Sorry.”
I laugh. “I’m joking.”
“So what’s wrong?”
I shake my head. “It’s nothing. Really. I just…I don’t know, it’s a big house and the black cat, Midnight, he went a little crazy and scared me.”
Now it’s Eddie’s turn to laugh. “Yeah, he’s a wild one. Has been for as long as I remember.”
“I’m here all alone, too,” I say. I have a fry in the gravy, but I’m just stirring it around. My interest in eating has dried up. “I’m, like, a target here. A sitting duck.”
Eddie laughs again. “Harp, Eagle’s Crest is like the safest place in town. Maybe even the safest place in all of Northeast Ohio.”
“Yeah…a sitting eagle, then.”
“What?” Eddie says.
“Nothing. Never mind. You’re right. I’m fine here. I’ll get used to it eventually.”
I’ll have to if I want the rest of my payment. Five thousand more dollars is enough to last me a long time while I search for another job.
Eddie stays late. We don’t have sex after dinner, although he tries. I’m just not comfortable enough to do something like that here, and more importantly, it feels disrespectful. He leaves around eleven, complaining about how early he has to get up for work. Back to the grind, he calls it.
“I’m not gonna be able to make it tomorrow,” he says. “Office has a bowling league, and I’m filling in for someone. My dad’ll be pissed if I skip it. You don’t mind, do you?”
“No. Where at? I’d love to see you bowl without Zack around to launch balls at the ceiling.” I laugh, but Eddie doesn’t even smile.
“Oh…well, my dad will be there,” he says. “I don’t know if it’s such a good idea if you come. Distraction and all that. Dad takes it pretty seriously.”
Eddie’s words are like a punch to the gut. I look away, feeling a stinging in my eyes.
“Okay,” I say.
“Harp.” Eddie reaches out and strokes my cheek. “I’m sorry, it’s just⁠—”
“It’s okay. We’re not dating. I’ll see you when I see you.”
I walk away from the door.
“Harp! Come on!”
“Good night, Eddie.”
A few seconds later, I hear the door close. I go back and lock it, then set the alarm. Through the frosted glass, the lights of his SUV turn on, and the engine growls to life. He pulls around the fountain and turns down the driveway. I hit the button to close the gates when he’s clear of them. The whole time, my eyes are threatening tears. Stupid, I think, crying over a boy.
Unfortunately, stupid or not, I can’t help myself. I take a seat on the piano bench and put my face in my hands. The tears leak down my cheeks.
I hear a meow and look up. Midnight is sitting in front of me, studying my wet face. I pat my thighs, letting him know he’s welcome, but I’m not expecting him to take up my offer.
To my surprise, he does. He jumps right in my lap and rubs his whiskery cheek against my chin in an almost aggressive way.
I smile, because it’s the kind of win I need.



Twenty
I DON’T SEE Eddie for the next two days. He texts me a few times. Mostly, it’s the normal hi-how’s-it-going type texts, and I respond with hi-good-u and he knows instantly that I’m still not happy about him not wanting me at his bowling league.
He apologizes, and I say it’s okay. He promises he’ll come over on the weekend, but I tell him not to bother. He doesn’t reply to that, and I don’t like it. I don’t have long to stay mad about it, though, because someone rings the buzzer at the front gate.
“Lawn,” a gruff voice says over the intercom. That’s all.
I check the camera near the gates. Sure enough, there’s two dirty trucks idling at the end of the drive stocked with mowers and all kinds of lawn equipment. I can see the wear and tear and rust on the bodies even though the image on the little monitor is black and white. I knew they were coming, but it slipped my mind. Roger called me the other day and told me they were due, and they wanted their monthly payment. There’s an envelope with a check on the fridge I’m supposed to give them.
“Come on in,” I say over the intercom, and I buzz them in before I go into the kitchen. Snowball pads along after me. Midnight hasn’t completely warmed up yet despite the show of affection the other day, but Snowball and I have become pretty good buddies. I grab the check, and before I’m even at the door, I see a figure coming toward it.
They’re limping.



Twenty-One
I DON’T FEEL that dreamlike floating feeling this time so much as I feel like I’m being yanked toward the door on an unbreakable chain. I can’t believe this is really happening, so I peer through a crack in the curtains in the window to the left of the door.
Randall—Randy to My Friends—waits on the front step. He recognizes my car. Of course he does. There’s a wry, almost predatory smile spread across his face.
He knocks again.
I don’t have to answer. I can just slip the envelope under the door. I can say, “Here’s your money. See you next week!” Act like I don’t even recognize the limping man out there. Right? I can do that⁠—
He knocks again.
Oh, this is not good. If I ignore him, he may tell Roger or Mary, call them up while they’re on their “vacation,” and ask what gives. I’m sure they’re chummy. Roger strikes me as someone who would be chummy with the landscapers. He’s friendly, welcoming.
The panicky, anxiety-ridden voice whispers all of this in my head, and I can’t ignore it. This voice is right.
Randy knows I’m here. He may even already have figured out that I’m here by myself. Or maybe the Wrights have told him. I don’t like that idea.
I’m really debating not answering.
Then he’ll just come in, the voice says. Force his way right inside. He seems to want to do that, doesn’t he?
But that is ridiculous. He’s older. He has a bad leg. What is he going to do? Bust the door down? Break a window?
Another series of knocks rattle the glass.
I close my eyes. The sounds are enormous now.
Randall keeps knocking. “Hello? Wick’s Lawn Service! I’m here to collect payment!”
His voice sounds calm enough. Maybe he hasn’t recognized my car? But then, why was he smiling like that?
Bull. He helped jump⁠—
But it was dark, and the hood was popped⁠—
But he was watching. He was watching and waiting for who knows how long while you were jogging the Leaf Trail⁠—
Quit it.
Through the walls, I can hear the thuds and bangs of the other landscapers getting their equipment off the truck.
Randall’s muffled voice comes again: “Hello…? Anyone home?”
I lean away and shout, “Just a second!”
There is unfortunately no chain on the front door, only the two locks. Guess you don’t worry about that kind of thing around here. I undo them all, hoping Randall can hear the heavy clunk of the deadbolt clicking, and then I crack the door.
“Here you go,” I say. Only my hand with the envelope slips through the crack. My face is hidden.
Randy doesn’t take it. I wave the envelope as he says, “Hey! I knew it was you, Harper! I saw your car and thought, ain’t that a bitch—ain’t that something, I mean!”
He leans forward and puts an elbow into the door. He’s strong. Stronger than me by a landslide, and I’m too shocked by his brashness to put up much resistance. Not that it would matter.
“It is you!” he says, beaming.
Damn. I’ve messed up.
I have to acknowledge him. If I don’t, it’ll only get worse. “Oh, hello, Randall. Small world, huh?”
“Hey now, what’d I tell ya at the park the other day? It’s Randy to my friends.” The smile widens. Never mind that Eddie gave Randy-To-My-Friends the Good Samaritan stamp of approval. That smile is the smile of a hungry shark, and I find it unsettling.
“Of course, Randy. Sorry.”
“Car running better now?”
“It is. Got a new battery.”
“Like I said!” he says, the smile widening. “But what ya doing over here in Eagle’s Crest? I never seen you around these parts before, and I been doing the Wrights’ lawn for about a couple years now.”
I don’t know what to say. I’ve never been good at lying on the spot. The truth just spills out of my mouth. “Working,” I say. “I’m watching the house and taking care of the cats while the Wrights are away.”
“Working, huh?” He nods. The smile vanishes, and his gaze deepens like he’s thinking hard.
A few long seconds pass, and I try to hand him the envelope again. Again, he doesn’t take it.
“That’s pretty neat. They’re beautiful cats, those two. They watch us work from that window all the time.” He points, but I’m too far inside to see where he’s pointing at.
“Yeah…cute cats,” I say. “Quite the sneakers.”
“Hiding, huh?”
“A lot.”
“Maybe check up there.” Randy points again, to the right. “Seen one up there just now when I was walking up to the door.”
Up there? That doesn’t make sense. I just saw both cats a few minutes ago, and I don’t think any of the doors on the second floor are open except for the guest bedroom and the bathroom, which are both facing the back and look out over the lake.
I lean forward and take a look.
“That one?” I say.
“Yeah, little circle window up there. Just saw the black cat. Such a cute little guy…or gal. But he looks like a fella to me.” He chuckles. “That’s where I see them all the time. Always in that same spot, perched up there and looking down on us. I give him a wave. One day, he’s gonna wave back, I got no doubt about that.
“The orange one always scratches at the glass, you know, like he’s trying to get out or something. Jump right down into my arms, Disney-movie style. Haven’t seen it in a while, though.”
Orange cat? Did the Wrights used to have an orange cat? I know they don’t have one now. Maybe it passed away some time ago. Except Randy talks about it like he hasn't seen it in a few weeks, not years. And wouldn’t there be pictures all over the mantel and on the walls like there are of Midnight and Snowball?
Mary seems to love her cats—well, as much as anyone can love their cats but not take them a few hundred miles west for the summer—so I’d assume there would be some evidence of the orange cat around. I want to ask Randy about this, but then again, I don’t want to get him talking any more than he already is. He gives off a bad vibe, so I just smile and nod.
The driver of the truck near the fountain leans across the passenger’s seat and hollers, “C’mon, boss! I’m trying to get down to the bar and watch the game, and we still got eight more lawns before I’m off!”
Randy spins and waves a hand. “I’m coming, I’m coming!”
“Cavs can take Boston to six tonight, man! I’m serious!” the guy says.
“You’re full of shit if you think that,” another worker says. He’s deeply tanned and holding a weed whacker against his shoulder like he’s a baseball player waiting for the pitcher to get on with it.
“There’s a lady present, fellas!” Randy hollers. He turns back to me. “Sorry about that.” He finally takes the envelope with the check, which is a weight off my shoulders. Maybe I can get out of this unpleasant conversation⁠—
“So, you’re here all alone then, huh?” Randy says. He’s showing me a grin, and it’s one I don’t like.
“No. Eddie’s staying, too. He’s just busy now,” I say, surprised at how quickly the lie has come out of my mouth.
“Whole summer?”
“Whole summer,” I say.
“Well, I’ll be seeing you now and again, I guess. Can’t say I’m mad about that.” He winks, and my skin hardens. “Always nice to see a friendly face.”
“Yes, it is,” I say, trying to match his smile and knowing I’m never going to be able to do that. Knowing I must look like I’m on the verge of having to run to the bathroom to vomit.
“Take care, Harper. Give those pussycats a cuddle on my behalf.” He gives me one last wink and turns.
I don’t even know what to say. All I know is that it disgusts me to my core just the way he says it, all breathy and wannabe sexy. I don’t humor him with a response because he’s already limping down the steps by the time my brain can even fathom one.
I close the door and turn all the locks, the chorus of lawnmower engines carrying through the walls.
I didn’t like that. I didn’t like that at all. I need to shower. Like immediately after they leave.
The landscapers finish the lawn pretty quickly. I watch them pack everything into the Wick’s Lawn Service trucks and start the engines. Randy lingers a bit too long, I think, looking up toward the front door. Maybe he thinks I’m going to come out and give him a proper goodbye. Maybe I should so he doesn’t get mad.
The driver honks, and Randy says, “Quit it, Mike, you’re gonna give me a fuckin’ heart attack!”
The driver, Mike, I assume, taps his wrist where there’s no watch. Randy struggles into the front seat, and they’re off.
Thank the sweet lord.
I’ll have to remember when they come and make myself busy elsewhere.
I don’t think I can afford to forget.



Twenty-Two
THERE ARE no other interruptions over the weekend. I put the orange cat Randy To My Friends thinks he used to see out of my mind. He must be mistaken. Or maybe he’s not. Either way, it’s none of my business. The Wrights have two cats, a white one and a black one. No orange one.
Eddie asks me if I want to go out for dinner on Saturday. I go, but it’s more like we’re just friends than anything. He seems distant. I don’t see him on Sunday because he’s got things to do with his parents, some birthday party for a relative or something, I can’t remember.
All I remember is that I’m not invited, and it’s why I broke it off with him before we got too-too serious in the first place. I felt bad about it when it happened. I had even convinced myself that it was fear making me do it. Fear of commitment, fear of the future, but when we “reconciled” the other night, I realized maybe there was hope. Maybe he actually did like—or even love—me.
I realize now I was wrong. I was wrong to be hopeful.
It was a good decision. I’m grateful for all his help and for getting me this job, but I don’t see us ever being more than friends who may or may not occasionally hook up. Speaking of…I really need to stop doing that. He’s a nice guy, don’t get me wrong, but I’m not looking for a fling. Or for a man too embarrassed to show me off to his parents because I come from the wrong side of the tracks.
I am starting to grow comfortable in the house by myself, anyway. Even at night. There have been no other scary incidents (yes, I count Midnight chasing a spider at three in the morning as scary-bordering-on-terrifying), and I haven’t gone near the locked door again. There’s no reason to. I know it’s silly, but it gives me a bad feeling to be near it. Some doors are better left shut and, in this case, locked.
It was just my imagination that first night, feeling that cold beneath the door. It was cold, I believe, but not so cold that I’d notice it. The late temperature drops in Ohio are quite noticeable, even in the summer, and definitely in the spring. To avoid feeding my overactive imagination, I will stay away from it.
Simple as that.
Another week passes. I don’t see much of Eddie, but the cats and I become quite chummy. Both of them sleep in my bed. Midnight stays most of the night. Occasionally, he does go off and perform his hyperactive nocturnal activities, but he doesn’t go near the door, either. The spider he had chased wised up, I guess, and made a web in the safety of the attic, along with what I imagine are the dozens of other spiders up there.
I watch a lot of Netflix and Hulu. Eddie makes an appearance or two, but he seems even more different than before. I think he’s hooking up with someone else. That’s fine, even though it stings a bit. He’s not my boyfriend. I don’t know if he ever truly was.
I avoid the house on Friday, going out shopping for a new phone case and for some iced coffee at a place downtown called Crimson Joe’s. When I come back, the lawn is freshly trimmed, and the smell of cut grass is heavy in the cool air.
A few days later, a woman shows up at the front door bright and early with a cart of cleaning supplies, but I’m expecting this. Roger texted me the night before to remind me the maid would be coming.
It's not like the place is dirty at all. I’ve always been taught to clean up after myself, but who am I to tell Roger and Mary to save their money? Besides, it’s nice to have someone to talk to that isn’t a cat.
The woman introduces herself to me as Dolly. “Like Parton,” she says, “but a lot blacker.”
I’m not sure if I should laugh, but I do politely, and Dolly doesn’t seem to mind. In fact, she seems pleased. She goes about her business, cleaning up a storm. I hadn’t thought the place was too dirty, but two hours later, I notice how much fresher it is in here. Every surface shines. The entire house smells like lemon.
I push her cart for her toward the front door. She’s kneading her lower back with her knuckles, and I hear the soft popping sound of her crackling spine.
“Oh lord, am I grateful for that elevator every time I come here. If I had to lug these supplies up the steps, I’d never get home!”
I chuckle, accidentally jostling the cart. A bottle of Windex falls, and I bend down and get it.
Dolly’s smiling that winning smile of hers. “Aren’t you a sweet gal. Thank you, dear.”
“Oh, it’s no problem.” I remember I left my purse in the kitchen. “Hold on a second. I need to give you your tip!”
“Tip, honey? Don’t worry about that. Mr. Roger got that all handled. You the help like me. You don’t gotta tip.”
“Are you sure?”
She puts a delicate hand on my forearm. “Yes, girl. But I appreciate the thought.”
“Okay, well,” I say, “are you hungry? I can order us pizza or something. I mean, it’s a big house, and you did a lot of work. You have to be starving.”
“Harper, girl, don’t you worry about it now. I gotta be at my next house in a half hour anyway, so I’ll raincheck ya. That okay?”
“Okay,” I say, and I must sound a little defeated by the way she’s looking at me. I don’t mean to, but I wouldn’t mind her company a bit longer.
“Lonely, huh?” she says. Her tone is what I’d imagine as motherly, but it’s been so long since I’ve had that in my life, it could just be wishful thinking. “Lonely in this here big house with no one to talk to but them cats. Cute as they are, and good listeners, they don’t do much talkin’ back, do they?”
“No, only when they’re hungry. Or it’s the middle of the night.”
We both laugh.
“I’m sorry, young lady, but I gotta keep going. Maybe I’ll come visit you again if I’m in the neighborhood. Would you like that?”
“I would,” I say.
“Good, honey, good.” Then she lowers her voice and stares me straight in the eye. “You’re staying clean, right?”
“I’m sorry?”
“Off the drugs, yeah?”
“Uh…yes?”
“Okay, child, that’s good.”
What in the world?
She makes for the door. I open it for her and help her get the cart down the few steps to the driveway. She’s still looking at me all serious as she breaks the cart down and puts it in the back of her Happy Maids van.
“Look out for yourself, girl.”
“Thank you, you as well.”
“I’ll see you soon, Harper.” She leaves, and I go back inside, thinking about how weird that whole exchange was.
Maybe I’ll keep myself busy next time she comes to do her work, too, like I do when the lawn guys are around.
I think about how weird it was all the way up until it’s time for bed. Staying clean? Why was she talking about drugs? I’ve never done a drug in my life, not after what my mother went through—and put our family through when I was barely old enough to walk. Losing a loved one to an overdose will do that to you.
Do I somehow smell like pot? Did she find a baggie of weed somewhere and think it was mine? The closest I have ever gotten to smoking that stuff is smelling a joint that was passed around at a house party when I went to BGSU, and that was a long time ago.
I see a stack of papers sitting on my nightstand (yes, in my head, it’s now my nightstand already), and I freeze. They’re notebook pages, and they’re not mine. They look old and wrinkled, almost as if they have been folded and crumpled dozens of times. I pick up the top page and scan the first few sentences, but really, it's just the first one that makes something in my head click.
Here begins my first journal entry after rehab, it says.
Rehab, drugs, staying clean. That makes sense, I guess. Dolly found these papers in my room somewhere and assumed they were mine.
I guess that’s better than her finding actual drugs.
She must’ve read at least that first line (and probably more than that), and I don’t blame her.
The thing is, these papers aren’t mine, which means I shouldn’t read them, either.
But my eyes go to the next line and then the next, and before I know it, I can’t stop.



Twenty-Three
JOURNAL
ENTRY #1
Here begins my first journal entry after rehab.
Yep. That sounds about as silly as I feel right now.
I can’t believe I’m actually going to write in this damn thing. Now…what I’m going to write has yet to be officially decided. I’m not exactly Sylvia Plath, I pretty much had low C’s in all my high school English classes—but hey, I do know who Plath is, and that’s gotta count for something, right?
Dr. Ramon gave me the notebook the day before they let me out of that shitty place. He told me journaling will be a good way to get my thoughts in order.
Us junkies, right? Such stereotypic scatterbrains.
“What do I write?” I asked the doc in his office, and I felt the wood panel walls closing in. Pretty soon it would crush my bones to powder.
“Whatever you want,” he answered with a smile. “It’s yours. Just try to be consistent. Consistency is key.”
Yeah, yeah. I know he’s right, even if I’m sick as hell over all the little mantras and prayers I’ve put up with over the last three months I’ve been in rehab.
But I like Dr. Ramon. He mostly keeps it real. Realer than everyone else dressed in their little lab coats with their clipboards and name tags and security clearance badges.
So here I go. This is for Dr. Ramon waaaaay more than it is for me.
Today, I guess I’ll write about my first day out of that prison. Tomorrow, maybe I’ll write a poem or a short story. Next Tuesday could be a recipe. Saturday could be song lyrics. Who knows? Who cares?
This is my journal. For my eyes only.
I left Shady Elms Rehab at noon on the dot. Walked right past the guards with a little knapsack full of rehab goodies and pamphlets and hotline cards (and this journal, of course) over my shoulder. I was wearing the same clothes I had come in with all the way down to the white granny panties. A Nirvana t-shirt, a pair of ripped jeans, white socks, and a pair of slides. Yes, slides as in sandals.
When you’re high as fuck on heroin, you don’t make the best decisions, obviously. Three months ago, February, it was about twenty degrees and snowing, and I’m such a genius I was walking around in sandals. The sandals were a better choice now, in May, because the sun was shining, and the sky was clear.
Call it foresight, ha-ha-ha!
I stopped at the curved drop-off and pick-up area. There were a few cars, but none I recognized. I was looking for my dad’s Cadillac or my mom’s Lincoln, and I wasn’t seeing either of them.
How did that make me feel? That’s what Shady Elms’ resident head shrink would’ve asked me, and I would’ve told him it made me feel pretty shitty. They put me in here. A junkie rarely goes to rehab on their own accord. So my parents paid for it, and they occasionally reached out about my progress, and they knew today was the day I was a free woman again.
Them not being there to pick me up, well, it sucked. And it hurt. It hurt pretty damn bad.
I shrugged the knapsack off and sat on the curb. My mind was clear for the first time in who knew how long, yet I wasn’t sure what I was going to do next. Get to a phone, maybe? But the thought of going back through the flawless automatic opening glass doors caused me momentary revulsion. I could walk back home, but I knew the rehab center was pretty far out from most anything. I’d be walking for a long time, and I wasn’t sure I had the energy or the courage to do it. I wasn’t even sure where home was.
“Steph!” someone called. I instantly recognized the voice.
He was standing outside of a cobalt-colored car I hadn’t seen before. He wore a button-up blue shirt that matched the paint, tucked into a pair of black slacks. His dress shoes were shiny enough to reflect the sun into my eyes.
“Rog?”
It was like seeing a ghost. I shot up from the curb and rushed to him. He was all smiles, but I must’ve still looked shaken because he said, “Geez, cheer up, Steph. You think your big brother would have forgotten about you? I’ve been counting down the days!”
I hugged him so tight that he grunted.
Honesty. That’s what I strive for in these pages, and to be perfectly honest, I did think Roger forgot. Not the same as our parents, because they were still mad at me for getting hooked again, but…still.
We parted, and Roger stepped back. He looked at me, took me in. “You put on some weight,” he said after a moment.
I let out a fake gasp and hit him in the shoulder hard enough for it to sting, but there was no viciousness behind the blow. “You ass! You’re not supposed to say that to a girl.”
He was still grinning. “You know what I meant. You look…healthy. The way I remember you.”
“Yeah, the whole being off heroin thing kinda does wonders for your health.” I laughed. He didn’t. I hit him again. “Relax, Roger.”
That’s how I handle situations like this, I guess. With humor. It’s easier than confronting the truth. Roger, he’s like Mom and Dad. Always so serious. But he has a fun side. You just gotta poke at that corporate drone shell of his a few times until it cracks and falls away. The next time you see him, he’ll have it on again, especially if it’s a weekday, but it’s not unbreakable.
I guess maybe that’s something I love and appreciate about my older brother. He’s more like me than he is our parents, even if we don’t share the same blood.
Roger spun his key ring on his index finger. “Guessing you need a ride, huh?”
“No,” I said. “I was just gonna catch the next helicopter out of here.” I tapped the trunk of the car. The blue paint shined as brightly as Roger’s dress shoes. “New?”
“Not even three days old. A baby.”
I gave it a walk around.
“Jaguar,” Roger said. “I’m sure you’ve heard of it.
“Nice,” I said. “Thought it was a Hyundai or something.” I only said this to get at him, start breaking down that shell of his. You know.
“Get in. I’ll take you for a spin,” he said.
So I got in, and we went for a spin.
He turned on the radio. Jimmy Eat World’s “The Middle” came through the speakers. I love that song. It’s the perfect length, like a one-night stand.
“Where you staying?” Roger asked. He had a pair of Ray-Bans on. He looked the part of a corporate jack-wagon, but I’d never tell him that to his face. Well…maybe I would. Just not now. I hadn’t seen the outside world in three months. I had some adjusting to do.
“Umm…I was hoping back home.”
Roger shook his head. “Sorry, Steph.”
“Yeah, I figured.”
“They need more time, that’s all. Mom and Dad, they love you, but you really messed up in a big way.”
“I know.”
Roger reached over and gave me a punch on the knee. It was a brotherly act, I thought that in the moment, but then his hand lingered there a little longer than was comfortable. Just another heartbeat, one that made me feel strange, but I shrugged it off when he pulled his hand back to the wheel.
“No worries, though,” he said. “You can stay with us.”
“What? Will Mary⁠—?”
He took his right hand off the steering wheel and waved. “She’ll be fine. She’s so busy with the house she probably won’t even notice.”
“Maybe I can help her.”
“She’d like that.”
We went around a curve a little too fast, and I turned toward Roger. He was smiling like a goober. It was hard to believe he was older than me. But I found myself smiling with him, the lingering hand on my knee forgotten.
He might not have been blood, but did that really matter?
My big brother was always looking out for me.



Twenty-Four
I’M STILL CONFUSED. There’s mention of Mary and Roger, but who is Steph? That is the only hint of the narrator’s name in the entire first entry. There’s also no date. I find that weird, too. Aren’t you supposed to date journal entries? I guess there’s no hard and fast rules about that kind of stuff, but it makes sense, doesn’t it?
Steph has to be a family member. She says big brother, but they don’t share the same blood. An adopted sister? If so, then where is she, and why was part of her journal found by the maid in the guest bedroom? How did those pages end up here? If it wasn’t so late, I’d call Happy Maids and ask where Dolly had found them. Because it’s creeping me out. I don’t know why. It shouldn’t, but it is.
I can’t call until tomorrow, but thankfully, I live in the twenty-first century. I have Google. I pull it up on my phone and type “Steph Wright Woodwick Ohio.” Before I search, I drag the cursor next to her first name and change it to Stephanie.
And the first thing I see twists my stomach into knots. There’s an article from the Akron Beacon Journal, which had been such a big deal it got picked up by the Associated Press over twenty years ago.
Local Woman’s Death Raises Suspicion in Woodwick, the headline reads.
I click on the link and start reading the article.
Stephanie Wright, 22, tragically passed away last Tuesday in what authorities initially believed to be an accidental overdose/death by misadventure. However, recent developments in the ensuing investigation have brought new information to light in the sleepy Northeastern Ohio town.
Then I see the name Roger Wright.
Stephanie Wright’s older brother, Roger Wright, 26, an employee of the Wright & Norton law firm, has been called back in by authorities for, one source close to the case says, “extensive questioning”—
I scan the rest, not liking what I’m reading, and I click out of the webpage. There’s no introspection here because I immediately call Eddie.
He answers sleepily. I woke him up, but I don’t care.
“Eddie,” I say.
“Harp? Relax, take a breath. It’s just a shadow or the wind blowing. C’mon, I’m sleeping.”
“Eddie, I’m serious. I need you to tell me something.”
I hear him sit up in his bed. He sounds more alert. “What? What is it, Harper?”
“Did someone die in this house?”
“What the hell? I don’t know. Probably? People die in houses all the time, and it’s not like it’s a brand new place.”
“Did Zack have an aunt?”
“Huh? What are you going on about? Harper, it’s late. I got work tomorrow.”
“An aunt, Eddie. Did he have an aunt who passed away here? You’re his best friend. You should know.”
He’s silent for a long time, thinking. Then he clears his throat. “He had an aunt. I never met her, and I don’t think Zack even met her. They don’t talk about her much, though.”
“What do you mean?”
“I think they’re embarrassed.”
“Why?”
“The term I’ve heard Mary use when the aunt’s brought up is ‘junkie.’ And Roger’s a big-shot kinda guy. You know how it is in Woodwick. People talk. But it happened a long time ago. Before we were even born, Harp.”
“She lived here? In this house?”
I don’t know why I even say this. I know she did. It was in that article I read with my own eyes. They mentioned she was found in the Eagle’s Crest gated community where she’d been living temporarily. That’s why her journal turned up here. It makes sense. I don’t like it, but it makes sense.
“I can find out more if you want from Zack next time I talk to him. Just…not now. I’m beat, Harp, and I gotta get up at the crack of dawn.”
I want him to find out more, but I don’t want him to be obvious about it.
“Okay,” I say. “Just…tiptoe. Don’t be like, ‘Hey dude, the new caretaker wants to know about your dead aunt!’ or anything like that.”
“Is that how you think I sound? Jesus, Harp.” He chuckles, and it offers no comfort. “Come on. You know me, I won’t do that. Now, can I please go back to sleep?”
“Yeah,” I say. “I’m sorry. I just…well, you know how I am.”
“Yeah, I do. Good night, Harp.”
“One more thing, Eddie. Do you know if the Wrights ever had another cat? Like an orange one?”
“What? Why?”
“No reason.”
“That’s a weird question, man. This is all weird.”
“Just answer, Eddie.”
“Yeah, they did. It died a long time ago. I remember Zack coming to school all broken up about that. His name was Garfield. He’d been in the family a while…” He trails off. “You know, now that I think about it, it might’ve been the aunt’s cat. I can find that out, too. Later.”
My heart, already beating fast, speeds up. “Okay,” I manage, and my voice is barely a squeak.
“You sure you’re all right, Harp?”
No. Not all right at all, and now I’m thinking about Randy telling me how he has seen an orange cat in the window upstairs. The window that looks down from the third floor. The part of the house I am not allowed In.
“Y-yeah, I’m fine,” I say.
“Okay. Good night, Harper.”
“Good night, Eddie.”
He hangs up.
Midnight is on the bed. He walks confidently across my pillow the way cats so often do and sniffs at the rest of the notebook pages on the nightstand. He starts purring and rubs his whiskers against them.
“Yeah, buddy,” I say. “I know, I shouldn’t have read any of it.”
He meows before batting at them. It’s not a playful gesture, though. It’s almost like…he’s pushing them toward me. I know it’s crazy. I know I’m tired, and this is none of my business, but I can’t help but think he’s trying to tell me something by doing this. It's like he’s telling me I need to keep reading. Or maybe he’s telling me I’m going insane.
I’ll accept either answer.
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I missed writing for a few days, I know. I’m not perfect. I’m still trying to settle in. Life on the other side is strange. I had been high for so long that I pretty much forgot what it was like to be sober.
Again, you know, I’m trying to give you that honesty.
Sobriety is not the best. I prefer being under the influence of some mind-altering substance, but I hope one day I won’t feel like that.
Mary has been trying her best to make me feel welcomed and loved. She, like Roger, greeted me with open arms. The two of them discussed me staying with them. Roger said I could stay for a few weeks while I got back on my feet. Mary said stay as long as I like. I have a feeling she meant it. She is a genuine person. I’ve always thought that of her. My brother is lucky to have found her. Really, they’re lucky to have found each other.
Mary made up a room for me on the third floor. It’s an attic, long and not narrow, but it’s already better than the room I had in rehab. There’s a bed, a desk, and lots of boxes Roger and Mary have never gotten around to unpacking.
There’s one window that looks over the driveway way, way down below. Right now, there’s a crew of three men building a water fountain. Roger showed me the plans for it, what it will supposedly look like, and I’m excited to see the final product.
I wonder where he gets this money. For such a nice house, a nice car, a fountain. He has a good job, probably making six figures, but deep down, I know it’s more than that. Dad helps him out. He always has. He’s helped me out, too, I suppose, but not like he helps out Roger. I was already fighting an uphill battle, being adopted and all, but getting hooked on heroin was probably the final nail in the coffin.
Still, I can’t help but feel a bit betrayed about it. I’ve been with the Wrights since I was four years old. I don’t even remember my real mother or the woman who took care of me after she overdosed. All I remember is Earl and Greta Wright. The two people I think of as Mom and Dad. The two people I will always consider as my parents.
Mary is not working right now. So, while Roger spends the day at Dad’s firm, she and I spend a lot of time together. She’s into girly shit I’m not really into, but over the past two days, I’ve gone along for the ride to places like Macy’s and Dillards and Home Goods. We had lunch at restaurants where the prices made me feel guilty. We talked about celeb scandals and Roger’s work. I didn’t say much. I just let her talk. Like myself, I think she’s been lonely.
Then she dropped a bomb. The wine glass in front of her was nearly empty. Just water for me, though, because I’m in recovery, and booze is a no-no.
“Roger and I are trying for a baby,” she said.
Which was really just a politer way of saying they’re fucking each other like crazy sans protection.
“You’re gonna be an auntie soon!” she said.
Still, it’s exciting. I never thought I’d be capable as a mom, but I could definitely be an aunt. The cool aunt who lets their niece or nephew listen to music with curse words in it and lets them stay up past their bedtimes when she’s babysitting or lets them eat junk and watch horror movies. That sounds like a great job, and to be perfectly honest, which, I tell you, is my goal with these pages, being an aunt gives me more of a reason to try and stay clean.
If I use again, I’m out. Strike fuckin three. And I don’t want to miss any of my niece or nephew’s milestones. I want to be there for birthdays and Christmases and dance recitals and sports games where none of the toddlers know what the hell they’re doing, but it’s still cute. I want to be there for it all. I don’t want to fuck up anymore.
In that too-expensive restaurant, Mary and I squealed like a couple of gossiping girls at summer camp. It was nice, I’ll tell you. It was nice to feel like I was part of something again. No amount of heroin could give me that kind of high.
When we went home that day, Mary excused herself and took a nap, and I went down to the lake. It is quite beautiful now, even though it’s still chilly out. But the chilliness was good. There was no one around. Just me.
I took my shoes and socks off and walked the narrow boardwalk, sat down on the edge, and dipped my toes in the water.
Freezing cold, but I didn’t mind. It was nice to feel something. For almost three years, I didn’t feel much of anything besides anger and annoyance until I could get high, and then I was truly numb.
I sat there for a while, watching the sun dance off the gentle water. I might’ve sat there until the sun went down if I hadn’t heard the cat meowing behind me.
It sounded as if it was loaded with questions.
Who are you, and what are you doing on my dock?
I called the cat over. It looked at me with cautious eyes, eyes that were mismatched in color, one dark, almost black, and the other a pale hazel. It had no collar or name tag.
It was a stray, like me.
I found that hard to believe in Eagle’s Crest, but then again, cats were lawless. They didn’t give a shit about the gates of a gated community, did they?
After much coercing, the cat finally came over to me, still cautious, still not totally trusting. I held my hand out. It sniffed my fingers, and then, after a second or three, it nuzzled against my palm.
I sat there with the skinny thing on my lap for an hour or maybe longer, and then my stomach grumbled. It must’ve been dinnertime.
“I’m hungry,” I told it. “You must be starving.”
I could feel the knobs of the cat’s spine with every stroke of its fur.
“You wanna come get some grub with me?”
I got up, set the cat down. I figured if it wanted to, it would follow. But what the hell would I feed it?
Sure enough, the cat did follow. I think, like me, it was just grateful to feel like it belonged again. I don’t know. Maybe I’m getting sappy. Or whatever.
Dr. Ramon, you bitch.
Roger wasn’t happy about the cat coming inside, but I pulled the recovery card—I know, I know—and now I’m the proud owner of a cat.
He’s an orange guy, very handsome. I named him Garfield. All that’s left to do is fatten the poor fella up.
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Roger told me I needed to call Mom and Dad. Needed to beg them for forgiveness and thank them for sending me to rehab, paying for it, all that usual bullshit.
“Fuck off,” I said to him.
“Seriously, Steph. That’s all they want. Make up with each other, please.”
“So you can get me out of your house?”
Roger put a hand on the breast of the baggy polo shirt he was wearing. “I’m offended.”
“It makes sense. I wouldn’t want a junkie staying with me, either.”
Roger stretched an arm around my shoulder. Carefully, because he was holding a glass of whiskey in the other hand. We were out on the back patio, grilling, enjoying the weather on this fine weekend. Mary had gone in to get some more burger buns.
“You’re not a junkie, sis. You’re better now.”
Am I? I ask myself that question every day.
Roger squeezed my bicep. “And you can stay as long as you want. Mary loves that you’re here.” He lowered his voice. “And I love it because you’re keeping her distracted.” He gave me a douchey wink.
Ah, the “husband who can’t stand being around his wife for more than a few hours” stereotype.
I thought Rog was better than that. Maybe he is. Maybe he was just trying to fit the mold of the lawyerly club he was part of. He had been trying to do that for as long as I can remember, and I know the types of guys at my father’s firm. Always complaining about their wives and their kids and how they don’t have enough time to go golfing or drinking or whatever useless waste of time activity they’re into. Wonderful fellas, let me tell you.
“Yeah, yeah,” I said.
“Just call them,” Roger said. “For me. Please.”
I told him I would, and I did. It went all right. There was a lot of sobbing and thanking and promises. The usual bullshit.
But that’s not the phone call that made me want to write this entry today. That came later, around nine PM.
The three of us had moved inside and were watching some pointless reality competition show on the big television in the bigger living room downstairs when the phone trilled. I jumped. Garfield was on my lap, but he wasn’t bothered by the sound of the ringing telephone. I stroked him a bit nervously. He loved it, nervousness or not.
“Who could that be?” Mary wondered, looking up from the People magazine she was reading.
“Probably a wrong number,” Roger said. He was still sipping whiskey. I wondered how many he’d been on at this point, and I did not envy the headache he’d have in the morning. That was one good thing about being sober. Waking up and not feeling like you’ve just been hit by a train.
Rog got up and went to the phone in the little bar area by the front door. One of the columns blocked my view, but I heard him say, “Wright residence. Roger speaking.” He sounded like Dad, all friendly and polite. A true neighbor, upstanding citizen, white-collar do-gooder.
Mary had gone back to her People. The television was playing a McDonald’s commercial. Ba-da-bop-ba-ba!
I heard Roger’s voice change. Darken.
“How did you get this number?”
A pause as the person on the other line answered his question.
Then: “Do
not call here again.”
I looked over at Mary, wondering if she had heard her husband. How he had changed like that. She was oblivious, smiling stupidly at some gossip about Brad Pitt and Jennifer Aniston’s love life, I don’t know.
Roger came back into the living room with his jaw set and his hands curled into fists.
“Who was that, honey?” Mary asked, not looking up.
“Wrong number.”
But he was staring at me, and I didn’t like what I saw in his eyes.
Half an hour later, Mary said she was going to hop in the shower and then go to bed. “You coming, hon?” she asked Roger.
“Yeah, be right up,” Roger said. “Few minutes. Want to see the end of this.”
I said good night to Mary. That left Roger and I in the living room. It was like there was a chasm between us. We sat in silence for I don’t know how long, but it felt like an eternity. The reality show changed to the news. More bad stuff on the screen, strife, escalating conflict, all the terrible bullshit going on, but what else was new?
“That was Aaron,” Roger said finally, “that phone call.”
My stomach dropped. “Aaron,” I whispered.
“Yeah, and he was asking about you. Wanting to talk to you.”
“Well, yeah,” I said. “He probably wouldn’t be asking about you or Mary, would he?”
Roger shifted on the couch. Now he was staring directly at me. “He’s the one who called the ambulance, isn’t he? The one who gave you the dope?”
That was true, yeah. Aaron and I had been getting high together for a while. He gave me the heroin and the means to shoot up, but he also saved my life by calling the paramedics when I overdosed. Win some, lose some.
“In a way,” I said, “I have him to thank for rehab.”
“You’re such a bitch, Stephanie.”
Garfield tensed and jumped off my lap, running for the shadows—and there are a lot of them in this big house.
“Calm down. It’s a joke,” I said.
“He got you hooked on that shit. The shit that almost got you killed.”
“I’m a big girl, Roger. I can make my own decisions.”
“Even if they’re fucking dumb decisions? Yeah, guess you can.” Roger crossed his arms like he was pouting. He looked stupid, like a petulant child, but I didn’t say anything. I guess it was kind of sweet, him getting all upset about this. It meant he cared.
I kept my mouth shut and looked at the news anchor in all his made-up glory.
“Steph…”
“Fuck off, Roger.”
“I’m sorry. It’s the booze. I didn’t mean it.”
I turned to him. “Aaron is a good guy.” Roger opened his mouth, rolling his eyes, but I went on before he could say something else. “He’s always trying to get clean. Addiction is a disease, Roger. It’s not easy to beat.”
“But you’re better. It can be done.”
“I struggle every day,” I said. “It’s difficult.”
“I know. That’s why I don’t want you talking to people from back then. Okay? That chapter of your life is done. You go back to Aaron, and next thing I know, it’s three in the morning and the police are calling me and telling me my baby sister was found dead in some alley downtown.”
“Oh, please. It would be a Motel 6, at the very least, dude.”
Roger didn’t laugh. He just glared.
“I can help him,” I said, trying to get my voice to sound more serious.
Roger’s cheeks flushed a deeper red. “No.”
“Just listen⁠—”
He stood up, knocking his glass off the coffee table. It made a muffled thump on the carpet and sent amber-colored liquid toward the couch in a spray.
“Say it again, Stephanie! Say it one more fucking time. Say you’ll help him. Go ahead.”
“Roger, please.”
“Say it, and you can walk your junkie ass right out my door, and good fucking luck. Mom and Dad’s will be even worse. If they’ll even take you back, that is.”
I opened my mouth—a sound, kind of an uhhh, but then I closed it. It wasn’t worth it. I’ve seen him get angry before. It’s been years, but there’s no denying Roger Wright has a temper.
“That’s what I fucking thought.” He slapped the coffee table hard enough for half the stack of magazines to slide off and lay in a heap next to the upturned glass of whiskey.
Then he left me and went upstairs.
You want to know what happened after that? Honestly? Well, I cried harder than I had cried in a long time. I cried and I cried, trying to be as silent as I could. Mary never noticed, and Roger, if he had, never bothered to apologize.
But Garfield noticed.
Now, in the wake of Roger’s wrath, the cat silently crawled into my lap and snuggled against me, and I began to feel better. Thank God for small favors.
Thank God for cute little orange cats.
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MY EYES ARE heavy as I finish reading the third entry. I’m learning so much about this woman. But I don’t understand how she could slip back into addiction. She was so loved and cared for.
And the cat, the poor cat. Garfield is only mentioned a few times in those first few entries, but if his owner dies—which I now know is what happened—what becomes of the cat? Is there a happy ending there? I don’t know for sure.
I know Zack was alive and old enough to remember the cat’s passing, so they must’ve kept Garfield, but how was the cat? Did he adjust to losing his owner, his real owner? I don’t know, but the more of Stephanie Wright’s story I read, the worse I feel.
Stephanie’s gone, all because of addiction. How could she do that? How could she fall back into it? This is a question I ask myself about my own mother. How could she let herself do it? How could something like a drug be better than life or your own kid?
Addiction is hard, I get it. Well, not really, since I’ve never been addicted to anything. But I still believe death is harder.
Thinking about my mother, about all she’s missed out on since she passed away, I start to cry. But at the same time, I’m so tired. It’s late, too late.
I start to drift off to sleep while I’m sniffling and stroking Snowball’s fur. I didn’t even put my phone on the charger or turn off my bedside lamp, but that is a distant thought I’m not really concerned about.
I don’t know how long I sleep, but it doesn’t feel long before I’m swimming toward consciousness again. The room has grown freezing cold. I have no idea why. I grab my covers and pull them up to my chin. It feels like it’s the middle of winter outside, and while I’m only somewhat unconscious, closer to sleep than wakefulness, I’m aware it shouldn’t be this cold inside because it’s only cool outside, and the air conditioning isn’t on.
I feel movement on the mattress, but again, I’m only somewhat aware of this. It’s probably just one of the cats getting up and stretching, disturbed by me shifting beneath the comforter.
But then I hear the purring. And I hear more movement. It’s not from the cats.
My eyes open to slits. The room is dark. The light has burned out, or it’s gone off by itself. I’m not entirely sure of that. All I know is that it wasn’t me.
Blurred by sleep, I see a figure standing at the foot of my bed. A woman in a dress. She is running a hand over Midnight’s back. Her skin is pale and almost bluish, glowing in the dark. The hall light is still on beyond my door, but it doesn’t penetrate the darkness of the room.
Her head is bent at an unnatural angle, left ear almost touching her left shoulder. There is a scent of rot beneath the scent of cold. It comes off her in waves, the way the booze scent had come off Zack and Mary Wright the day I came to interview.
My heart has stopped. I no longer feel it beating, and I am frozen along with it.
A soft, sweet voice says, That’s a good boy, kitty-kitty. Oh yes, that’s a good boy. Aren’t you a good boy?
Midnight arches his back upward and meows contentedly. He twirls, relishing in every moment this…this intruder is giving him.
The scream that has been building in my lungs threatens to blow out of my neck if I don’t let it loose. But I still can’t move. I’m still frozen.
There’s a creaking sound as the figure turns its head to me. My eyes open wider, and I see the figure in all its horror.
It’s a woman. But she’s not normal. Something is wrong with her, something drastically wrong. She has crawled out of a swamp or a grave, and now she’s visiting me in the night.
But distantly in the back of my mind, I think beneath the grime and death that coats her face that she was once a pretty woman.
Now she raises the hand that was petting Midnight and points toward me. Not at me, but next to me. Her mouth opens. There’s another creaking sound. Her gums are gone, and I see maggots wriggling around her teeth.
Reaaaaaaaad, she says, but no longer is her voice sweet, and somehow, I hear it without really hearing it. It’s a croak, like someone has filled her mouth with dirt and rocks, and she’s trying to find her way around it. UPSTAIRSSSSSSSS…READ⁠—
I can’t help myself. I scream, my mouth opening so wide that my jaw seems to unhinge, but there’s no sound.
Suddenly, I blink back into the room I remember passing out in, the one with the light on and the cats nestled snugly in bed.
I’m breathing hard, looking at the foot of the mattress, looking for the woman in the dirty dress with the face of death.
She’s not here.
A dream. It was just a dream, I tell myself. That’s all. Relax, Harper. Relax.
Midnight blinks sluggishly, a look on his face that says he’s not happy about being disturbed. It’s cute, and it makes me feel a little better.
I reach out to pat his back, my way of apologizing for reacting this way to a nightmare, but as my fingers touch his gray-black fur, I feel cold wetness there.
Lines.
There are lines in his fur, and they are about the size of a woman’s fingers. A dead woman’s fingers, one who has recently stroked the cat’s thick coat.
I pull back, a scream building in my lungs again.
Not a nightmare.
Not a nightmare after all.
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I TRY and try to convince myself that it really was just a dream, but the wet streaks on Midnight’s fur are damning. There’s no denying that. I can’t begin to understand where those had come from if not from the dead woman standing at the end of my bed.
I consider calling the cops. It’s late, very late, but the alarm is on, and nothing has been triggered. No one could be in the house. I grab my pillow and blanket, but first I stuff the pages under the dresser. They’ll be safe there, I think. I’ll just have to move them next time Dolly comes to clean. Then I go downstairs. There’s no chance I can sleep up here. Not tonight, at least. The nightmare needs to fade. I don’t think I’ll sleep at all for the rest of…well, maybe forever.
In the living room, I turn on a silly Netflix show where polite British people bake all different types of desserts for a group of even politer British judges. It’s comforting, soothing, but I’m still nowhere near close to drifting off. The cats have followed me down, thinking they’re getting an early breakfast. I look at the clock on the cable box below the big television. It’s a quarter past four in the morning.
I get up and cover it with a decorative pillow, fire hazard be damned. I don’t want to know what time it is. I watch I don’t know how many episodes of the British baking show before my eyes grow heavy. Morning light leaks through the blinds behind the couch, and slowly, the house begins to brighten. Things aren’t so scary in the light.
I fall asleep. I wake up promptly at nine because Snowball is rubbing her face against mine, and Midnight’s doing his breakfast shuffle over the backs of the furniture. I’m guessing I managed an hour or two of actual sleep, and I feel somewhat better. The sun helps in that regard, but I can’t shake the image of the woman from my head.
The cats are happy to eat. Content with everything. Midnight doesn’t seem bothered by the fact that a living corpse had pet him in the night, and when I think about it, it just sounds so silly. So ridiculous.
I must’ve imagined it. All of these things, the woman, the way she stroked the cat with her corpse fingers, and the way she pointed toward the stack of papers on my nightstand and told me to read in that dirt-choked voice.
I look at Midnight as he buries his face in the bowl of Purina. His fur is smooth, not mottled and clumped by corpse…fluid.
I had a bad dream, and that is all it is.
But what if it wasn’t?
What if it was real?
Shut up. Shut up.
What did she say in the dream? Read? Upstairs? Reaaaaaad?
What could that possibly mean?
I realize I can’t stay here. I need to go somewhere. It looks like it’s going to be a crummy day, cloudy and hazy with a big possibility of rain, the way it usually is in this part of Ohio. But it’s a day I intend to spend out and about. If I stay here, I fear what will happen to my mind.
I top off the cats’ bowls and get them fresh water. I scoop the litter clean. Then I get myself ready. No shower, but I brush my teeth and change my clothes, put my hair in a loose, if not messy, ponytail. I just need to get out of this place.
A run, maybe? I have been slacking.
Yeah, that sounds perfect. But then I’ll have to go somewhere else.
I lock up, set the alarm to AWAY, hearing that comforting computerized voice, and then I’m gone. Two miles in a few laps around the gated community. Sweat pours off my arms and brow. I try to sprint away the fear. Then I’m in the car. I’ll air dry with the windows down. I don’t even care if I smell.
I’m not sure where to go at first. Somewhere public with lots of people, and since I’m tired from my lack of sleep and the run, I figure Starbucks is my best bet. I can get some caffeine and be around a constant stream of people there. Best of both worlds.
I pull into the lot of the shopping plaza a town over from Woodwick. The Rite Aid is just opening for the morning, so I slip in and browse the overpriced bookshelf and magazine rack. I need something to keep my mind off the house and the terrible dream I had.
I buy a psychological thriller paperback because it’s the only genre that keeps my mind from wandering while turning the pages. It’s about an obsessive neighbor terrorizing a newlywed couple who just moved into town, by an author I’ve never heard of. It’s called The Neighbor—how creative, but the cover is eye-catching enough, and yes, I do judge books by their covers. There’s two types of people, I think, those who judge books by the covers, and liars.
I go to Starbucks and order the biggest coffee they can give me. I tell the barista, a young college-aged girl with razor-thin eyebrows, to keep them coming, realizing how much I sound like a drunk at the bar. She laughs and nods. I think she probably hears those exact words all the time, but I don’t care.
I sit at a corner table and chug as much of the steaming coffee as I can muster before my tongue and the roof of my mouth scream with pain. Unfortunate, but this burning jolt wakes me up faster than the caffeine ever could, so I’ll take it. Small victories and all that.
I lean back against the brick wall and people-watch for a bit. It’s mostly men and women dressed in business attire that make up the steady flow of customers. They probably work in downtown Akron and are on their way to the office, needing their morning caffeine fix. When that gets boring, I flip open the book. I’m hooked pretty much instantly, and by chapter three, the nightmare is on the farthest back burner of my mind.
I’m happily turning the pages at record speed when something falls out from the middle of the flimsy paperback.
It’s pieces of lined paper hugging each other, and they float through the air for a long time before hitting the floor beneath my table.
I bend down to pick them up, and stop when I see the wrinkles and the looping handwriting, and I start to comprehend the words, and I know what this is. I stare at the top page resting on the slightly scummy tile near the table legs for a long time. I am trying to wrap my head around how this could be possible.
It is not. Quite simply. I just bought this book. There is no way Stephanie Wright’s journal pages could have been nestled inside it. No way at all. Therefore, I must be losing my mind, and I’m both intrigued and majorly concerned by this.
But it is there. I’m staring at the page with my own two eyes. This is not a dream, not a nightmare.
This is reality.
My chest feels like it’s going to explode with a scream I can’t hold in. But rather than let it out, I reach down and pick the page up with trembling fingers, like I’m trying to pick up a big spider that has scuttled across the kitchen counter with a napkin.
What did the woman in my dream say last night?
Reaaaad…
So that is what I do. I read.
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Happy birthday to Stephanie. Happy birthday to Stephanie…
Ah, fuck it.
Things haven’t been the same since Aaron called, and that was, what, almost three weeks ago? I kept my end of the bargain. I didn’t call him back. But it has been hard. I miss a lot of those people from that part of my life. Sure, we were junkies and assholes and cheaters and thieves, but at least we were real. The Wright family lacks in that department big time.
Still, I know what would happen if I went back. If I even so much as looked at Aaron.
Bad things. That’s all I’ll say. Bad things.
Today, Roger and Mary took me out to this really nice restaurant in Geneva. There was a cake. There were a few presents. Mary even sang to me, much to Roger’s amusement. Then Mary excused herself. A little too much wine, I guess. And Roger pulled out another gift. He wasn’t drinking. I hadn’t seen him drink since he lost his cool the night Aaron called. Still, his cheeks were red as he slid the box across the table.
“Here,” he said. “One more.”
“What? Roger, c’mon.” I motioned to the table and the dimly lit restaurant around us. “This is more than enough.”
“Just open it.”
The box was slim and long. Maybe ten or so inches. I felt the quality of the material it was made out of, ran my fingertips over the silk blue ribbon tied around it. Roger watched with an impatient anticipation in his eyes.
“What is it?” I said.
“Open it and find out, dummy.”
So I did.
Inside lay a brown and gold fountain pen on a velvet bag.
“A pen?”
“You hate it…”
“What? No. I don’t hate it, I just don’t understand⁠—”
“Well,” Roger said, allowing himself that devious smile of his. “I always see you scribbling in that journal of yours, and I remember when you were younger how you wanted to be a writer, and I’ve read those stories you wrote before you left college…” Left is a lot politer than saying dropped out, I’ll give him that much. “And I figured you should try again. So I got you that pen.”
I picked it up, marveling at the weight of it. It was quality through and through. Golden letters ran down its side. I squinted at them and read:
Steph, forge your own path.
I blinked, hoping he couldn’t see the tears in my eyes.
Of course he did. Roger is pretty observant.
“You like it?” he asked.
“Roger…I love it, but I think my dream of being a writer went out the window when⁠—”
“No,” he said. “It doesn’t have to be like that. Steph, you can do whatever you want. You’re better now.”
“But—”
He shrugged. “You had a bad spell, that’s all. You’re still here with us. You’re still breathing. You can do whatever you want. Be a writer. Be an actress. Be a, I don’t know, a world-renowned chef. You know what I mean.”
And then I was really crying. Sobbing in the middle of a five-star restaurant like an asshole. Roger got up and slid into the empty seat next to me. He put an arm around my side, resting his fingers just above the hip.
“Don’t, Steph.”
“I’m s-sorry,” I said.
“Why are you crying? Is it that bad? The pen?”
“No,” I said, trying to catch my breath, “I love it. I mean it. It’s just…it’s just it’s been so hard. I didn’t think anyone would ever believe in me again. Like, I don’t, like, deserve to be believed in⁠—”
His finger went to my lip, and I think it stayed there a spell too long, the way his hand stayed on my knee when he gave me a lift home from the rehab place. “I will always
believe in you, Stephanie Wright. Always.”
Then he kissed me. Not on the cheek, but on the corner of the mouth, our lips so close to meeting. I almost squirmed away from him. I mean, he is my brother. Adopted brother, yeah, but I’ve only ever looked at him as family.
I stayed still. I let him kiss me because I was thinking about his temper, the way he went off when Aaron called the house. I was afraid of what he would do if I made a big fuss about it. Maybe not here in public, but the next time we were alone.
Honesty, right? Well, there it is.
Mary came back a few minutes later. She saw the pen, smiled, oblivious to the uncomfortableness that had fallen over us. On the surface, at least.
“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” she said and pinched Roger’s cheek. He was on their side of the table by this point. “He picked it out all by himself. Did a good job, didn’t he?”
I smiled. “He did.”

JOURNAL ENTRY #5
June 28, 2002
Roger and I have pretty much avoided each other since my birthday dinner. Things have gotten weird between us, though neither of us will admit it.
This isn’t the first time we’ve had awkward moments. I’ve never told anyone what I am about to tell you now. I have never even uttered the words out loud. Not to my reflection, to our parents, or to Dr. Ramon, who I felt I could tell anything and who had gifted me this leather-bound notebook with its lined pages. But I’ll write it now, and I’ll write it because, well…
Honesty.
When I was still in high school, and Roger was home from college, I caught him with a pair of my underwear. They were sticking out between the mattress and box spring in his bedroom. I don’t know why I was there, probably to grab his basket of dirty laundry he was never good at keeping up with, but I caught a glimpse of hot pink there one evening, just a snippet, and I couldn’t help myself. I had to see what it was.
Of course, it creeped me out, but back then, I was bolder and confronted Roger about it. He shrugged it off, saying he had no idea how my underwear ended up there. He said it must’ve gotten tangled up in the laundry and then stuffed there whenever Mom changed his sheets.
I acted like I bought this explanation, but deep down, I didn’t. There was something in his eyes. Anger that I’d confronted him and guilt that he’d been caught. We haven’t talked about it since, but that’s not a first for our family.
Us Wrights are professionals at burying emotional trauma, I guess.
Anyway, back to better things. I want this journal to be honest, but I don’t want it to be completely fucking depressing, either.
I’m scribbling today’s entry with my new fountain pen, the one Roger got me for my birthday. It took a little bit to get used to it, loading the ink cartridges, getting the tip at the right angle for the ink to come out, knowing when I was running low and all that, but there’s no denying it’s a fine writing utensil.
It has, in a strange way, given me confidence.
So has Mary.
Today, for instance, she invited me along to the gym with her, the same way she has every couple of days, but this time I accepted the invitation. I was a special guest in the aerobics class she attends twice a week.
In my baggy gray sweats and raggedy Metallica shirt, I stood out in the sea of pink and baby blue spandex. After the side-eyes stopped, though, I had myself a pretty good time. It was nice to move, to work up a sweat that wasn’t a result of withdrawal symptoms. Before that, the most exercise I got was going from my third-floor room to the kitchen. Granted, that was a hell of a walk, but it was no aerobics class.
An hour later, I was soaked in sweat, still trying to catch my breath. Mary looked as fresh as she had when we walked inside the Woodwick Recreation Center. We said our goodbyes to all of her uppity friends, who turned out not to be as uppity as I’d originally thought, and then Mary turned toward the stairs that led to the weight room.
“Wait?” I said. Actually gasped. “More?”
“I just want to stretch a little, if you don’t mind. I’d hate to cramp up on the ride home.” She smiled and mimed jerking a steering wheel to the right. “You know, I’m not as young as I used to be.”
“Oh, shut it.”
I followed her up to a room with thick rubber flooring, stacks of weights, and big metal plates and barbells and benches broken up by an occasional elliptical or treadmill. We tossed down two bright blue mats and got to stretching, which for Mary was serious business. I tried to do what she was doing, but apparently, I couldn’t bend like that.
I noticed she kept looking over my shoulder the whole time. Finally, after maybe the dozenth flash of wide eyes at something behind my vision, I said, “What are you doing, Mary? You okay?”
Before she could answer, though the knowing smile on her face was answer enough in hindsight, footsteps approached us, and a deep, smoky voice said, “Mary! Haven’t seen you up here in a while!”
“Hey! Chad! How are you?”
I turned, and there stood a hulking man in a sweaty tank top and gym shorts. He had some kind of braces wrapped around his wrists, and he was breathing heavily. His muscles bulged and glistened with sweat. Yes, glistened. He was a statue of brilliance, and I’m not exaggerating. I thought he was the kind of person Leonardo da Vinci would’ve begged to paint or sculpt or whatever.
But art was a good descriptor.
Mary cleared her throat as she got up and said, “Steph, this is Chad. Chad, this is Stephanie, my sister-in-law.”
“Ah, the one you’ve been telling me about,” Chad said.
Getting up myself, I shot a glare toward Mary. Was she playing matchmaker? That sneaky punk.
My tiny hand was swallowed by his when we shook. “It’s nice to meet you, Stephanie.”
“You as well, Chad.”
Mary bent down and picked up our mats. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll just run these back.” She gave me a wink.
The bastard.
Just Chad and I now, he said, “So, uh, you’re new in town, yeah?”
Here’s where my destructive tendencies showed through. I should have lied or neglected to tell the whole truth. That was what polite people did to be socially acceptable, right? Well, me, the dummy I am, said, “Not necessarily new. I just got out of rehab on account of I was addicted to heroin for the better part of two years and overdosed. I got out, and my brother, Mary’s husband, is letting me crash with them while I get my shit together.”
Shock crossed Chad’s defined face, but it was only momentary. He nodded, though I expected him to run for the nearest exit, and he said, “So you’re clean now?”
“Guess so.”
“Congratulations,” he said. “That’s something to be proud of. Really.”
Which was not what I was expecting at all. And I liked that.
As of this writing, I am supposed to meet Chad for dinner in an hour and a half, and I’m nervous as shit.

JOURNAL ENTRY #6
June 29, 2002
The “date,” which is what Mary is calling it, went amazing. Chad is a cool guy. I think I’ll see him again.

JOURNAL ENTRY #7
June 30, 2002
Roger blew up when he found out about me seeing Chad. Of fucking course.
“You need to focus on you, Stephanie! Not ‘roided out dickheads!” He was right in my face, close enough that flecks of spit misted my cheeks. “You know steroids are a drug, too, right? Or did that slip that fried brain of yours!”
It was the first time I’d seen him remotely angry in front of Mary. She was standing behind him, her back nearly pressed against the refrigerator, a tray of cheese and fresh fruit wobbling in her grip. The sun was shining through the sliding glass door that led to the back patio, but it seemed a lot darker inside.
“Back up, Roger!” I said. “Get away from me!”
Something snapped into place. Roger stepped back and looked down at his hands. “I-I’m sorry.” He shook his head. “I don’t know what came over me. I just care about you, that’s all, Steph. I don’t trust men because I am one. I know what their intentions are.”
“And what might those be?”
A knowing look passed between us. I don’t think Mary caught it, and I’m glad for that. She didn’t deserve this.
“You know what I mean,” Roger said. “They only want one thing.”
“You’re not my father, Roger.”
Mary was still standing by the fridge, her face an unmoving mask of surprise. Roger noticed or remembered she was there, and he turned around, the color draining from his cheeks. “I-I don’t know what came over me,” he repeated again and tried to put an arm around Mary. She kind of recoiled away. He blinked like a very stupid man, and then he rushed out of the kitchen.
I was used to that. Roger had his moments of rage growing up. Can’t say Mary was, though. Roger was always on his best behavior around her. Even when he was drinking, which I noticed had been a lot more than I remembered before I went into rehab.
“Mary,” I said. “Are you okay?”
“What—what just happened?”
“Something stupid, that’s all,” I said. “Don’t worry. He’ll cool off in a bit.”
“I—” She dropped the tray on the kitchen island and left.
When I got out of the shower that night around eleven, which was quite late in this household, I realized I had forgotten my pajamas and would have to go up the spiral staircase to my attic room in only my towel. Not too far of a walk, and everyone would be sleeping, so I wasn’t worried.
Only I thought wrong.
With the lamp on my nightstand almost blinding, I hadn’t noticed Roger sitting on my bed until my towel was halfway down. He never made a sound. He only watched me.
Watched me with his hungry, flinty eyes.
When I saw him, I uttered a choked scream and snatched my towel back up to cover myself.
“Roger? What the fuck?”
He said nothing, only watched. Watched and watched.
I could smell the booze on him. The sour scent of whiskey.
“What are you doing? Get out!”
Finally, he spoke in a voice that was so not like his own. It was almost like he was possessed or something. I hated it.
He said⁠—
Hold on, I think he’s coming back. I hear something. I’m just writing this now as evidence, ha-ha-ha. In case he kills me. Ha-ha.
Seriously, though, I do think I hear him at the bottom of the stairs. He’s probably drunker than normal. Or coming to apologize. Whatever. I’ll tell him to fuck off and fini



Thirty
HE KILLED HER.
I know he did. Why would she just stop mid-sentence like that? There’s even a streak of ink from the last letter, the “i” in what would have been the word “finish.” It cuts across at a diagonal, going to the bottom of the page as if Stephanie jerked by surprise.
As if Roger stormed into her room and attacked her.
That’s what happened. I know it. That’s why she came to me in my dreams. That’s why her diary pages, ripped from the journal she talks about in the entries, showed up in my room. To show me. Because I’m not family. I have no leg in this race of protecting secrets.
Because I can help her.
What do I do?
First thing: I bring up her name in a Google search again.
In one article from 2002, the date referenced for the day she overdosed is July 1. “In the early hours of July 1, Stephanie Wright was found unresponsive at the bottom of the stairs leading to her third-floor bedroom by sister-in-law Mary Wright.”
The last journal entry I read is dated June 30. Same year. The last thing she ever wrote in life lies on the table before me. These pages aren’t enough to prove Roger killed her, but maybe it’s enough to reopen the case, to raise suspicion.
As far as I know from the articles, he was only a suspect. He wasn’t charged with anything. Murder is not a crime that adheres to the statute of limitations. Roger can pay for what he did.
But what if he didn’t kill her? What if I’m⁠—?
No, that’s dumb. Why would she visit me in the night? Why would she set these pages out for me? Why would she somehow put them in the brand-new book I just bought?
How? is the real question. How is any of this even possible? But right now, I don’t care how. I almost don’t want to know. All that matters is that it happened.
And I want to help her. She’s been dead for over twenty years, and the mystery of her death has been apparently resolved in the public eye. She was an addict who relapsed. A junkie who met her inevitable fate. If that’s not true, then how insulting to her memory. She was getting better, she was trying, according to these journal entries. Maybe it’s crazy because I didn’t know her in life, but I refuse to believe Stephanie would stick the needle back in her veins.
What do I do? I ask myself again.
You keep quiet. You don’t do anything until you know more. You play it cool. The summer has just started. You’re only a couple weeks into this position. If you arouse suspicion, Roger will do something. He seems capable of it, and he’s rich and powerful.
I need to go back to the house. I need to get my stuff and look into this some more. Maybe I can find a psychic or something. Crazy, but what else can I do? I know stuff like that doesn’t hold up in court, and the police would think I’m crazy if I told them a psychic helped me solve a twenty-plus-year-old potential murder case, but it’s an option, I guess. It could get me going in the right direction. Help find even more evidence that might have been overlooked.
I fold the page and slip it back into my book. So far, this and the other entries are my best piece of evidence, but I intend to find more. Maybe she will show me more.
I intend to be thorough about this. I don’t want to mess it up and look crazy.
I finish the rest of my coffee, throw the cup away. The barista with the thin eyebrows says, “No more? You said to keep them coming!”
I smile. “No, I guess not. I’m sorry. Thank you!”
“Have a nice day!”
“You, too,” I say, but I don’t know if that’s possible. I don’t know if that’ll ever be possible again, not until I can help Stephanie.



Thirty-One
AS I’M PULLING into the driveway, my phone rings. Eddie’s picture pops up on the screen.
It’s a little after seven in the evening, and the caffeine and the adrenaline are starting to wear off. I’m running on only a few hours of sleep. It’ll be dark soon, and I’ll crash for the next twelve hours. This time, I’ll welcome a visit from Stephanie. This time I hope she’ll tell me more.
I answer the phone. “Hi, Eddie.”
“Hey, Harp,” Eddie says. He sounds chipper. Probably just got done hanging with his girl of the moment.
“Yes?” I do not sound chipper. I sound distant, my head in the clouds. Not surprising. I try to force myself back, but I can’t stop thinking about what I’ve realized about the woman who visited last night.
“So I talked to Zack. You know, in regards to our weird conversation last night.”
“Huh?”
“You called me last night, Harp. Don’t you remember?”
It hits me. When I first started reading the journal entries, I got freaked, and I Googled Stephanie’s name and found out she died in the house.
My brain is mush. I’m tired. Oh no. This isn’t good.
“Yeah,” I say, trying to keep my voice steady.
“So yes, the aunt didn’t pass away in the house. She overdosed in the house and fell down the steps, but Mary found her and called 911. She was dead by the time they got her to the hospital.” He says this like it’s the best news in the world.
I don’t reply. He clears his throat. “That means there’s no ghosts in the place, Harp.”
“Yeah,” I say.
“And there was a cat. The aunt, her name was Stephanie, she had an orange cat called Garfield.”
“Okay…” I say. I park the car and turn off the engine, which makes a happy whine of relief.
“Are you all right, Harp?”
“I’m fine,” I say.
I walk to the front door and let myself in. The alarm doesn’t begin to count down, and that’s not right. I was sure I armed it before I left, as is stipulated in the House Rules handout. The cats don’t come to greet me, either, and I know they’ve got to be hungry. I’ve missed their dinner by an hour or so, and the cats are nothing if not punctual.
“Harp?”
Eddie’s still on the phone. He’s been talking, but I’ve tuned him out. My heartbeat’s picking up. My muscles and joints are starting to ice over with fear.
“Harper. Earth to Harper!”
“Huh?”
“I was saying we should get dinner again. My treat. Work’s just been crazy, and I⁠—”
I look up the stairs. Midnight is staring down from between the banisters. He’s licking his lips like he just had food. The hall lights are not on.
I lower the phone, hearing the distant, tinny voice of Eddie going on about whatever it is he’s going on about.
“Midnight…?”
I start to head up the stairs. As I round the curve, I see there is one light on, and it’s at the end of the hall.
I squint. My phone almost drops out of my hand because all my muscles go weak.
The door to the locked room is hanging open.
A strangled cry leaks out from between my lips. It was locked. I know it was, I remember checking that first night, and I haven’t bothered it since.
“Stephanie?” I whisper.
“Harper…Harper… You there? Harp—” Eddie’s voice goes on, and then the phone slips from my grip and hits the runner with a muffled thump.
Pulled by that invisible string, I drift toward the open door, that icy cold air, and that strange ethereal light.
Midnight leads the way, sauntering, tail swishing, happy.
I get to the threshold. There’s a narrow staircase leading up to the restricted room. The one Stephanie had allegedly fallen down in a drug-induced haze.
“Stephanie, is that you? Are you back?” I say into the light and take the first few steps slowly. Midnight meows cheerfully and darts to the top. He waits at the landing. He looks to his left, and his tail swishes again. She’s here. Stephanie’s here in her old bedroom. She has to be.
And she wants to show me something.
“I understand now,” I say. “I’m not afraid, and I’m so sorry for what happened to you.”
I’m almost at the top. I turn my head to look where Midnight has been looking, not wanting to be frightened by her appearance. And I don’t think I will be. It’s not her fault. She didn’t die by accident. No matter how you slice it, death is not pretty, but it’s something that happens to us all.
“You found them, then,” someone says in the shadows of the long room. I can’t see who it is, but I recognize the voice. “You found what I’ve been looking for for over twenty years.”
My skin chills and prickles. Ice radiates through my sternum.
The owner of this voice steps out of the shadows, holding the leather-bound journal, the golden fountain pen he had given her on her birthday before stealing a not-so-brotherly kiss still attached to it.
The person is Roger Wright, and although his mouth is turned up in a smile, his eyes are dead.
“The last loose end,” he says.
“What?” I say. My voice is as soft and as dry as powder.
“Thank you so much, Harper.”
He lunges, kicking a yowling Midnight out of the way in the process. I try to go for the stairs again, but he’s too fast.
He grabs my arm with fingers that dig into me like blades. I cry out in pain as he throws me to the dusty floor, and my head bounces off the wood. The already shadowy room darkens. I blink and re-focus, looking at the heaving man. I see now that he has a gun.
I am not imagining this. This is real. This is happening.
“Please,” I beg. “Please, don’t. I won’t say anything. I promise. I promise!”
Roger just laughs.



Thirty-Two
ROGER HAS me up off the floor, and I’m sitting in a chair pulled out from a tiny desk with a scuffed wooden top. There is a layer of dust on it, only slightly disturbed by a few paw prints.
I am in Stephanie Wright’s old room, at the place she had probably written all those pages I read over the last day.
The room doesn’t run the length of the house, but it stretches about halfway, which is still impressively large. I don’t know why my brain is thinking this. A coping mechanism, perhaps? My mind trying to make things normal in the face of certain death? Because Roger intends to kill me. Dazed as I am from hitting the back of my head, I can still see it in his eyes. I look away. I can’t meet them any longer.
I see a rectangular rug of tie-dyed, psychedelic colors taking up most of the floor. The walls are covered in posters of popular bands from the nineties: Nirvana, Red Hot Chili Peppers, Soundgarden. There are more posters on the opposite wall, these of actors like Leonardo DiCaprio and James Van Der Beek, teenage heartthrobs who are probably in their forties and fifties now.
In the middle of the room, set perpendicular to the wall, is an unmade bed. On it are pink floral blankets and sheets. The pillow has an indent, as if someone has recently slept on it. And that’s crazy, isn’t it?
Unless it’s Stephanie. Unless ghosts sleep.
I guess that idea is no more insane than the idea of her visiting me in the night. Or seeing her movement beneath the crack of the door. Or petting Midnight with her corpse fingers. Is it?
“Where did you find them?” Roger asks in that gentlemanly voice I am used to. “I know they weren’t up here. I know she didn’t have time to hide them, either.”
“You,” I say. My mouth tastes like blood.
“Where are the missing pages now? What did she say? What did she say about me?” I sense a hint of desperation in his words.
And now I wonder if there’s a way that I can get out of this. I wonder if there’s a way I can lie and have Roger believe me. My brain is not working as fast as it should. The back of my head throbs with pain.
Roger shoves the barrel of his gun into my shoulder. I cry out in shock.
“She l-loved you, Roger,” I say. “She loved you a lot.”
Something changes in his eyes. They soften for a second before they turn harsh again beneath the lenses of his glasses. Behind him, near the banister of the spiral staircase, both cats hide in the shadows. The weak strips of daylight catch their curious faces.
“Where are they, Harper?” he asks again. “If you give me the pages, I’ll forget all about this.”
“But I won’t,” I say.
I don’t know what has come over me, this defiance. It’s like it’s not even my voice. Like it belongs to someone else.
I mean, I am literally staring down the barrel of a gun held by a man who has killed once and who looks more than ready to kill again. This is a powerful man. A lawyer who knows the loopholes of the law. He has escaped justice before and can probably escape justice again. And I’m tempting him? I’m egging him on? What in the hell is the matter with me?
Roger nods as if thinking to himself. “That could be a problem,” he says. “But I’m a problem solver.”
“How did you do it?”
“How did I do what?”
“How did you kill your own sister?”
Roger laughs. “Kill her? Come on, Harper. I wouldn’t call it that. I only gave her a slight push. A nudge in the right direction.”
“Why?”
“Why what?”
“Why did you do it? Because you were in love with her?”
His lips part, revealing teeth that look more like fangs than the square caps of his usually winning smile. I’ve hit him where it hurts, scratched at an old wound.
“That’s why, isn’t it?” I lean forward, testing my limits, and point to the journal with the engraved fountain pen attached to it Roger has left on the dusty table. “I know you kissed her on the mouth the day you gave her that pen. When you were out to dinner, and your wife was in the bathroom.”
Now Roger’s jaw drops an inch or two. He’s scared. He’s scared that I know more than he originally thought.
“But that wasn’t a normal kiss. Not the kind of kiss adult siblings share. She hated it, Roger. It made her feel gross. You were her big brother.”
Again, it’s like someone else is speaking through me. I can’t stop.
“She was adopted,” he says in a strangled whisper. “She was adopted, and there was always something between—” He shakes his head as if coming out of a trance. “No, shut your mouth.” The gun, which has been falling closer to his hip, rises and steadies. “You don’t know anything!”
“I know enough. And I can read between the lines. I’m not a stupid girl, contrary to what you may believe.”
“Just tell me where they are, Harper. Stephanie tore out the pages. I don’t know why, but she did. I found the journal, and you found the pages. I need to know what she said. Tell me where they are and all of this can be forgotten.”
She tore them out because she had the idea you were going to kill her, you asshole, I think but don’t say, which is surprising since I haven’t been holding back so far.
I know Roger is a liar. He means to kill me. Too much has been said. Too much has been given away. And the pages, some of them hidden under the dresser of the guest bedroom, the others folded in my pocket, those pages are now damning. I need to buy time. I need to catch him off-guard long enough to make a run for it. If I can get down the stairs, I can make it to my car. Or I can run to the guard at the gates. I haven’t been keeping up with my cardio, but I’m young. A lot younger than Roger. He won’t catch me.
“I know about what you did in high school, too,” I say. “How you stole a pair of her panties, a pair of hot pink panties, and hid them between your mattress and box springs.”
“Shut up!”
“What did you do with them, Roger? Did you sniff them? Did you jerk off into them? Did you…” I gasp. “Did you try them on? Be honest, now. That’s what it’s all about, honesty.”
“Shut up!” He strikes out with his left hand. The backs of his knuckles crack against my upper lip and my nose. There’s another explosion of pain and a trickle of blood. I make no noise besides a soft grunt. Tears fill my eyes, but I don’t cry.
“You can tell the truth, Roger.” I lean over and spit to the side. The saliva is pink. “You can tell the truth to me, and if you tell the truth to the police, you can save your soul. You can be free of whatever it was that you did to her. And she’ll forgive you. I know she will.”
He doesn’t answer. He looks like he’s mulling this over.
“Please, Roger.”
For a second, I think he is the one who is going to start crying. I picture him falling to his knees in a heap and weeping, admitting his wrongs, and me getting out of here with only a bumped head and a bloody nose and lip.
But then Roger looks at me with that same flinty stare from before. He says, “I know you did your research on Stephanie and, to an extent, myself. But I did my own research on you, Harper.” He nods. “Yes, I know all about your family. I know your mother overdosed when you were a little girl. She was hooked on the needle just like Stephanie was.”
“Don’t talk about my mother,” I say, the sting evident in my voice. “Don’t you dare⁠—”
“I know I can’t shoot you,” Roger continues. “You probably know that, too. Like you said, you are a smart girl.” He is smiling wide now in that predatory way I see on so many men. “But you should also know I can’t admit to what happened. Not to the police. Not to you. Not to anyone.
"I have built a life. I have a successful law firm. I have a happy family. I have a wife and a kid. I have ties to this community and to Akron and to Cleveland that I am afraid can’t be severed. If it got out that I had a thing for my sister, adopted or not, and that I came up to this very room that night almost a quarter of a century ago to make her love me, and that things got out of hand and I pushed her down the stairs and heard her neck break, and to make it look like an accident I injected her with a lethal dose of heroin and that I pulled a lot of strings, all of them, in fact, to keep myself out of prison—well, if all that came out, I’m afraid my life would be over.”
“Like Stephanie’s,” I say.
“Yes, like poor old slutty Stephanie.” The smile never wavers. He reaches into his back pocket and pulls out a small Ziploc bag. In it is a syringe, a spoon, and a vial of some kind of powdery substance. “And poor old Harper Hudson, the daughter of a drug addict, going down the same path as her mother. Such a shame.”
“You’re crazy.”
Sudden nausea hits me like a tsunami wave. He won’t do it. He can’t do it. He can’t make me.
“Maybe I am crazy. But sometimes, you have to be crazy to get things done. I’m sorry, Harper. I hope you understand.”
The tears are falling down my cheeks now. I begin to shake.
He lays the baggie on the desk near the journal and the pen. The gun comes up to my face. “Now, do me a favor and roll up your sleeve, dear.”
“No…” I say, my voice as shaky as my muscles. “No, I can’t⁠—”
Behind Roger, one of the cats meow, and near the spiral staircase, a man steps from the shadows.
For a horrible handful of seconds, I imagine the man is Randy-To-My-Friends, and he is somehow involved in this. Maybe he is the one who got Roger the heroin.
But then this person steps into the shaft of light and speaks, and as the voice registers in my fear-addled brain, I think I could float away with relief.
“Roger?” Eddie says. “What—what’s going on?”
Roger jumps at the sound of Eddie’s voice. “Eddie? What are you⁠—?”
Eddie’s taking it all in. Me in the chair, blood running down my chin, the tears on my face, the fact that Roger is holding a gun, the bag of heroin on the desk… His eyes widen until they take up the majority of his beautiful, beautiful face.
“Roger…what is this?”
“I-I caught Harper up here with drugs, Eddie. She threatened to⁠—”
“It’s not true, Eddie! He killed Zack’s aunt! He’s going to force me to overdose the same way he forced her to!” I lean off the chair, and Roger whips the gun around and points it back in my face. I’m not just crying now. I’m full-on sobbing.
“Sit down, Harper,” he says venomously. “Sit down, and we can all figure this out together. The police are on their way.”
“Liar!” I scream. “Liar!”
“Eddie,” Roger says. “Please, we can discuss this.”
“I don’t do drugs!” I say. “Eddie, you know this. I would never touch that stuff! Not after my mom⁠—”
“She’s the liar,” Roger says. “All these little junkies are liars. Trust me, son. I know from experience. Zack’s aunt, my sister, was of the same ilk. She would steal and cheat and put drugs above everything else.”
“He’s lying!” I say.
Eddie looks at me, uncertainty on his face.
“She got her money,” Roger continues, pointing, “and she went out and scored, as they like to call it.”
“Okay…” Eddie says, and this word is like a dagger in my heart. He believes Roger. He doesn’t believe me. How could he not?
“So I am just making sure she doesn’t try anything crazy while we wait for the police,” Roger says.
“I don’t think you need the gun, Roger. This is Harper. She’s not going to do anything,” Eddie says. “She’s not a threat.”
“Oh, son, you don’t know how much of a threat a junkie can be. They’re a stain on society. Plain and simple. You’ll learn one day. I truly hope you won’t, but with the opioid crisis so prevalent in our great state, I’m sure you will. She already attacked me. There’s no telling what she’ll do if I lower my defenses again.”
“Don’t listen to him, Eddie,” I say, but there’s zero urgency in my voice. I’m defeated.
“Just put the gun down, Roger,” Eddie says. “I’ll make sure she doesn’t do anything. When will the police be here?”
“Should be any second now,” Roger answers.
“How long ago did you call them?”
Roger hesitates, and Eddie is no dummy. He catches that bit of hesitation.
“Roger, put the gun down. We can talk about this, whatever it is.”
There’s got to be a train of thought plowing through Roger’s mind now that Eddie knows what I know. As far as Roger thinks, Eddie is my boyfriend. He’s also the reason Roger knew I was snooping around his sister’s death in the first place because I told him to ask Zack, which, I’m assuming, Zack then asked his parents before answering Eddie.
Now we are here, with a killer holding me at gunpoint.
“Eddie, please,” Roger says gently. “You don’t want any part of this. Okay, son?”
“What you are doing, Roger, is wrong,” Eddie says.
Roger sighs. Then he points the gun at Eddie, who jolts in surprise. “I told you, Eddie. You shouldn’t have gotten involved.”
He pulls the trigger.
“No!” I shout, my voice a screech over the concussive blast. A ringing jabs my ears. Eddie grabs his side. Blood seeps out between his fingers, and he moans in pain. Almost in slow motion, at least to my brain, he drops to his knees, hits the floor, and curls up in the fetal position.
“Okay, okay,” Roger says to himself. “Minor wrench in the plans. But that’s okay. I can make this work. You and your boyfriend thought it would be fun to get a little high. Big house all to yourself, owners a few hours away. Time to party!”
He throws one hand up in a mock celebration. The other stays on the gun, which is now pointed back my way. “I catch you. There’s a scuffle. I’ll have to bang myself up a little. Eddie produces a gun. Or maybe you do, Harper. Whatever is more believable. It goes off. Eddie dies.” He glances at Eddie’s unmoving body. “I am sorry, buddy. I loved you like one of my own.” He looks at me. “Then you attack me, and I shoot you in self-defense.
“Please,” I moan.
“Only one hiccup.” Roger is nodding. “You will have to have some heroin in your system. It’s more believable that way. In fact, the whole explanation may hinge on it.” Roger switches the gun to his left hand and reaches for the bag of drugs. “So, where were we before this rude interruption, Harper? Yes, roll up your sleeve, please. I’m going to have to inject you now.”
This is it. I have no other option. I knew Roger was capable of murder, but I have witnessed it firsthand. Eddie’s dead, and it’s my fault. It’s all my fault.
“Harper, please. Hold out your arm,” Roger says. The syringe is in his hand. It is full of some strange substance, the same substance that probably killed my mother.
I have to do something. I know I only have a couple of choices. I can let him do what he intends to and kill me…
Or I can fight.
Behind him, I think I see another figure. It is not a real one, not in the sense that Eddie was real. And it is only the vague silhouette of a person. A thin woman in a nice dress. The kind you might wear on a first date with the muscular man you met at the local gym.
It is Stephanie Wright, and she gives me hope. Hope for what I am about to do.
“It’s time for a little shot, my dear,” Roger says in a fatherly voice that is both calm and stern. “It won’t hurt…much, I promise.”
“No,” I say, lunging forward and grabbing the engraved pen from the side of the leather-bound journal. “It’s time for yours!” I bring it down just as Roger squeezes the trigger. There’s another concussive blast that makes my ears feel like they are bleeding, but the bullet hits a crossbeam above us.
The pen plunges into Roger’s throat, in the spot above where his shoulder muscles meet his neck. Blood gushes out in a red stream. The gun clatters to the floor. I don’t hear the thump. All I hear is the ringing in my ears. It’s even louder than Roger’s screams of pain.
This is my chance. I don’t wait around for him to die. I don’t even think he will die, but I run forward on shaking, wobbly legs. I run toward the stairs, toward where I saw the silhouette of Stephanie Wright. I run toward my freedom, but as I grab the railing, a hand closes around my ankle, and I fall to my knees, crying out in pain.
I turn and see Roger. He is as pale and deathly looking as a zombie in a bad horror movie. His eyes are popping from his face in horrible rage. He is snarling.
“You bitch! You dumb bitch!”
“Please,” I say. “Let me go!” I kick, but he holds on. He’s clawing up my leg, coming for me, his gnarled hands ready to close around my throat, the engraved pen jutting from his neck like the stinger of a giant bee. He yanks it out, and there’s a spray of warm blood on my right ankle. We are a tangled mess on the floor. I am so close to freedom, so close to getting away.
Roger raises the pen like it’s a knife. He means to stab me with it, and I can’t do anything. I can’t. I can’t keep fighting. That was it. That was all the strength I had left.
“You’re fucking dead, you nosy little bitch! Dead!”
“Please…” I mutter, feeling his nails slice through the skin of my stomach. “Please, no⁠—”
“Roger!” a voice says. “Hey! Roger…”
It’s Eddie.
How—?
Roger stops and turns to the sound of Eddie’s voice. “No,” he says. “You’re dead. I shot you⁠—”
Then the gun goes off. It explodes for the final time. And Roger Wright’s face explodes with it.
I am showered in blood and bits of bone and tooth fragments, and I am screaming so harshly, the inside of my throat feels like it’s being rubbed with a cheese grater.
What’s left of Roger’s head and neck stays up for what feels like a lifetime, and then, finally, he falls on me, his blood pouring, his body unmoving.
Dead.
Eddie, clutching the red mess of his lower abdomen, drops soon after.



Thirty-Three
EAGLE’S CREST IS A GATED COMMUNITY. It is safe. It is quiet. So, when the series of shots ripped off in the confines of the third-floor attic of the Wright house, someone had heard.
I believe they had probably heard the first one, the one that had put a hole in Eddie’s stomach, too, but it wasn’t until the subsequent shots that a Good Samaritan must have realized what those booms were and grew concerned, and then the police were actually called.
Thank God. Because I passed out, and I don’t wake until I fear it is too late. Eddie is lying there a few feet from a freshly dead Roger. Both are unmoving, but Eddie at least is breathing. Barely, but he is alive.
I think there is no way the ambulance can arrive in time as I crawl toward Eddie to get his phone. Still, I have to call. It’s the only chance he has. While I am thinking this, I hear pounding on the front door, and I see the whirling, flashing lights of red and blue in the circular driveway below, brightening the coming dark.
Eddie will go to the hospital, but he’s somewhat conscious in the back of the ambulance, and that’s good. He’s bleeding, but they’re trying to stop it. I hear one of the EMTs say it looks like the bullet is still in him. It didn’t go cleanly through. It’ll have to be surgically removed.
“Save his life, please…” I say this at them, not to them, because I am too far away. Then I’m thinking: Because he saved mine. Because I love him.
I am taken to the police station. I am questioned and questioned some more about the events that transpired that evening. The detectives are both rude and blunt. It makes sense, really, and I don’t blame them. Nothing looks good about this situation. Roger Wright is well-regarded in the community, like he had said.
I had told them everything. I told them Roger admitted how he forced the drugs into Stephanie Wright’s veins after he shoved her down the steps and broke her neck because he was in love with her and she wouldn’t have him.
The detectives laughed at the audacity of the claim. I told them about the journal entries, about the maid finding them and thinking they were mine, and where they were located. They told me they would soon be placed in evidence, and they’ll have a handwriting expert compare them or something. I don’t know, I’m not really listening because I don’t believe them.
They know my history. They know my own mother overdosed when I was a girl, and they must think that kind of thing is hereditary.
I contact a lawyer, and I will have to pay with what is left of the money Roger gave me. The lawyer can’t come until the morning, bright and early. I’m escorted back to the holding cell, and I am there for the rest of the night on suspicion of murder, of foul play, of…whatever. Eddie pulled the trigger, but I stabbed Roger with the pen. That much is accurate
True to his word, the lawyer shows up the next morning. We meet in an interrogation room below ground level. There’s a little rectangular window I can see out of.
The sun is shining bright. Isn’t that strange? I am potentially going to be charged with murder, Eddie is fighting for his life, and I’ve almost died myself, but yet the world goes on.
The lawyer is a chubby man with thin hair. His name is George Hunter. He’s nice enough, chummy with the police officer who led me out of the cell and who waits by the room, but it’s all an act. George tells me I need to give them the absolute truth about what happened. I tell him I already did, but he shoots me a look like he doesn’t believe it. I have a feeling he’s a colleague of Roger Wright. It’s a small town, a small community. Maybe they are golf buddies or something.
Well, were golf buddies.
I haven’t been charged with anything, but George Hunter says there’s not a lot of hope that I won’t be. My self-defense claims aren’t substantial enough, I guess, despite my injuries. It’s the drugs they found upstairs, the heroin and the fentanyl Roger brought to try to do to me what he had done to his adopted sister all those years ago.
They don’t believe that they’re not mine. They think Eddie and I were partying or getting ready to, and Roger caught us, and there was an altercation that led to murder. Just like the story Roger had cooked up. I’ll give it to him. He was a smart guy. He knew how it would all look and how the authorities would think, and that’s dangerous.
The police haven’t talked to Eddie yet, but they plan to when he gets out of surgery. When he’s lucid enough to tell the truth.
Will they believe him? Believe us. I’m not sure, but I’m hopeful.
The lawyer mentions something about me having to stay in the county jail in Akron, but his voice is distant, like he’s talking on an old telephone with a bad connection. He sounds like that because I’ve noticed something in the window where the sun is shining bright behind George Hunter’s head. If the lawyer turns around and looks at what I’m looking at, I don’t think he will see what I see.
But I see it.
That’s all that matters.
I see an orange cat with mismatched eyes, one pale hazel and the other almost black.
He’s the one who found Stephanie Wright all those years ago. He has to be. He sits there and watches us, tail swishing, face calm and serene.
And I know everything’s going to be okay.



Thank you for reading! I really appreciate it!
If you find any typos, please email me at: fm@flintmaxwell.com so we can get it fixed ASAP!
And please consider leaving a review of The Caretaker on Amazon. Reviews help awesome readers like yourself find books.
Like Flint’s Facebook Page Here!
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