
        
            
                
            
        

    



NASTY LITTLE SECRETS


GABBIE HANKS

[image: ]




[image: ]

The characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.

Copyright © 2026 by Gabbie Hanks

Zando supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, uploading, or distributing this book or any part of it without permission. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for brief quotations embodied in reviews), please contact connect@zandoprojects.com.

zandoprojects.com

First Edition: June 2026

Text design by Kevin Ullrich

Cover design by Vi-An Nguyen

The publisher does not have control over and is not responsible for author or other third-party websites (or their content).

Library of Congress Control Number: 2026932399

978-1-63893-320-5 (hardcover)

978-1-63893-321-2 (ebook)




To my unfailingly selfless mother and father, Jennie and Chris. Thank you for every sacrifice, word of encouragement, and moment of my incredible life.

And to my wonderful fiancé, Michael, for always believing in me, even when I didn’t.






1


I was about to be interviewed on national television, and I was dressed like a whore.

I’d shown up to The Morning Hour studio in low-rise jeans and an oversized Dartmouth sweatshirt, my head still pounding from the night before. A designer garment bag with a new outfit had been waiting in my dressing room, courtesy of my publicist, Marta. Its presence was a harsh, grounding reminder of what was expected from me today.

I’d rolled my eyes when I unzipped it and saw what was inside. Marta liked to complain about my reputation, but she played into it. Most women wore tailored dresses and colorful pantsuits when they were promoting their books. Outfits that screamed of professionalism, that made them seem nice, smart. Marta had put me in a skin-tight black set—silk, with a plunging neckline—that made me look like I had been hired to get a senator in hot water. I knew exactly why she’d done it. This was what people expected of me. Because I wasn’t like those other authors. My book was dirty and scandalous, and Marta knew that perpetuating the image would only sell more copies.

I had no idea where she was now. Probably off lecturing the show’s hosts about what was and wasn’t an appropriate line of questioning. I was grateful for the moment of peace.

I yawned as I sat in the makeup chair, my lack of sleep all over my face.

“You didn’t give me a lot to work with here, Rose,” Annie said, an expensive-looking makeup brush clutched in her pale hand. She dabbed the concealer brush under my eyes. “You’re lucky you have such good cheekbones.”

Annie did my makeup the last time I was on The Morning Hour; she was one of the few crew members who was kind. Most of them avoided me like a venereal disease, throwing furtive looks or whispering to one another in corners. Annie’s assistant had already been by to straighten out and curl my slept-on hair. He hadn’t spoken a word the entire time, but the way his hands tore through my hair said everything about how he felt about me.

They were lucky I’d even showered and showed up on time. I hadn’t wanted to be here at all, let alone at 7:00 a.m., but, frustratingly, today was an important day. My sales were slowing down, and I needed the profits that would result from this appearance—more than I wanted to admit.

“Come on, you’re an artist,” I told Annie, attempting to crack a smile. “There’s no way Sabrina Carpenter really looks that good in person.”

Annie sighed, putting the final touches on the television makeup that always felt cakey and never seemed to match my complexion. “That has a lot more to do with lighting than makeup.” She sounded exhausted. “And she’s also really pretty.”

“Well, I believe in you.”

I retrieved my phone from my purse. Per usual, it lit up like a Christmas tree. Nothing set social media ablaze quite like when disgraced best-selling author Rose Dearling did an interview.

My most recent Instagram post teasing the appearance had amassed a surprising number of comments, even for me. I opened the app and scrolled through them mindlessly.

@NastyLittleBitch is disgusting. She should be ashamed.

@NastyLittleBitch should be begging for forgiveness, not promoting that trashy book on The Morning Hour again.

@NastyLittleBitch you should kill yourself.

Notifications overwhelmed me, so I tended to let them pile up until I was stuck somewhere with nothing else to do, like a subway car or dental appointment—or Annie’s makeup chair. I was hard to get a hold of, and I liked it that way.

I had a specific ringtone for Marta and my editor, Glenn. People I couldn’t ignore. Not if I wanted to reap the financial benefits of my “trashy” book. My oldest brother, Will, had his own ringtone too, a high yelping that sounded like the weather alert. His was a call I always answered.

Swiping back to my home screen, I noticed a missed call from Tommy, my other brother, then three texts from him:

Hey Rosie, are you there?

Rose, call me.

Why don’t you EVER answer your phone? Please call me when you see this.

I rolled my eyes, earning me a groan from Annie, who was touching up the winged eyeliner Marta requested. My brother had always been a dramatic texter, acting as if the world would stop spinning on its axis if you didn’t respond to a message within a few hours. But our younger sister, Hazel, was the best at answering his calls. Her phone was practically an appendage, a casualty of being sixteen. So if even she wasn’t answering, Tommy must have reached a new level of overbearing. I’d call him when I could.

I skimmed farther down to my friend Flannery’s recent text:

When you’re done bringing our city’s finest talk show hosts to their knees, please remember to call me. I hope you drag them lol.

For a woman who’d once been named one of Brooklyn’s Most Outstanding Young Writers, Flannery’s texts read like a drunk girl watching Love Island. But I did feel bad I hadn’t called her back yet. Flannery was the closest friend I had nowadays. Sure, I was part of a New York City “writing group” for young female authors, and sure, we’d sometimes get together on Thursday nights under the guise of offering each other feedback but end up getting smashed instead, but I knew they didn’t hang out with me for the pleasure of my company. I had sold a million copies of a debut novel. Hanging out with me—and posting about it—got those bitches views. Not to mention the suspense novelist in the group who was constantly trying to mine me for content. Not that I could judge her. I had a good story.

Flannery was different. She despised the social media aspect of our careers, and she appreciated my work for what it was. Despite the controversy, I was actually a good writer. We’d first bonded over the last Starbucks apple croissant at the Atlanta airport following a book festival. Our flight back to the city was delayed, leaving us hours to talk about life, love, and the books that made us famous. She listened as I told her things about Will that no one knew outside of my family. She didn’t judge.

Her writing was the complete opposite of mine: truly gritty, fictional stories featuring powerful Black characters and their struggles, set in different historical eras. Associating with me was arguably bad for her brand, but as someone who didn’t care about social media fame, she never seemed to notice.

I typed out a quick response to Flannery:

About to go on. I’ll tell you all the gory details later.

She responded instantly:

Oh and give Mason a big sloppy kiss from me.

She was a self-appointed “shameless flirt,” and Mason Serrano was by far her favorite interviewer on the daytime talk-show circuit.

Feeling generous, I opened my thread with Tommy too and wrote:

Hi. Have a busy day. I’ll check in later.

I noticed that underneath Tommy’s text was a message from a man I’d met on Hinge, and who I’d been out with the night before.

You looked incredible last night. Even better than your pictures. I can’t wait to read your book.

He, on the other hand, had looked nothing like his pictures. It was always women who were accused of Facetuning their selfies and editing their bodies, but men were the real culprits of deception on dating apps. They hid behind hats and sunglasses in photos taken four feet away to trick you into thinking they were good-looking. Or they’d have a picture with four other twentysomethings in a group, forcing you to play Nancy Drew to figure out which dick you’d actually be sucking. They banked on most women’s unfailing ability to see the redeeming qualities in any man. But I wasn’t nice, and I did not have that ability. I deleted his number. He’d asked too many questions about Will anyway.

“You’re on in ten,” Marta said tersely, suddenly appearing beside me in a pressed navy dress.

“I’m going to have to get you a bell if you keep popping up like that,” I gasped, trying to shake the feeling of someone lurking over my shoulder. I dropped my phone into my lap.

Marta looked unamused, her general state when she was around me. I was both her favorite and least favorite client, depending on how well the book was doing. She adjusted the ends of her blunt red bob. “If I don’t surprise you, you’ll avoid me.”

I shrugged as Annie stepped away from the chair to mist my face with setting spray. “That’s because you’re always telling me to do things I don’t want to do.”

“You’ll thank me when you get your royalty check,” she said, raising her eyebrow. “Anyway, you’re on in a few. Go sell some books.”

One of the things I disliked about television studios was how dark they were. Never-ending windowless hallways flanked by groups of nervous-looking people who kept the show afloat. Marta did a good job of navigating the corridors as we headed toward the stage, saying hello to the occasional stony-faced crew member. I ignored them all, walking past without so much as a glance. I was used to the stares.

When we reached the set, I clocked Harry Riche and Mason Serrano laughing amongst themselves while the third host, Aimee Frasier, sat seriously, concentrating on a notebook in front of her. At only thirty-five, Aimee had made a name for herself in the media by empowering women and championing the underdog. She was smart, she was loud, and she was, as she often said, Proud. Of. It. She would mention that a lot. Personally, I thought a truly proud woman wouldn’t feel the need to constantly remind people of that, but what did I know? I was a decade younger and clearly hadn’t had any luck getting the general public to like me. Aimee’s stiff blonde hair was a few inches shorter than the last time I’d seen her, and she was now sporting thick black-framed glasses.

As we approached the roundtable, a hush came over the room. Even Harry and Mason stopped bantering. The one-minute warning saved us from anything more than brief, awkward, preshow hellos. Aimee’s gaze found mine and she frowned. She leaned over to whisper something in Harry’s ear as the three of them readied themselves. I was used to TV interviews, but it didn’t mean that I didn’t still feel a rush of nervousness as they counted down. There was no live audience today, which I was grateful for. This was going to be difficult enough already.

It was impressive how quickly the tone shifted when we went live. The hosts’ bright, camera-ready smiles appeared as the intro music faded, any trace of their hostility evaporating into the ether.

“Hello!” Mason said warmly, looking directly into the camera. “I’m Mason Serrano, and we are joined here this morning by a woman whose name you definitely know, New York Times best-selling author Rose Dearling!” The pause where clapping from the audience usually came rang out silent.

“Rose’s breakout novel, The Smileys Next Door, came out a year ago to massive success and also immense public criticism. The book is a fictionalized account of a murder nearly identical to the true story of Alexandria Hopely, an eighteen-year-old girl who was killed the night of her high school graduation in Loxahatchee, Florida, in 2010. Alexandria’s ex-boyfriend and Rose’s brother, William Dearling, was arrested for the murder in 2010. Rose’s book reveals never-before-heard facts and personal details about the case, though her story culminates in a dramatically different ending than its real-life counterpart. In spite of, or perhaps because of this, it’s been a consistent bestseller since it came out. The paperback edition hits bookstores tomorrow—and we’re lucky to have Rose for her first live appearance in a year. Welcome, Rose!”

“Welcome back, Rose,” Harry echoed, leaning forward onto the desk. “A lot has changed since you were here last, hasn’t it?”

I tried to smile, pushing through the discomfort lingering in my body. “It has.” I could feel Marta’s gaze from behind me, so I added, “It’s been a busy year.”

“You’ve sold a lot of copies indeed,” Harry said. “Especially for a first book.”

I bit the inside of my cheek to calm my irritation at the surprise in his tone. I forced a saccharine smile as I said: “I’ve definitely been pleased by it.”

“Yes, the book has been a huge success numbers-wise,” Aimee said, speaking for the first time. “But surely even you can’t deny that there has been significant fallout and, frankly, some fair criticism that the novel is exploitative of Alexandria Hopely’s death and filled with, well …”

She paused, giving a sympathetic look to the other hosts, before adding, “ … falsehoods.”

I resisted the urge to snort. She was trying hard to appear diplomatic, but it wasn’t going to fool me. I felt my face heat up.

“I am well aware that some people think the book contains fabrications, but those people are also the same ones who think my brother killed Alexandria, so I take their criticism with a grain of salt.”

Beside Aimee, Harry held up his hands to the camera. “Spoiler alert: If you’ve been living under a rock for the last year and haven’t read The Smileys Next Door, I’m about to ruin it for you.” He paused and waited, presumably for senior citizens to turn off their televisions, and then continued. “In your novel, the character Angelica is murdered by her father, Robert, which many believe is supposed to represent Alexandria and her father, Gary Hopely. Is this true?”

I stiffened in the chair. I should have been used to hearing this. To hearing his name. To the accusation. It was all anyone wanted to talk about when the book first came out: You made her grieving father the murderer?

That was what made people hate me. Made people ban the book. Burn the book. Not that I fictionalized the crime. Not that I made money off of Alex’s death. Not even that I defended Will. Not even that I was a self-righteous bitch about it. Those were factors, but in the end, they all really hated me because in my book, Gary Hopely killed his own daughter.

“Yes, in the book, Robert Smiley kills Angelica,” I answered flatly. “But I have nothing more to say about that. It was an artistic choice, and I stand behind it.”

Aimee made a noise in the back of her throat.

“And do you believe that is what happened to Alexandria Hopely?” Mason asked softly. “That she was killed by her father?”

People always asked me this, though they never liked the answer.

I crossed my legs, keeping my face a mask of careful neutrality. We were getting dangerously close to the topic Marta had assured me they knew was off-limits. “I believe my brother William Dearling is innocent of the crime he was convicted of. He didn’t kill Alexandria Hopely.”

Deflect. That was what Marta told me to do when this came up.

“So even now you maintain your opinion that William Dearling, currently serving life in prison, is the wrong guy?” Harry asked, looking a bit surprised.

Why were they asking me all of this again? Hadn’t we done this a year ago? My opinion on Will’s innocence was set in stone. It was the reason I wrote the book in the first place. It had given me a platform to defend my brother. I’d needed the success, the money, to help him. No one would’ve cared what I had to say otherwise. No one had cared for the eleven years before my book came out.

I nodded firmly. “Absolutely. I know he is innocent. Florida has one of the highest annual murder rates in the entire country. And hundreds of teenage girls have gone missing in the eleven years since Alexandria Hopely disappeared, in situations very similar to hers. Many of them remain unsolved, with some even occurring close to Loxahatchee. For example, a sixteen-year-old girl, Lakelynn Hale, vanished from Hobe Sound only a week ago. It is completely plausible that some of these cases are linked and that another person killed Alex. The police just let my brother take the blame because it was convenient.”

There was silence as the three anchors processed what I’d just said. The men looked confused. Aimee looked like she was ready to rip out my throat. One quick glance to the side showed me the subtle smirk on Marta’s face.

Again, I wondered why they were so surprised that my tune hadn’t changed. But looking back and forth from Marta to Aimee, I realized: They had thought I was going to be remorseful. Marta must have led them to think this was an apology tour. No wonder they’d allowed me back on so soon. Marta had known there was not a shot in hell of me apologizing, but that woman lived by the adage of no press is bad press. I tried my best to ignore the anger that rolled through me. I didn’t like being misled. I’d been drenched in blood and thrown into the proverbial shark tank.

Aimee’s eyes narrowed. “You seem to be ignoring the hard evidence that got your brother sentenced. Don’t you think that rewriting someone’s violent death, absolving their murderer, and accusing their own father is exploitative and cruel?”

I felt a little bad that the corners of my mouth turned into a smile, but I couldn’t help it. Aimee was so transparent. I had seen at least twelve of her tweets before today about this situation and how much she despised me. If I had a nickel for every time she had called me exploitative over the past twelve months, I could pay for Will’s lawyers without writing another word.

“I’m afraid I don’t,” I said. “My brother is an innocent man who was railroaded into prison for a crime he didn’t commit. This book is the most honest account I have. I don’t really care if readers think the murderer is the wrong person in the book, because the jury got the murderer wrong in real life, which is inarguably worse.”

I knew how I was coming off—arrogant, feelingless, bitchy—but I also knew Amy’s vitriol was helping my case. No one wanted to be left out of something juicy. Sales for the book were going to skyrocket. Anyone who hadn’t read it already now would.

Aimee was so furious that her face had turned red. Harry and Mason said nothing, just looked back and forth between the two of us.

“So for the clarity of our viewers: You feel no responsibility for the repercussions of the book’s success? In your hometown, or on the Hopely family?” Aimee snapped. Gone was her perky newscaster voice. She sounded raw now. A rabid dog looking at a fresh piece of meat.

I knew where this was going. Anyone with ears could figure out what Aimee was building up to. The bombshell question no one had asked on the last book tour, because it hadn’t happened yet. But I couldn’t sit here and let her ambush me with it. Not on live TV.

“The implications of the book are funds that help my brother. Beyond that, it’s none of my business. It’s been great talking to you all, but I’m done—”

I went to get off my chair, but Aimee grabbed my arm.

“Actions have consequences,” she fired back. I braced myself as she turned to the camera. “For those of you who do not know, Gary Hopely, the father of Alexandria Hopely, died by suicide five months ago, an action many suspect was the direct result of his characterization in the novel and the backlash he experienced thereafter.”

Aimee turned back to me, a withering look plastered across her face. “And Rose, do you feel any responsibility for his death?”

My stomach knotted so tightly that it sent streaks of pain up to my rib cage. I sat frozen in the chair. I could feel the bile rising in my throat.

“No. Not one bit.”

I had an hour before my next appointment, lunch at Balthazar with Archie Fellows—a well-known screenwriter and director who was thinking of adapting the book for film. It was a big deal, as selling the movie rights could fund the next round of Will’s appeal costs. As I exited The Morning Hour building into the chaos of Times Square, my purse started to vibrate against my leg. I reached inside for my phone, hoping it was Flannery calling me to talk shit about Aimee Frasier, so I felt a mild annoyance when I saw Tommy’s name flashing across my screen again. What could he possibly be so worried about? I sighed and clicked Accept.

“Hey, Tommy,” I said, trying to hide the irritation in my voice. “What’s up?”

I could hear him panting through the phone. “What’s up? What’s up?” He sounded exasperated, his voice high and panicked. “Didn’t you read my texts? Do you have any idea—”

I had to cut him off before he could really get going. His voice already had that squeaky quality that signaled a freak-out, and if I didn’t nip it in the bud now and apologize, it would be a bigger fight later.

“I know, I know. I’m sorry. I had an insane day. I was on TMH promoting the book and—”

He was shouting now. “Rose! I don’t care about The fucking Morning Hour. We’ve got bigger things going on right now.”

I blinked, surprised at his tone. Outside of that year, when we were all violent and angry all of the time, we had never spoken to each other like that.

“Have you heard from Hazel?” Tommy pressed, his voice desperate. “Please tell me she’s there with you.” I could hear his wife, Suzannah, and the kids in the background. It sounded loud wherever he was.

“What? No,” I said quickly. “Why would Hazel be in Manhattan? She isn’t with Dad?”

There was the sound of something crashing to the ground and then a whine that must’ve come from my nephew, Felix.

Tommy let out a strangled noise. “Shit!”

My stomach lurched and I clutched the phone to my ear.

“No one can find her, Rose. No one has seen or heard from her since yesterday afternoon. She’s not with Dad. Or Mom. Or any of her friends …”

I felt my hands start to shake. Hazel was responsible. She always checked in. She went to bed early. She asked for permission even to go to a football game. She was the great hope of the Dearling clan. Hazel didn’t pull stunts like this. She wasn’t me.

“Is she visiting Will? Maybe?” I tried to say, my throat going dry.

Will was serving his sentence in a maximum-security correctional facility in Miami, an hour and a half south of our hometown. It was an easy drive, one that Hazel could have managed on her own at sixteen, but far enough that they might not have thought to look there yet.

“Nope. I already checked,” Tommy said impatiently.

It occurred to me that there was no one I would think of that Tommy hadn’t already. I couldn’t come up with the name of even one of her friends.

Tommy was still talking. “We’re freaking out here. The police are talking like she was abducted—”

“The police?” I demanded. “You called the police?”

“We had to. It’s been over twelve hours since we last heard from her. We’re all at Dad’s—even Mom. No one can find her, Rose.”

I had stopped walking, frozen in the street by a familiar kind of fear. If both of my parents were there together, in Loxahatchee, so long after they separated …

“Her phone is here,” Tommy continued. “She hasn’t used her debit card. This is serious. It feels like …” He paused.

There was dead silence on the phone. Neither of us needed to elaborate. We were both thinking about eleven years ago, the last time a girl from Loxahatchee disappeared without a trace. The year that ruined our family.

“Tommy—” I started, my voice breaking in two. I could feel the two emotions battling for ground inside my head. Panic or fear.

This couldn’t be happening again. It couldn’t. The events of 2010 were an isolated incident. That’s what everyone said, right? Loxahatchee was safe. It didn’t have an unknown killer systematically preying on young women.

The thing was, I had never believed this narrative. I knew my brother was not capable of murder. But if Will didn’t kill Alex, then who had? I’d spent years following leads as research for my book, and still I didn’t know who the culprit was—despite my creative ending. As bad as it sounded, I had been waiting for over a decade for a killer to surface. It was proof of my theory that the real perpetrator was still out there. And now, it was coming to fruition in the worst way possible.

“Rosie,” Tommy said as he let out a small sob disguised as a cough. I could picture his watery eyes, his pink cheeks. “You need to come home.”
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Loxahatchee had changed.

When I was growing up, it had been a rural landscape forty minutes west of Palm Beach. It was swampy and secluded and distinctly blue collar. The kind of place where you could still build a brand-new house for cheap and keep an RV in your yard without endless bitching and moaning from an HOA. People had moved there for the quiet, the space. But now, nearly a decade since I’d last visited, it looked completely different.

Homes I’d used as markers for directions were sold and painted. Lots full of trees and shrubs had been cleared for construction, and average homes were going for well over a million dollars. A hotly contested gated community had been built on the outskirts of town, comprising large, tasteless houses for people who wanted brand-new everything but still wanted to feel as though they’d escaped the trappings of city life. It had made the area expensive, sending the older, more inflexible rednecks running for the neighboring town of Okeechobee. Dirt roads were paved. Restaurants had appeared. They even had Uber Eats now. My mother would have loved it if she’d stuck around long enough to experience it.

I didn’t have a problem with the changes. The locals I’d grown up with had been vicious enough to us that I hoped they’d been outnumbered and priced out. I hadn’t been back since I left for college in New Hampshire seven years ago.

My wrists locked as I gripped the steering wheel. It had gotten dark on the ride home from the airport, and despite all of its updates, Loxahatchee had apparently still refused to get streetlights on most of the roads, making the drive more treacherous than it needed to be.

Deep down, I knew I had to have some good associations with this place. There had been family Christmases, picnics, birthday parties. I had the pictures and memorabilia to prove it. But they’d been superseded the moment Alex was killed. The painful years thereafter stuck out far more than any family gathering before.

As I got closer to home, those memories flooded back. The fruit stand where Mrs. Strause had called me a whore, an epithet spat at me over a bunch of overpriced mini-bananas. My middle school, where my mother had been PTA president all of my childhood and unceremoniously stripped of the title a few weeks after Will’s arrest.

The street the Hopelys lived on.

It was impossible to not flinch as I passed it. I hated that house. For a lot of reasons.

As far as I knew, the mother, Deborah Hopely still lived there, though I couldn’t confirm this without asking someone, and I’d studiously avoided doing so. The house sat directly behind our own, with a wooded acreage and small path separating the two. There had been a time, before Alex was killed, that I had spent every waking minute at their house. Alex’s younger sisters, Cassandra and Victoria, had been my best childhood friends, and Cassandra and I had ended up in the same pre-K class. Their oldest sister, Samantha, was Hazel’s built-in babysitter. So by the time Will and Alex started dating during their freshman year of high school, our families were already very used to having at least one member of the opposite group at their place.

Turning onto our street, I noticed it was unusually packed, and I had to squeeze past cars that were lined up on both sides of the dirt road the entire way down to the canal. Loxahatchee was littered with canals. They lined every major road. When I’d lived here, they’d seemed completely normal. But now, they seemed like a death trap. A giant body of water waiting to swallow every unsuspecting person whole.

Getting out of my car, I gasped at the sight of my childhood home. The paint, once a stark army green, was sun bleached and fading. The wooden rails on the front porch were broken, and in some places missing completely. The yard also looked like shit. Mom and Dad used to take pride in lawn care, mowing and gardening together, diligently picking up the scraps of debris after every hurricane. The house’s decline had started after everything happened, but this was something else.

I sighed and retrieved my luggage from the trunk. I’d packed light, thinking we would soon find Hazel holed up somewhere close by and that I wouldn’t have to stay in this godforsaken place for long. I didn’t care if it was naive.

A cop, shuffling around my porch, helped me carry my bags up the stairs.

“Thanks,” I said begrudgingly.

He smiled. “No problem, ma’am.” He must not have recognized me yet.

I stopped again when I got to the front door, contemplating my options. Knocking felt weird. I’d lived here once, slammed this very door countless times. But walking straight in also felt wrong after having not been back for so long.

I yanked the door open, and for a second, I took in the scene in front of me. Bodies crowded the kitchen, everyone packed so closely together that people had to put their hands on one another to pass. Older neighbors I vaguely recognized, a bunch of teenagers—presumably Hazel’s friends—and their mothers, people in uniform. There was food laid out on the island: sandwich platters, cheese and crackers, chips and dip. I was reminded of the massive Christmas parties we’d once had here. A house full of people for the right reasons. It had been a place of love back then.

I could hear snippets of the conversations bubbling around the room. All of the plans that were being hatched in this crucial time. Search parties. Last seen. Jurisdiction.

“Rosie?”

The softness of Tommy’s voice preceded him as he rounded the corner from the sitting room. My name caught some people’s attention. Several pairs of eyes darted to me as Tommy walked over.

“Hey, Tommy,” I said as his arms wrapped around me, his head burrowing into my shoulder. He let out a strangled noise, his chest shaking as I returned the hug.

He smelled like home, albeit a distant one. I always forgot, until I saw them again, that each of my siblings had a distinct scent that I could probably pick out of a lineup. Even in prison, Will still smelled like Will.

When Tommy finally pulled away, his pupils were bloodshot, with that rash he’d had since he was a kid developing on his undereye. His hair was rumpled and uncombed, and he was clearly distressed, but I felt relief in reuniting. I hadn’t seen him in four months. I’d flown into Miami to spend Thanksgiving Day with Will inside, and I’d had lunch with Hazel, Tommy, and his family the day after. Tommy and I texted here and there, with a phone call thrown in every once in a while, but there was something so different about seeing each other in person. The dark eyes. The slick black hair. He was such a Dearling.

But it was hard for me to focus on just my brother. I could feel eyes on us, watching Tommy’s tears, my lack of them.

“We have to find her,” Tommy said, sounding panicked. “Though she’s got to be fine, right? And then you’ll be back on your way.” He didn’t sound very convincing. Tommy knew how difficult it was for me to be here. He’d have felt the same way if it hadn’t been for his wife’s ties to the area. Suzannah was the only reason he’d stuck near Loxahatchee.

“Mmm,” I said, looking around him to survey the scene. It was eerie to be back. I had spent so many years talking about and reliving the past for the book, but actually being here in person felt poignant and painful. Every scratch in the floorboard made me think of someone’s hands around Alex’s throat.

“So, what’s the latest? Have you found anything?” I asked.

“Like I said on the phone, they’re thinking she went missing yesterday afternoon,” Tommy replied, still pale. “Her school confirmed she left at the normal time at the end of the day, but when Dad got home for dinner, she wasn’t here. Her bike was parked in the driveway, with her phone and backpack still in the basket, but no sign of her. The police have been searching for evidence and only just let us back in the house this afternoon. We spent all the time in between driving around looking for her.”

“And you didn’t find anything?” I crossed my arms impatiently. “You checked everywhere?”

“Everywhere we can think of. The high school. The parks. Her friends’ houses. The McCullough Farm. We checked empty lots. The whole thing. We were going to go out again tonight, but the cops told us to stay put. Said we could do a proper search with volunteers in a couple of days. They’re focusing on interviewing people now. That’s why everyone’s here. Suzannah called everyone Hazel knew.”

Tommy gestured behind him. I could see a teary-looking Suzannah in the corner talking to an officer. My nephew Felix was on her hip, a chubby toddler trying to grab at his mother’s long blonde hair. Suzannah spotted us and held up a hand to me as a half-hearted greeting. Suzannah’s was a comforting presence because she hadn’t been around back then. She wasn’t a reminder. Behind her, their daughter Daisy was passed out on the stained tan couch I had also napped on as a child. Her dark hair was splayed out around her calm sleeping face. She looked nearly identical to Hazel at that age. The sight was jarring. No matter how much time passed, I would always see Hazel that way. A sweet four-year-old clinging to Tommy’s and Will’s legs.

Suzannah and my brother had been married for eight years. Tommy had surprised everyone by coming home after his first year at Florida Atlantic University with a fiancée. He’d never dated anyone before her, struggling with girls his entire adolescence. At the time, I thought it had to do with his resemblance to his older, more confident brother. Girls were disappointed after they expected Will 2.0 and instead ended up talking to a quieter, more guarded, nervous version. When Will was then arrested, it did nothing to help Tommy’s prospects. But Suzannah? She loved him for who he was. And they complemented each other. She wanted to be a stay-at-home mom and Tommy’s reliable mechanical engineering job made more than enough money to let her do it.

I headed toward her, desperate for a reprieve from the memories that seemed to be spinning around me.

I was stopped midstep as my father entered the room. He’d put on quite a bit of weight since I’d seen him last. It had to have been a year or so ago. Right when the book came out. He’d come to only one event, a signing in Fort Lauderdale, and just to tell me he wouldn’t be supporting it. It hurt but he was kind about it all. Which was better than Mom, who had called me screeching when she first learned about the novel three years ago. I hadn’t seen her in person in the years since.

“Oh, Rosie.” My dad’s voice turned into a wail as he looked at me. He didn’t wait. His arms instantly enveloped Tommy and me in the same bear hug. I felt my dad shudder as he began to sob into my shoulder. He and Tommy were really two peas in a pod. “How can this be happening?”

I hadn’t been hugged by my father in years. It made me uncomfortable, and I stiffened. I wished again that we were doing this away from the prying eyes of the neighborhood.

I patted his head, feeling the grease that had collected in his hair. “It’s going to be fine,” I told him. “She’s got to be somewhere. We’ll find her.” The words fell flat, unconvincing.

My father wiped at his eyes and reached out to stroke my face. “It sure is good to see you, Rosie. It’s been a while.”

“I know, Dad.” It made me feel a little guilty, that we’d grown apart. But he never left this place, this tomb. No matter how many times I begged and pleaded him to move. He wanted to be here. And I didn’t.

“Rose!”

The R dragged out in her signature drawl. Somehow my mother always sounded louder than the average person, her Southern accent cutting through the air like a knife. It was charming when she was trying to woo; vicious when she felt scorned.

She approached me, her face scrunched up in anger. My father let out a deep sigh that rattled his chest, already sensing a need to intervene.

“Now, Lyla—” he started, his voice soft and scratchy from the crying. She ignored him.

“I never thought I’d see you step into this house willingly again,” she said.

“This isn’t willingly,” I reminded her, aware of how snarky it sounded. I took a moment to look her over. My mother had also gotten older. I’d seen Facebook photos: her in a white sundress posing in front of Tampa Bay; her triumphant in front of a massive house with a Sold sign. But those apparently edited photos didn’t show the wrinkles around her eyes, the dullness of the hair that had been California Blonde my entire childhood. Her lips were bigger now. Injections, I was sure, to counteract these other signs of ageing.

“I called you twice today and you sent them both to voicemail,” she accused coldly. “Do you have any idea how inconsiderate that is?”

“She was on a plane, Mom,” Tommy interjected.

“Don’t make excuses for her. You always do that. She’s a grown woman who knows exactly what she’s doing.” My mother waited for my response, shooting me a penetrating look, and I felt something rev up inside me. My mommy issues ran deeper than I cared to admit. I could sense the resentment bubbling, threatening to explode.

“Don’t you have other daughters to bother?” I asked her, sneering. “Surely they come running every time Mommie Dearest calls.”

My mother’s lip twitched. “Watch your mouth.”

“Lyla.” My father’s voice was a hiss, measured but angry. “This is not the time.”

“Where are Megan and Mallory?” I asked her, turning to look around for my half sisters, my nails digging into the leather strap on my shoulder. “I’m sure you’ve brought your favorites along.”

That made a vein in her neck throb. “What’s wrong with you?”

I couldn’t help but roll my eyes. My childhood mannerisms were creeping back with every minute I stood in this house. I was only a few minutes away from slamming a door and shouting, I hate you!

The twins were the product of an affair. My mother had somehow, accidentally, gotten pregnant at forty-four years old, while still married to my father. In fairness, their marriage had already been on life support by the time she’d met Steve, but still, it was the final nail in their coffin.

The thin silver bracelets on my mother’s arm clattered obnoxiously as she tossed her hands into the air. “You haven’t changed one bit. Still just as selfish as ever.” She scowled. “What kind of person doesn’t answer their mother’s calls when their sister is missing?”

My upper lip twitched. “What kind of person ignores their son’s calls?” I pressed, feeling myself grow more upset. “What kind of mother does that? If we’re going to start throwing around the morality card, Mom, let’s make sure we do it properly.”

My mother’s lip began to curl.

“All right, you know what? I think this is enough.” I felt my father push me gently toward the hallway, shielding my body from my mother’s. “Tommy, bring Rosie’s stuff to her room. Lyla, go find your husband.”

I watched my mother recoil at the word husband. I supposed she’d probably never heard it come from my father before. It sounded like a slur in his mouth. She brushed her bangs out of her eyes and took a deep breath, steadying herself before she turned and headed deeper into the room. I could see Steve now by the back door, wearing a Back the Blue T-shirt, talking animatedly to an officer.

“What the actual fuck is he wearing?” I hissed.

“I guess he wanted to stick to the theme of the day,” Tommy said.

I rolled my eyes. “Doesn’t he know that sucking the police department’s dick isn’t going to find Hazel any faster?”

My father grimaced at my language, reminding me that I was in the presence of a parent. It had been a long time since I’d had to worry about that.

“Give me these.” Tommy reached for my bags, pulling them off my shoulder before disappearing down the unlit hallway toward my old room. I wanted to follow him, escape this scene, but my dad fastened his hand around the top of my arm.

“Come on, Rosie, there’s an officer who wants to talk to you.”

“Why do they want to talk to me?” I asked accusingly as my father led me through the house. I despised the cops in this town.

My father gave me a dirty look. “Relax. They’ve spoken to all of us. They’re trying to get any information that will help them find Hazel.”

I didn’t see how I could provide anything that my father or Tommy hadn’t already, but I knew I had to follow procedure. Still, I didn’t like the idea. I was easily riled up when someone asked me questions I wasn’t prepared for. That much had been obvious from my time on TMH earlier.

I let my father steer me over to the living room, where the bulk of the uniforms were congregated. He stopped in front of a nondescript white man in a button-down shirt that strained against his stomach. He’d clearly gone bald early, despite not being much more than fifty. He was talking quietly with a younger man in a fitted suit.

“Detective Newbury?” my father said. “This is my daughter, Rose. She just got in from New York. You said you would like to speak to her.”

Detective Newbury eyed me up and down, the look on his face turning curious. Usually whenever men looked at me like this, it was because they were attracted to me, but this was something different. He wasn’t looking at my face or tits. He was looking at me with a smirk.

“Rose Dearling,” he said slowly. “The author.”

There it was. Detective Newbury was up-to-date on his investigation, and I immediately knew I wasn’t going to be treated like a worried sister when he questioned me. I was already the villain of another story. The Smiley’s Next Door had not been kind to the Palm Beach County Sheriff’s Office, pointing out every one of their ineptitudes and fumbles during Will’s case. I hoped this wouldn’t now be Hazel’s price to pay.

“Best-selling author, actually,” I corrected him, my lips pursed. My father gave me a dirty look.

“Well,” Newbury continued, “how about we find a nice, quiet place to talk? We interviewed most of your family yesterday at the station, but we have a few questions for you as well. My partner here will be joining us.”

“I’m Detective Dominick Pullman,” the younger one said eagerly, thrusting out his hand.

Pullman looked like every guy I had gone to high school with. He was in his late twenties, with an uninteresting face that could be described as attractive only because there was nothing inherently ugly about it. His hair was short, probably the result of growing out that awful buzz cut men liked to get the moment they graduated the academy. I didn’t know Pullman, but he was indistinguishable from every other cop who had talked to me eleven years ago. I doubted he could surprise me.

“You can use my office if you like,” my father said.

“Thank you, Mr. Dearling,” Detective Newbury said, nodding at me. “After you.”

The office, formerly “the computer room,” was on the far side of the house beside what was once Will’s bedroom. The desk was against one wall and the old PC that had lived there for years was gone, replaced with a small, lightweight silver laptop that was presumably my father’s. He probably liked the routine of using the computer here, even if the device was now portable.

The old leather couch was also still there. I headed straight for it and took a seat, a small cloud of dust rising with my weight. Newbury reached for the aerodynamic desk chair and spun it so that he was facing me, letting Pullman go for the rickety wooden one shoved in the corner.

“So, Rose,” Newbury started, unearthing a pen and pad from his pocket. “You live in New York City?”

I stopped fidgeting in my seat to focus. We’d be starting with the softball questions, it seemed.

“Yeah, I do.”

Newbury nodded. “How long have you lived there?”

“About three years.”

He nodded. “Expensive city. Went there once with the wife. Don’t know how you do it. No offense, I’m sure it’s fun, but everyone crammed on top of one another like that …” He shook his head. “I’ll never understand it. I like having land to myself.”

Cops always mentioned the wife, even if she didn’t exist. It was a tactic. To make them appear more human. More likable. It was annoying, as was his cliched hatred of New York.

“Yeah, well, I find that places with a lot of land tend to have a lot of bigots living in them, so I prefer cities.”

That made Newbury stiffen.

“I don’t think we should make generalizations now,” Pullman said from beside him. I rolled my eyes.

“Why don’t we get back to the questions?” Newbury said, more curtly now. “Where did you live before New York?”

I sighed. It was painful to sit through this by-the-book interview. It wasn’t going to help find my sister any faster.

“I lived in Hanover, New Hampshire, while I went to Dartmouth,” I said, unable to hide my irritation. “And before that, I lived here.”

“‘Here’ meaning Loxahatchee?”

“‘Here’ meaning this house.”

Newbury nodded, but he already knew all of this. “Do you get back to visit a lot?”

We were cutting to the chase.

“Not really.” I kept talking to speed things up. “I come to Florida once or twice a year, but it’s usually to visit my brother Will in Miami,” I said, feeling my back teeth grind together. “I never come back to Loxahatchee instead.”

“And why is that?” Newbury replied.

“I’m sure you can gather why, Detective,” I said coolly. “But for your records, this place holds bad memories for me. If I want to see my family, there are plenty of other places I can do it.”

I was pleased with myself for keeping it somewhat together. I thought Marta would be proud of me too. I hadn’t called this town a cesspool of discrimination and gossip, the way I normally did. Newbury had his eyes locked on me regardless.

“So I take it you don’t see your younger sister all that often then?” he pressed.

Heat started to climb up the back of my neck and across the apples of my cheeks. I’d trained myself over the years to not let my face betray too much emotion, but every now and again it slipped.

“No, I don’t. Like I said, once or twice a year, whenever I come down to see my other brother,” I admitted, keeping my voice hard. I didn’t like the knowing look Newbury wore in response.

“I can understand that.” He looked down at his notepad. “You live far away, and you young people text more than call these days, don’t you? I can never get my daughter to answer the phone. She sends it straight to voicemail.” Newbury looked up at Pullman briefly, letting out a rehearsed chuckle. “Do you text, you and Hazel?”

“Occasionally,” I said, but that was overstatement. I bit the inside of my mouth thinking about our text history—or lack thereof.

The truth was I was a shitty sister to her. Hazel always tried to keep in touch, dangling the carrots of a relationship in front me, even though she was the child. I ended up ignoring most of her messages. And it wasn’t just texts. She sent me TikToks, replied to my stories on Instagram. I just always had something going on. I did mean to respond, it just always slipped my mind, and now I had to admit that I had done the bare minimum for our relationship.

I tried to remember the last time she and I had spoken, and I felt my stomach flip. It was three months ago, back in January. I’d been in an Uber downtown to a meeting with my editor.

“Ohmygod, Rose!” She cried out when I picked up. “I’ve been trying to reach you for days.”

I was glad she couldn’t see my frown. Had it really been that long? “Hey, Hazel, what’s up?”

I heard her take an excited breath on the other end of the phone. “So, remember how I told you that we were having all those meetings about colleges at school?” She didn’t wait for me to answer, saving me the embarrassment of realizing I had no recollection of her telling me this. “Well, someone from NYU did a whole presentation last week, and it was so cool. I’ve become obsessed.”

“That’s … great!” I said, hoping she couldn’t tell that I was becoming preoccupied by other messages on my phone.

“It made me want to come look at colleges up there, see the NYU campus, you know? I looked it up, and it’s not far from your apartment.”

“Yeah, it’s cool.” I continued scrolling.

Hazel kept gushing. “And I haven’t seen you since Thanksgiving, so what if I came up for spring break? I could tour NYU, and we could get brunch at this cool place I found online. Oh! And Chappell Roan is playing up there then too. Remember that singer I keep sending you the TikToks of? Dad told me he’d get us tickets!”

As her words began to sink in, I closed my email. “When’s spring break?” I asked. It had been a long time since I’d seen her, and I was touched that she wanted to come up here to spend some time together. I knew that I’d let my loyalty to Will trample my connection to everyone else in my family, and Hazel was the most undeserving collateral damage.

“First week of March,” she said, sounding happy.

I opened my calendar and groaned, seeing the glaring red block on my schedule.

“Oh, Hazel, I have to be in Miami for Will’s appeals court then,” I said. “And then I’m on deadline for book two.” My agent had already capitalized on the publicity of my first book by getting me a deal for another “factionalized” murder, and as ever, we needed the money.

I could hear the disappointment in Hazel’s silence. I felt a wave of guilt. “What about April instead?” she suggested quickly. “I bet Dad would let me take a couple of days off school—”

“Ma’am—” The driver interrupted. “We’re here.”

I nodded. “Listen, Hazel, I just got to my meeting. Can we talk about this another time?”

There was silence on the other end. “Sure,” she whispered.

“I’ll talk to you later, okay?” I said, and hung up.

I never called her back. Life had gotten in the way. I sent her a birthday present a month later via Amazon Prime, something horse related and expensive that my dad had told me she’d wanted, and I remembered her thanking me for it. But maybe that had been a voicemail? Ugh. It had. I knew I hadn’t called on her birthday.

The last words I’d spoken to my little sister were blowing her off.

I burned under the judgmental gazes of the cops as I told them this. “I’m super busy,” I added as an afterthought. “Which is not a crime.”

“No one is accusing you of anything, Ms. Dearling,” Pullman chimed in. “We just want to cover all our bases.”

He was the “good cop,” it seemed. Newbury leaned forward in his chair so he was closer to me. “Do you have any idea of where your sister might have gone?”

“I don’t know her friends that well, but I’m sure they would know where she hung out. I know she spent a ton of time at McCullough Farm. The barns and stables especially. She loves to horseback ride.”

Newbury looked unimpressed. “Anything else that might be helpful?” he pried. I could tell even he was getting bored.

I had no idea where Hazel was or who she was with, but I did admittedly have one theory I knew they weren’t thinking about yet.

“Well, there is one more thing. Have you considered the obvious?” I asked.

“The obvious?” Newbury’s eyebrows were knitted together. Beside him, Pullman’s spine went ramrod straight. “What do you mean?”

I uncrossed my legs. “I mean, whoever killed Alexandria.”

The silence that followed was long and expected. Nearly an entire minute passed as the two detectives exchanged loaded looks. I could practically hear their thoughts. She can’t be fucking serious.

“Alexandria Hopely?” Pullman asked, his face tight. He clearly thought I was insane.

I nodded, annoyed with him. “What other Alexandria would I be talking about?”

Newbury sighed. “Rose, Alexandria Hopely was killed by your brother, William Dearling.”

“Believe me, I understand that you think that—”

“He was convicted by a jury of his peers and sentenced to life in prison. This is not my opinion. It is legal fact, and he is serving the required time.”

I was angry. “Then why is another girl missing? A girl with a connection to that case? Are you suggesting that there are two different people snatching girls off the same street?”

Pullman, clearly uncomfortable, shifted in his seat. I realized that he looked about Will’s age. I wondered what he’d thought about all of this when it happened. If he was local, he may have even known Will. Or at least had mutual friends.

“I’m not suggesting that at all,” Newbury said. “But there is no evidence that these two cases are related. Alexandria Hopely was found strangled to death in the woods behind your house mere hours after she went missing,” he snapped. “Your sister is still unaccounted for. There isn’t any indication she has been hurt either. So suggesting that she is being targeted by a killer on the run, eleven years after someone else was convicted of the crime based on solid forensic evidence, is ludicrous.”

“You asked what I thought,” I reminded Newbury, irritated. “I gave you my opinion.”

He snorted, shaking his head in disbelief. “Well, I thought you might be able to offer some rational insight. My mistake. Anyway”—he started to stand—“let us know if you think of anything else. I am sure writing a book like yours means you have your fair share of ill-wishers. I can only hope this isn’t related.”

What a prick. I felt my molars grind together as I took a very deep breath, not breaking eye contact with the detective. I had heard a lot of heinous things about myself in the past year. That I was a liar. That I was a slut. That I should, and would, rot in hell. But Newbury was implying something even more insulting. I tried to count to three before I said anything further.

Marta’s sage advice for the rage that could suddenly come over me.

“If someone despised me enough to hurt someone, then it would be me missing, not Hazel.” The detectives shared another look, one that felt dangerously close to pity. “Are we done here?” I asked, the irritation in my voice evident. “I want to go find my sister.”

I got up without waiting for the answer and slammed the door.
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The house was quieter when I left the computer room. The kitchen counters were still littered with the party trays and bowls of food, but the people had dissipated, with just a few cops lingering outside.

My family were congregated in the living room. Tommy was sitting on the faded tan sofa, staring at the floor, his children passed out beside him. He looked exhausted, years older than twenty-eight. I wondered if he had slept at all in the last twenty-four hours. Suzannah sat beside him, holding his hand, her presence steady and grounding. My father was across from them, his face still red and blotchy, though the tears seemed to have stopped.

Steve was seated in another armchair a few feet away. I’d met my stepdad only two times prior to this. My mother didn’t mix her new and old lives outside of the agreed-upon custody arrangement for Hazel. It was weird to see him so comfortable in this house.

Megan and Mallory sat at the feet of Steve’s chair, engrossed in their matching iPads. They had to be seven or eight now. Their identical faces were framed by long blonde hair that looked like my mother’s right before she chopped it all off. Her little mini-me’s. I barely knew them.

A stack of Missing posters rested on the coffee table. I reached for one, my hands shaking a little. Looking at Hazel’s photo, it was impossible not to see it: she looked just like me. Not adult me, but me before everything with Alex happened. Before I started dying my chocolate-brown hair blue-black and overemphasizing my features with heavy makeup. Hazel looked like the girl I could have once been.

“You’re done already?” Tommy asked, looking up at me. “The police kept me for an hour.”

“Yeah, well, you probably had more to say.”

Looking at the poster was making me nauseous, so I dropped it back on the stack. “And they probably weren’t as rude to you as they were to me.”

“Tell me you didn’t offend the detectives trying to find my daughter.” My mother’s voice came from behind me as she emerged from the hall bathroom.

“By the way, you’re out of hand towels in the bathroom, Keith,” she said, as she wiped her hands on her dark designer jeans.

Tommy and Suzannah exchanged a knowing look. I envied their unspoken understanding. It made me feel surprisingly alone.

“Alert the media, Dad!” I said sarcastically. “Now we have a real tragedy on our hands.”

Dad ignored me. “We’ve had a lot going on, Lyla. Laundry hasn’t been a priority.”

“I didn’t mean you should do a load right now,” my mother said. “I was just letting you know.”

Footsteps came from down the hall, interrupting us all before my mother could say anymore. Pullman and Newbury reemerged. Pullman fidgeted with his tie as if he wasn’t used to wearing one.

“Detectives,” my mother said, looking relieved.

I raised my eyebrows in disbelief. Where did this reverence for the police suddenly come from? Was this Steve’s influence? The last time I had seen my mother speaking to a police officer in this house, she had threatened to beat him to death with her flip-flop.

I turned to Tommy, who gave a slight shake of his head. Not worth it.

“Well,” Newbury said, his hands in his pockets. “Thank you all for your time today. We’re going back to the precinct to collate our notes. We will have teams searching the surrounding area again tonight. We ask you not to interfere with their work. Stay put and call us if you hear or see anything suspicious. Hazel very well might turn up here at any moment. Let’s hope that’s the case.”

Pullman was staring at me, making the hair on the back of my neck stand up. I turned to Tommy to see if he had noticed, but he was gazing at his hands in his lap.

“Thank you, officers,” my father said meekly. “For everything.”
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After the cops left, my family quickly dissipated. Dad headed out in his car to go “get gas,” which I knew meant he was defying the cops’ orders and continuing to search for Hazel. Mom promptly gathered Steve and her yawning children to head back to their hotel, giving the others hugs goodbye and me a huffy wave. That left me with Tommy and his family.

“What now?” I asked, turning to Suzannah, who had put her arm around me.

My sister-in-law was a naturally comforting person, and she seemed to have that effect on everyone around her. Just feeling her fingertips on my shoulders was enough to calm me down. Suzannah was barely two years older than me, but she seemed so much wiser, more together. Meanwhile, Tommy looked completely lost standing next to her, mirroring how I felt.

“Tommy, why don’t you start up the fire pit? We’ll get the kids to bed and meet you out there,” Suzannah directed, and I watched as my brother immediately strode toward the back door, not bothering to answer.

Once the glass door closed behind him, she turned to me. “He’s been like this all day.” Suzannah shook her head.

“This feels like a nightmare,” I added. “It doesn’t feel real.”

Suzannah wiped her eyes. “You should have seen him the first few hours. After your dad called and told him that Hazel was missing. He was a complete wreck. I’ve never seen him like that before.” Her eyes looked lost in the memory. “Even though it’s only been a day, this has been so hard on him. You know how close they are.”

I bit the inside of my cheek, the residual guilt from my police interview crashing over me. In the years since I had left for college, Hazel and Tommy had stayed close. Their relationship surpassed anything I’d ever had with my baby sister. I wish I could say proximity was the reason for their closeness, Tommy living just a town over, but it was more than that. Tommy, and Suzannah, made a big effort to really get to know her. There were constant photos on social media of them all hanging out: barbeques in their backyard, Hazel tagging along on day trips to Disney. Tommy always went to her soccer games and took her to the annual horse races in Wellington. It didn’t surprise me that he was taking this hard. They were probably each other’s favorite siblings at this point. It wasn’t as if there was much competition in that department. The twins were too young, I was never around, and, well, Will was incarcerated.

Suzannah moved to where the kids were sleeping on the couch and reached for Daisy. She nodded her head toward Felix. I followed her lead and scooped my sleeping nephew into my arms. He was so much heavier than I was expecting. They grow fast at that age.

We headed to the back of the house and Suzannah placed Daisy’s delicate frame on Tommy’s old flannel bedspread. I put Felix down beside her. Suzannah flipped the covers over both of them, taking a second to admire her children. After today, I couldn’t blame her. When kids start going missing, you want to make sure you know exactly where your own are.

“We thought she was just out with her friends at first,” Suzannah said as we headed back to the kitchen. Suzannah went right for the fridge, opening the door with an ease that reminded me how much time she and Tommy spent here. She had married into the family but seemed to know more about us now than I did.

“This whole thing is just …” She shook her head.

The fridge was packed with casserole dishes and Tupperware. Suzannah fished out three bottles of Corona, my father’s favorite beer, and handed one to me before we went out the patio door.

“Here,” Suzannah said, handing Tommy a beer and giving his shoulder a soft squeeze. “You look like you could use one of these.”

He gave her a small smile. “Thanks.”

My eyes cut across the dark yard, looking past the trees to where the Hopelys’ house lingered behind. Tommy’s gaze followed mine and he seemed to understand. “Mrs. Hopely still owns it,” he confirmed. “Still living there too.”

I tried not to let my unease show on my face. Well, that answered that question.

Tommy took a long swig from his beer, still staring at me. “You know how weird it is to see you sitting here, Rose?” He shook his head. “It’s been like a decade.”

“Well, I wouldn’t be here under any other circumstances.”

Tommy looked defeated. “I know.”

“It’s not you,” I told him, clutching the beer bottle tighter in my hands. “You know that. It’s being back in this house, where, you know.” I shuddered. “And seeing mom isn’t making it any easier,” I added darkly.

“You could try to be nicer to her,” Tommy said, taking a swig from his bottle. He had a different relationship with our parents than I did. It seemed to be easier for him to forgive them for abandoning Will. Perhaps it was because he naturally spent more time with them down here, had given them their first grandkids, but I’d always felt a little betrayed by it.

“I could,” I said sarcastically.

“But you’re not going to, are you?”

I smirked. “Of course I’m not.”

Tommy sighed. “I wish you two would work it out. This isn’t worth fighting over anymore. She’s your mother.”

“She lost that right once she stopped being a mother to Will when he needed her the most. She can kiss my ass.”

“But you put up with Dad,” Tommy reasoned.

“He’s not my favorite person on earth either, but at least he didn’t immediately start a replacement family.”

“And yet he doesn’t support Will either, Rose. You know that. He’s made that very clear over the years, but still you cut him slack and vilify Mom for the exact same thing.”

“It’s different.”

“Is it?” Tommy shook his head, and he looked so much like Will that it felt like a knife to the chest.

“Why are you playing devil’s advocate right now, Tommy?” I asked. Yes, he had stayed close with my parents, but he had also supported me in my tireless crusade for Will. And he was in touch with him too. He wasn’t as devoted as I was—it wasn’t his full-time job, and he had the responsibilities of a family that I didn’t have—but his support was there. I didn’t like the insinuation that that might have changed.

“Rosie, I’m on your side,” Tommy assured me, his face turning soft. “And I admire your loyalty, but right now we have to focus on finding Hazel. That might mean working with Mom. Despite her flaws, you know she’s hurting.”

“Yeah, well, karma’s a bitch.”

“She’s really not so bad when she’s got Steve around,” Suzannah piped up, her hand reaching over to grasp Tommy’s once again. “He grounds her. And she’ll probably be too preoccupied with looking for Hazel to get under your skin much.”

“I would love to believe that,” I said, taking another sip of beer. I could hardly taste it, but I liked having something to do with my hands. My mind was swirling with thoughts of my younger sister, wondering where the hell she could be. It felt wrong to be here having a beer with Tommy, knowing that half of our siblings were currently incarcerated or missing. Our already-fractured family was now in pieces.

“So what’s the plan for tomorrow? We’ll keep looking, right?”

“Definitely. They might want us to sit back, but none of us can do that,” Tommy said indignantly. “We’re going to go out again first thing in the morning. Should be easy enough to avoid the cops given they’re starting with—”

He stopped abruptly, his face going white as his hand squeezed Suzannah’s. He was holding something back.

“What is it?” I asked, afraid of the answer.

I watched his bottom lip tremble. He started shaking his head, and gave me a look that suggested he would rather undergo surgery with no anesthesia than finish his previous thought.

“Seriously, Tommy,” I pressed. “Tell me.”

He sighed, giving in. “They’re putting a team together to search Grassy Waters.”

A wave of nausea rolled over me so strongly, I had to hold my fist to my mouth.

“I know,” Suzannah whispered. “I reacted the same way.”

Grassy Waters was the natural preserve that lined Loxahatchee, twenty- two acres of swampy water and woods, brimming with alligators and snakes. Parts of it were open to the public for canoeing and sightseeing, but locals knew to otherwise avoid it. It was not somewhere Hazel would have gone willingly. If they were searching Grassy Waters, they were searching for a body.
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My childhood bedroom, like all of the bedrooms aside from Hazel’s, had sat mostly untouched. When we all lived here, the house was never quiet. There were always lights on, a television blaring, people engaged in a loud conversation. Now, it all felt incredibly still.

When I left for college, I had taken three suitcases full of stuff: mostly necessities—clothes, makeup, and my laptop. But also one full of mementos, including scrapbooks and family pictures of Will.

My mother had purged the house after the trial, desperate not to have any lingering evidence of her allegedly murderous child. But I’d managed to recover a lot of it, digging through the trash late at night before Will’s things, our memories, were taken away for good. I didn’t know then that these items would become crucial to writing my book. I just didn’t want to let our history get erased.

My dad had gotten the house in the divorce because mom felt guilty for cheating—and because Steve was loaded. He initially thought he’d sell it, but ultimately decided against it. This house was his last connection to our family. I had begged, pleaded, and bargained with him for years to move out when I still lived here. I was desperate to be closer to Will, to get out of Loxahatchee, but he wouldn’t budge.

I didn’t understand my father. How could you hold on to a house but not your own son? His tipping point had been the conviction. The day they read out guilty my father’s loyalty dissolved. We had endless fights about it.

“How could you abandon him?” I’d cried that day. I couldn’t understand.

“I saw the look on Gary Hopely’s face when Will was convicted,” my father had told me solemnly. “The relief that his daughter’s murderer was facing punishment. I understood it, Rose. I have two daughters. What would I do if it had been you or Hazel? I trust our criminal justice system. I have to come to terms with what Will did.”

From that moment on, he never mentioned Will being innocent again. I held out a little hope he’d change his mind, because at least he still talked about him—unlike my mother, who acted like he’d never existed. After a few years though, I gave up.

Sitting in my old room, I was exhausted but knew I wouldn’t be able to sleep. I paced back and forth on the carpet, remembering the last time a girl had gone missing from our street. A girl who had been found murdered.

In my experience, when girls went missing, it was because they were dead.

I felt guilty for the thought, the dread creeping back into my stomach and making me nauseous again. Hazel was my sister. She might be fine. She probably was fine. We’d find her tomorrow recovering from amnesia after an accidental head injury, or coming down from a bad trip, or at a motel with some guy.

And when she was back, I was going to take that tour of NYU with her and encourage her to go. To get away from Loxahatchee and all the people who heard her last name and knew her life story. Hell, I’d help her pay the tuition if I had to. I felt a desperate longing for my little sister. I needed to be in her space. Somewhere full of reminders of her.

Tommy and Suzannah were still on the back patio, where I’d left them earlier. I could see them from my bedroom window, holding hands across the table, seemingly silent but settled.

I crept out of my bedroom and down the hall to the door at the very end, Hazel’s room. I looked behind me before I twisted the knob, which was stupid because I was her sister and had every right to be there. Still, as I crept inside, I made sure to close the door behind me.

Hazel’s room had changed considerably since I’d last seen it. Gone were the ponies and dollhouses that I remembered. It had become a teenage girl’s sanctuary in my absence.

The bed was wrought iron and covered in a dusty pink quilted comforter. The walls were lined with artsy prints from Urban Outfitters and framed photographs of Hazel with her friends. She had a desk in one corner, and a couple of shelves covered in books and trinkets. But there were still faint traces of the little girl I’d known if I looked hard enough. I could see it in the large watercolor horse painting over her bed, and the horse tchotchkes that sat mixed in with her books. Her room was covered in evidence of a life in Loxahatchee. A life that was maybe even happy.

People wondered why she lived here with Dad, in a place where her family was so hated, instead of with our mom in Tampa.

Truthfully, I didn’t know the reason. After the divorce, my pregnant mom promptly moved in with Steve. She was desperate to start over where people didn’t know she’d raised a murderer, and might still let her have a career. Tommy was away at college by then, and I was about to graduate, but Hazel was only seven.

Initially, Hazel had joined her, but only a year and a half ago, she’d begged my father to let her come live with him. Our mother hadn’t liked it, but Hazel had apparently kicked up quite the fit. She despised living with Steve and the twins, and felt like an outsider in her own home. That was one of the few things I’d picked up on when we did talk—nothing held my attention like criticizing my mother. I think Hazel never forgave her for the divorce. Even as a young child, she had enough happy memories to know that her new life was a pale comparison.

“It was very Rose of her,” Tommy had told me at the time.

I was too preoccupied to notice. Just six months after Hazel moved back in with my father, The Smileys Next Door published, and the neighborhood’s hatred of us was reignited. Our mother swore she never would have let Hazel go back to Loxahatchee if she had known what I was writing. But somehow, Hazel had managed to create what seemed like a happy life here, to get people to accept her for who she was.

But the room had a strange, cold quality to it now. I knew the police had been in and out all day, since Hazel was reported missing, taking anything they considered evidence. Evidence of what, I didn’t know, but Suzannah had told me earlier that they’d left with diaries, notebooks, her MacBook.

On one of her shelves there were several overturned picture frames, probably knocked over during the search, the usual carelessness from Loxahatchee’s finest. I turned them the right way around. One was a photo of Hazel and her friends at the beach. Another was an older image of Hazel and Tommy. Hazel was probably four years old, which would have made Tommy sixteen. They wore matching orange shirts emboldened with the McCullough Farm logo. Tommy was always the one who went with her to the stables. Will and I would do drop-offs, but Tommy actually liked to spend time with the horses too.

I felt the tears come again before I could stop them. I curled up on Hazel’s green rug, wrapping my arms around my knees as I sobbed. The little girl in that picture, the one who ate the middle of her cinnamon roll first, was missing. She was gone, and yet again, I was unable to help.

My phone rang loudly then, making me jump. Flannery’s picture filled the screen, showcasing her perfectly glossed lips and adorable mass of tight curls. I felt instant relief as I answered the call.

“You picked up. Thank GOD.” Flannery’s frantic voice rang out over the line.

“Hi, Flannery,” I said guiltily. I’d already missed one of her calls since I’d been here.

“I thought the Loxahatchee townspeople had stoned you to death,” she said, her panic decreasing. “I’ve been driving Marta insane with how much I’ve been calling. I think she might’ve finally blocked me.”

I stifled a laugh, relieved to hear her voice and her familiar sense of humor. “Sorry, Flan. It’s been crazy here. I haven’t had any time to myself. But no, there have been no public stonings so far.”

“What about tarring and featherings?”

“Not yet. But give it time; I’ve only been here for a few hours. A few very long hours.”

“So, no updates on Hazel?” Flannery pressed.

I sighed deeply. “No.”

There was silence on the other end of the line as she gathered her thoughts. “You’ll find her,” she said, desperation mingling with hopefulness.

“Yeah. I hope so,” I said, feeling defeated. It had been several hours since I’d left Manhattan, and so far we didn’t know anything more than when I’d left.

“Do you want me to come down there and help?” Flannery added. “You know I hate Florida, but I’d do it. For you.”

I shook my head, even though I knew she couldn’t see. “I appreciate it, but there’s no point. I’m not even sure that my being here is helpful.”

Flannery sighed. “Is your family being a bunch of cunts?”

She knew how strained my relationship with my family was. She was also one of the few people who believed me implicitly about Will, even having never met him.

“It’s complicated,” I said, meaning it. “I just feel like the shittiest sister on earth.” I fought back the angry tears that were forming in the corners of my eye. “I don’t even know enough about Hazel to know where to look for her.”

“You are not a shitty sister, Rose. Look at what you’ve done for Will. You’ve devoted your entire life to proving his innocence.”

“Yeah, I’m a great sister to Will. But to Hazel? I’m a deadbeat. I’m completely fucking useless.”

“Then learn more about her,” Flannery said firmly. “It’s not too late. Go through her room. Talk to her friends. Figure out who she is and what she was doing before she disappeared. You wrote an entire book piecing together what happened with Alex and Will. You can do the same here.”

I considered her words for a second, letting them slip over me. She was right. I did know how to investigate. I had spent years reflecting and digging up every lead I could on what had happened in 2010. Why couldn’t I do that now for Hazel?

“Will you call me back if there is anything I can do?” Flannery asked, puncturing my silence.

“Yeah, I will. Thanks, Flan.”

“No problem. Take care of yourself.”

I heard her hang up, but her words echoed through me. Figure out who she is and what she was doing.

I unlocked my phone and went straight to Instagram, ignoring the waiting DMs—my interview with TMH had already amassed tons of notifications I did not care to read. Instead, I opened the search bar and typed in Hazel’s name.

Nothing came up.

Fuck.

Tommy or Dad wouldn’t have taken her page down, would they? Or the police? Could they do that? It didn’t ring a bell from any of the true crime shows I’d used for researching the book. Instagram hadn’t even been a thing the last time I had dealt with the police; we’d been in the Facebook era.

Then I remembered that Hazel changed her handle every few weeks so that colleges couldn’t stalk her. Her friends did it too. “Finstas,” she had told me.

I turned to my own DMs to find Hazel’s profile. She and I hadn’t exchanged a lot of messages over the years, but she frequently replied to my stories. The last one was from a month ago. A heart-eye emoji. I hadn’t responded. Her handle was there though: @Hazelnut06.

My stomach lurched, remembering the childhood nickname Will had given her years ago. I clicked the profile. The bio was clean and simple.

Hazel. 17. SRHS. Unapologetic Horse Girl, followed by the horse and sun emojis.

Her profile picture was of half her face, her long hair braided down her back. I clicked her most recent post. It was dated last Friday. A picture of her and another girl sitting on the bleachers at the high school captioned Happy Birthday Kayleigh! Love you girlie.

I kept scrolling. There were pictures of her at the beach, with a gaggle of girls in brightly colored bikinis and subs from Publix. A picture from a sleepover. A selfie. She looked pretty. In one of her posing with her driver’s license, her fingers covered the personal information. Smart girl.

It was a normal teenage girl’s Instagram. Compared to the slutty pictures and whiny Tumblr quotes I had posted when I was her age, this was wholesome. After several scrolls up and down the page, I got the measure of who she hung around with. I remembered the girl Kayleigh from when she was little. I recognized another girl too, the younger sister of someone I had graduated with. There was also a tall boy who made frequent appearances in photos whose name I had deduced was Jaxxon. Classic Florida parents. When I clicked through these kids’ profiles, I was surprised to see that a couple of them followed me. The ones with public accounts had already posted about Hazel, selfies with captions begging for help finding their friend. The cynical part of me wondered how much they were enjoying the attention.

Overwhelmingly the most prominent feature on Hazel’s Instagram was the McCullough Farm: scenery at the ranch, the horses in their stables, Hazel riding or posing in their merch.

Hazel had always been obsessed with horses. A childhood passion that hadn’t faded with time. When she was younger, everything she owned had a horse on it, from her clothes to her bedspread. She didn’t have a teddy bear; she had a stuffed pony. There’d even been talk of her getting her own horse. We had the land for it, but then our family was in such shambles by the time she was old enough to start riding, not to mention in financial ruin from Will’s legal bills, that it was not an option. The solution was the McCulloughs’. Owned by a kind and quiet British couple, the farm was just a few minutes away from the house and had several horses, along with other animals. From the moment Hazel was old enough to go there alone, she spent every free minute helping with farm work in exchange for lessons and riding time.

I scrolled back up the page, looking at a post from five days ago showing Hazel posing in the stables. It was captioned Where else would I be?

Where else, indeed. The McCulloughs’ farm was over thirty acres, with a small office building, three different stables, multiple trailers, and a heavily wooded border.

I would start there first thing in the morning.
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I’d forgotten how oppressively hot Florida could be. Even in the spring. After living almost my entire life in this godforsaken state, I would have thought I’d be used to it, but seven years in the Northeast had made me forget.

I’d taken a sleeping pill after I left Hazel’s room the night before, committed to getting some rest so I could sync up with my family in the morning before heading to McCullough Farm. But I’d forgotten to set an alarm and woken up at 9 a.m. to a text from Tommy, delivered an hour before.

Hey Rose, we’ve headed out to search. Touch base later?

The house was silent, with no other texts from anyone else telling me where they’d gone. It instantly enraged me. Why hadn’t they woken me up? Shouldn’t we all be together? I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was purposefully being left out, like an inconvenient afterthought.

I decided not to bother trying to deduce my family’s motivations. I dressed quickly and drove my rented SUV toward the farm. It wasn’t far from the house. A five-minute car ride that Hazel made three times a week on her bike. The familiar wooden sign depicting a large horse and the name of the farm was still situated at the end of their long drive. I followed the curved road until it spit me out in the dirt parking lot. There was an administration building at the edge of the estate that I had intended to start with, but as I parked, I could see a familiar figure standing in the doorway of the nearest stables. His faded tan overalls and orange T-shirt were unmistakable. Mr. McCullough was raking horse shit up from the floor as I approached. The smell was awful and made me want to cover my nose with my sleeve, but I refrained. Mr. McCullough heard my footsteps and cocked an eyebrow upward as I walked into the stable.

“Is that you, Rosie?” he asked, his voice echoing across the empty space.

I nodded and didn’t correct him, even though no one outside of my father or Tommy called me Rosie anymore. The last time I’d seen Mr. McCullough, I was a teenager, angry and desperate to spit fire at anyone who came near me. But he and his wife were some of the few people in this town who’d always had our family’s back. They had gone above and beyond, becoming surrogate grandparents to Hazel. A safe place for her to escape to.

I hadn’t seen them since the book came out. Like a lot of people I’d expected to be supportive, they hadn’t been.

“Hi, Mr. McCullough,” I said cautiously. “How are you?”

He put down his rake, resting it against one of the stable walls and beside a black horse that was neighing softly. I shuddered. I knew Hazel adored them, but I found horses to be scary fucking creatures.

“’Bout as good as you, I expect,” Mr. McCullough said grimly, reaching out a hand and placing it kindly on my shoulder. The skin around his eyes was wrinkled. “Any news yet?”

Relief swept through me at finding an ally. I shook my head. “No.” Not that I would know if there was, I thought bitterly.

He sighed. “That’s a real shame. We care deeply about your sister, you know.”

“I know. She really likes it here,” I replied genuinely. That was one thing I knew even without the Instagram stalking.

“Are you and Tommy holding up okay?” Mr. McCullough asked.

I tried to swallow the bitterness I was feeling toward my family and shook my head. “Not really.”

“Well, the missus and I are here to help in any way we can,” Mr. McCullough said. “We love your sister, and she talks about you all the time. Anything you need right now, any help we can give, let us know.”

It was the nicest thing anyone from Loxahatchee had said to me in years and I didn’t know how to respond to the kindness. I just stared at him blankly.

“We looked around the whole farm,” he continued, seeming to understand I needed a minute. “Didn’t find anything. But we let the police know they are welcome to do a more thorough search if need be.”

Mr. McCullough paused then, and for a moment, we stood in silence. I knew I should say something. I was the one who’d shown up here randomly, but my mind was blank. The longer I stood there, the more stupid I felt for coming here in the first place. What did I expect to find that the police hadn’t already? I wasn’t a detective; I was a writer. I didn’t have any clues to follow. Just an overwhelming amount of anxiety when I thought about my little sister and where she could be. Even our neighbor knew her better than I did.

“I’d like to be upfront with you about something, Rose.” Mr. McCoullough cleared his throat. “I told the detectives this already, but they brushed it off, said it was just normal teenage behavior. But there was something going on with Hazel the last few weeks.”

My ears immediately perked up. “What do you mean?”

“She was acting differently. She was normally an upbeat little thing. Chatty, always coming and going, busy doing a million things. But lately? She seemed distracted, even sullen. Like there was something bothering her. Every time I came out here, she was in the stable with her head buried in a book. I thought maybe something might’ve been going on at home, but I didn’t want to meddle.” His weathered face twisted.

“When I did ask her about it, she brushed me off, said she just had a lot going on with college applications. Now that she’s been gone this long, I’m worried I missed something important.”

All of this was news to me. Neither Tommy nor my father had mentioned anything like it. So they either didn’t know or were purposefully avoiding speculating. From the panicked expression on Mr. McCullough’s face, it felt more likely that they didn’t know. That Hazel had hidden things from our family too.

Whatever it was, I needed to figure it out. “Is there anything else?” I asked. “Anything else she might’ve said or done that seemed weird to you?”

“Not that I can think of …” Mr. McCullough paused, thinking. “Oh! Actually, she has a locker here that the cops haven’t checked yet—I didn’t want them messing with her things if she was just going to turn up the next day. But I can show it to you if you want. She’ll probably have some stuff in there. Just like she left it.”

I nodded eagerly. “Lead the way.”

Mr. McCullough took me on a small walking tour of the property as we headed toward the administration building, showing me the horses Hazel spent the most time with, and the additions and improvements they had made to the farm since I’d been there last.

When we got to the main building, Mr. McCullough took me into the staff room—a small beige space with a vending machine, a round table, and a cluster of lockers. He pointed out Hazel’s and left me alone to look through it with one more warm squeeze of my shoulder. I appreciated the privacy.

The locker practically exploded with Hazel’s belongings when I opened it: plastic friendship bracelets she had made for both her and the horses, pictures of her and her friends posing with the giant beasts, a Lululemon jacket, a brightly colored Stanley cup.

At the very bottom of the locker was a canvas tote bag. I pulled it out and rifled through it. More normal teenage girl stuff: an AirPods case, a lip gloss I also used, claw clips, and a very tattered hardcover book, the dust jacket missing. Mr. McCullough had said he’d caught her reading a lot, hadn’t he?

I turned it over to look at the spine, going rigid as I took in the words. The Smileys Next Door.

My book. I stared at it, transfixed, trying to figure out why she had it. Dad had made it a point when it was published that I was not to send a copy to Hazel. He didn’t want the book to dredge up the pain she barely remembered. If she had a copy, she had to have bought it herself.

I suppose it did make sense that she’d be curious to know more about the tragedy that had defined her life. Yes, she was the most well-behaved of the Dearling children, but she was still human. It seemed obvious now that she would read it. Would she believe the story it told? Or would she agree with what our mother had always said, that I’d written a book that wasn’t true?

She probably hated it, I realized, my stomach filling with dread. If she hadn’t, wouldn’t she have asked me about it? After all, she’d had to consume it in secrecy at the McCulloughs’ farm. The only real place of privacy she ever had.

I opened the book, looking at the dedication: For my big brother Will: I know you didn’t do it, and these pages will prove it.

At a loss for what to do next, I turned to a random page and started flipping through, quickly stopping when I noticed that every margin was covered in notes. Hazel’s handwriting was bubbly and girlish, and there were even Post-it notes stuck to some pages. I could barely read chapter 6, “The Mall.” The pages were almost completely covered in her scribbles.

I started reading, but none of her comments made any sense. This chapter mostly took place in the month before Alex was murdered. Details that were still painful, though not fresh. But this was something. A glimpse into Hazel’s thoughts from the week before she had gone missing.

I didn’t hesitate. I slipped the book into my purse, shut the locker, and left the farm with a quick wave to Mr. McCullough from afar. I didn’t need him asking me what I’d found in there.

I drove back to my father’s house and was thankful to find it still empty. I went straight to my bedroom, leaned back on the bed, and reopened the book at page one.

Hazel’s first words were written at the top: So, who really killed Alex?
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Then: May 2010

My best friend Cassandra and I had been counting down the days until our freshman year on a Zac Efron calendar we had made ourselves. It was early May, with only three more weeks and a handful of final exams left of our middle school experience. Before we knew it, we’d be packing our backpacks for the last time and moving to the high school, a massive building across town where we’d be following the paths of our siblings.

“I can’t wait to be rid of this place,” Cassandra said as we approached her house, irritated from our trek home. The unrelenting Floridian heat had left our hair frizzy and our underarms soaked, even during the short walk.

“I thought you were nervous?” I asked. Cassandra had gone back and forth for months about whether she was excited or anxious to start high school, even though all three of her sisters and my two brothers had all gone there—or still did. Samantha was in college now, with Alex and Will to follow this fall.

“Oh, I’m over that. Victoria told me we’ll be fine since she and Tommy will still be there,” Cassandra said casually, wrenching open her front door and blasting us with the cold AC.

The Hopelys’ house was a four-bedroom that Cass’s parents had built in 1998. My mom had sold them the land, thrilled to finally have neighbors with similarly aged kids, though her affection for the family hadn’t lasted long. Snobby, she called them.

I followed Cassandra inside like I did most days after school—we alternated between her place and mine depending on where we could get the most privacy. Because she was a Realtor, my mom was often out, while Cassandra’s mom worked only part-time and was often there in the afternoon. But today, her mom’s CRV was gone.

“We’re home!” Cassandra shouted as we piled in, to confirm the house was empty of parents. Each room of the Hopelys’ looked like the pages of a Ralph Lauren catalog, with busy wallpaper and expensive, uncomfortable furniture. The walls were lined with fancy oil paintings and side tables littered with crystal tchotchkes and antique books we weren’t allowed to touch. It was nothing like my house, where toys were scattered everywhere and each room had a worn, squishy armchair in it. Even the Hopelys’ bathrooms were fancy, with shell-shaped soap you weren’t sure if you were actually supposed to use.

There was music playing down the hall. I couldn’t hear what song it was, but it sounded like rap. The bass was vibrating against the walls. Cassandra ignored it as we headed toward her bedroom.

“Thank god you’re home,” Victoria said, appearing in Cass’s open doorway, already changed from her school outfit into an oversized men’s sweatshirt. She looked at Alexandria’s closed door. “They’ve been in there with the door locked and music blaring since we got home.”

The high school got out two hours earlier than we did, so Alex and Will were always home first.

“Ugh.” Cassandra shuddered, looking in the direction of their older sister’s room. “Aren’t they tired?”

“Apparently Will has stamina,” Victoria said, following us into Cassandra’s room. She threw me an apologetic look. “Sorry, Rosie. That’s gross. I forget he’s your brother sometimes.”

I shrugged, too used to it by now to be bothered. “Just don’t give me any details.”

Will and Alex had been dating for all four years of high school, and Alex sometimes thought it was hilarious to give us dating and sex advice, forgetting that what she was describing was what she was doing with my brother. Part of me had suspicions she did it on purpose.

Cassandra and Victoria threw themselves on Cassandra’s bed, while I curled up on the floor.

“How was school?” Cassandra asked her sister, eagerness painted across her face. She was obsessed with all of her sisters, clinging to their every word, and I felt myself doing it sometimes with the Hopelys too. With two brothers, and a younger sister still in pre-K, it was nice to get a glimpse into their world.

Victoria wrapped her arms around her knees and shrugged. “Fine, I guess. A little boring. Everything’s starting to slow down a little. I can’t wait for summer.” She looked back toward Alex’s closed door across the hall. “Alex is driving me fucking insane, though. I get it, they’re graduating, but it’s all she’s talking about. I can’t wait for the next week to pass so she shuts up.” She looked a lot like Alex as she said this. It was the sneer.

Cassandra’s face twisted, and I could see the dilemma forming as she tried to decide which sister’s side to take. “I think she’s just excited,” she offered congenially.

“It’s a big deal,” I agreed, noting the annoyed look Victoria was giving us from inside the hood of her sweatshirt. “Will talks about it a lot too.”

Victoria sighed, pulling the strings of her sweatshirt tighter so it exposed only the smallest segment of her face. “I guess.”

Victoria was at a weird middle age, only thirteen months older than Cassandra and me, who she spent most of her free time with, and three years younger than Alex, who she spent every day at school with. “I’m only tolerating her right now because she’s taking us to the Wellington mall tomorrow to get something new for Matty’s thing,” she said.

Victoria and Alex had both been invited to a party at Matty Mueller’s house that weekend. Matty was a senior who lived with his grandparents. Grandparents who went on a lot of cruises and left Matty home alone most of the time to throw big parties on their secluded property. Cassandra and I had never been invited, but this time Cassandra had threatened to tell their parents where her older sisters were sneaking out to if they didn’t bring us along. We were going to high school soon after all.

“I’m so excited we finally get to come,” Cassandra exclaimed.

Victoria’s eyes narrowed, looking at her younger sister with the amount of irritation she usually reserved for girls she talked shit about at our sleepovers. “I swear to god, Cass, if you do one single thing that embarrasses me …”

A strangled noise escaped from the back of Cassandra’s throat. “When have I ever embarrassed you?”

The two of them looked like they were about to launch into a long-winded fight that would invariably end in one of them crying about who shrunk whose favorite Forever 21 tank top in the dryer.

Suddenly, the music stopped. There was some shuffling, the squeak of bedsprings, and then the sound of a door opening loudly against the frame.

Alex appeared in the doorway, flushed pink and seemingly a little annoyed.

“What are you three going on and on about in here without me?” she demanded, her beautiful head lolling to one side.

Even then, irritation and all, she had the easy elegance of a girl who knew she was beautiful. Which she was. You could say what you wanted about Alexandria Hopely, but the one undeniable thing about her was that she was ridiculously attractive. You could forget sometimes, when you’d spent the entire night at her house watching her walk around in a big T-shirt eating Oreos, but then she’d round a corner one day, all girl-next-door beauty, and you’d be floored all over again.

I often found myself enviously looking at her tiny ski-slope nose, her bowed lips, the long, tousled hair that was such a specific shade of light gold that was impossible to replicate. The first time I’d seen her in a bikini, it had given me a complex I thought I’d never get rid of. She became my yardstick, what I measured myself by. Will thought it was funny. He called it the Alex Effect.

Victoria resembled Alex the most. It was one of the reasons they fought constantly. Alex sometimes joked that Victoria looked like an unflattering picture of her, which made my eyes widen every time she said it. Victoria always got very quiet when she did.

“Well?” Alex pressed, leaning on Cassandra’s doorframe. “What is going on?”

She was slightly disheveled, a jean jacket thrown haphazardly over a strapless minidress. Her legs stretched out below, toned and perfectly tanned.

“Nothing,” Victoria said, looking at Cassandra conspiratorially. “We were just talking.”

Cassandra’s eyes moved back and forth between her older sisters.

“Shouting is more like it,” Alex said, rolling her eyes. “We could hear you over the music.”

“I’m surprised you could hear anything over the sounds you two were making …” Victoria whispered under her breath. Alex gave both of her sisters a bored look and then turned her gaze to where I was sitting on the floor.

“Hey, Rosie,” she said casually, offering me a smile. “How’s my favorite Dearling?”

“See, now that’s just rude,” Will joked, appearing behind her, his hand moving to her waist. A faint trace of color bloomed on her cheeks as he touched her, resting his lips on the top of her head.

Her eyes flicked upward toward him. “Yeah, you’re okay,” she said with a laugh. “But Rosie? She’s the real looker of your family.” Alex winked at me, and I couldn’t control the flash of pride I felt when she did.

“I didn’t realize you found me so hard to look at.” Will wrapped his arms around his girlfriend’s body, pulling her closer into him. “I’m going to have to hit the gym.”

I snickered at the idea. Will towered over Alex, his body already a landscape of crisscrossing muscles. He worked out, but he’d gotten his build from Mom’s side of the family. Her brothers were giants too.

“You do that,” Alex agreed, her voice taking on that babyish quality girls always had in front of their boyfriends. Victoria’s and Casandra’s eyes were glued to the two of them, watching them with a mixture of admiration and envy.

“You ready to head home, Rosie?” Will asked, still clutching Alex to his chest as if she were a prize he’d won at the county fair. “Mom’s cooking tonight.”

I nodded, lifting myself off the floor. “Like I’d miss a rarity like that.” Our mother was a fantastic cook but hated doing it. When she did decide to not order takeout, we never missed it.

Will untethered himself from Alex and she pouted. “Will you come back over later?” She looked back at him, her eyes wide and expectant. “Pleeease?”

“My god, woman, get a grip on yourself. He’s been here for hours,” Victoria said, plopping backward on the bed. Alex flashed her younger sister the finger as she kept her face trained on Will.

“Anything you want,” Will promised. His fingers reached under her chin to bring her face to his, giving her a long kiss. Victoria’s face softened. She was convinced men didn’t get any better than my brother. I didn’t understand how she felt that way after spending so much time in our house, but she did.

“Gross, Will. Come on.” I wrinkled my nose, kicking his shoe.

The sound of the Hopelys’ front door opening quieted all five of us, signaling the arrival of a parent into our space.

“There’s Mom,” Cassandra said, looking mildly disappointed. I expected to bump into Mrs. Hopely as we rounded the corner out of Cass’s room—her mom was slight and well-preserved, like she was the oldest Hopely sister—but instead Mr. Hopely appeared. He was a behemoth of a man, the size of a pro wrestler, with the same detached irritated energy as his wife. He dressed, always, in suits or khakis and polo shirts that seemed like they belonged to someone else. His curly gray hair was close cropped and tidy, never a stray hair out of place. That afternoon, you could tell he was furious.

All three Hopely girls stiffened, instantly tense.

“Dad,” Alex said quickly, her cheeks darkening as her expression turned guilty. “You’re home early.”

“Had a light day,” Mr. Hopely said, clearly unamused. He looked from Alex to his other daughters, taking his time before settling on Will and me. His lips pursed as he zeroed in on my brother. A quiet fury enveloped his features.

I hadn’t had many interactions with Mr. Hopely. He was a stern, rules-based man who worked for a bank and kept to himself. So different from my father’s easy-going nature. The only times I ever saw Mr. Hopely relaxed was when he took Alex and Victoria to their cheerleading competitions. He was dedicated and never missed one.

“I told you girls already, no boys in the house when your mother and I aren’t home,” he said. The corners of Mr. Hopely’s mouth turned downward as he took in Will again. Four years of dating had seemed to do very little to make Mr. Hopely like him.

Will offered him a gentle smile, but I could see he was uncomfortable. “Sorry, Mr. Hopely. I wasn’t here long. I just dropped something off. Come on, Rosie. Let’s get out here.”

The sun was setting over the Hopelys’ pool as we left through the back door, avoiding the canopy of poison ivy that grew in the small forest between our two houses. The seven of us Hopely-Dearlings had walked this path so often, we had created our own trail.

“You and Alex are really joined at the hip these days,” I commented, watching my older brother skip over the dead Christmas tree we had dragged back here the year before.

“Yeah, I’m trying to cram as much Alex time in as I can before … well, everything. Graduation. School. You know.”

“Are you going to miss her?” I kicked a rock, watched it collide with a fallen tree trunk.

I knew the answer already. At least I thought I did. Will had never given us any reason to think he didn’t love Alex. He’d pined for her for years, a true kindergarten love story that came to fruition at freshman-year homecoming.

Will snorted. “Course I’m going to miss her. We see each other every day. I don’t know what I’m going to do when she’s not right across the street anymore.”

His face fell slightly, making my heart lurch.

“Gainesville and Tallahassee aren’t that far from each other,” I reminded him, skipping to catch up with his longer strides. “I’m sure you’ll still see her all the time.”

“It’s different in college though. People start new lives. They forget about things back home.” His voice dropped a bit. Will was normally a cheerful, glass-half-full kind of person, so hearing him like that was jarring. It shouldn’t have surprised me, though. Alex was his entire world.

“But you’ll talk every day, and you’ll see her at Thanksgiving, because you’re coming home, right?”

I narrowed my eyes to make sure he knew how serious I was. Mom had threatened him with no care packages if he ever skipped a visit home on school breaks. We were all sad at the thought of being without him for months at a time.

A laugh escaped Will’s lips. “Aw, Rosie, are you going to miss me?”

“Hardly,” a voice called from the back patio, echoing through the trees. “She’s just worried that if you don’t come back, I’m finally going to get the big room.”

Tommy was sitting in one of the red Adirondack chairs near the fire pit, a tattered paperback open on his lap. His grin was wide, his eyes crinkling beneath his black-framed glasses. We had lovingly bullied him into making the switch from his round Harry Potter eyewear to Clark Kent–esque frames earlier in the year.

“If anyone’s getting the room, it is me,” I shouted back. “I have more clothes than you and his closet is huge.”

“Ah, but I have more books, and Will’s room has those built-in shelves.”

“Well, what makes either of you think I’m giving up my room?” Will asked. “Mom’s desperately hoping I hate living on campus and come home to do my courses online.” We’d reached Tommy’s perch in the garden. Will disappeared through the back door.

Tommy abandoned his book and followed him in, forever the overeager younger sibling. I grabbed it, knowing he’d be annoyed if he forgot it was out here and it got soaked by one of the early-summer rains.

The inside of the house was warmer than usual, the smell of garlic wafting through the kitchen and a Michael Bay movie screeching across the TV screen.

“Willy!” A tiny squeal cut through the noise of the TV. Hazel hurled herself toward our oldest brother, wrapping herself around his leg like a small animal.

“Well, hey there, Hazelnut,” Will said, wagging his leg so that her small body moved with it in circles.

“Be careful with her, William,” Mom warned from the kitchen, a red spatula pointed at her eldest son. Her Southern drawl made it sound more threatening than she meant it to be. She was too relaxed to be truly angry at anyone. She had a half-full glass of red wine beside her on the counter, and her black heels had been kicked off near the front door. Classic signs of a good workday.

“Mom, relax,” Will assured her, a smile stretched across his face as Hazel’s shrieks of delight filled the front room. “She loves it.”

Hazel’s face was turning red from how hard she was laughing. More fair than the rest of us, Hazel’s skin revealed everything she felt.

“Are you murdering my favorite child over there?” our father called from the couch.

Will grinned. “Oh, come on, Dad. She can’t be the favorite. She’s not even yours.”

Our father turned around from the couch, grinning at the familiar joke. Hazel being nine years younger than her closest sibling, and having fairer skin and eyes than the rest of us, had led to an onslaught of family jokes about her parentage. They were always lighthearted, and my parents took it in stride.

Our father considered this. “Maybe so, but she’s still the cutest.”

Tommy snickered. “Yeah, because she looks like the mailman.”

“Y’all are going to make that child pee herself,” Mom said, shaking her head. She turned back to the pot that was bubbling on the stove. I could smell it now and realized with delight she was making her famous Cajun pasta.

Mom motioned over to the table. “Come on, everyone, grab your grub.” She took her usual seat beside Dad, getting comfortable as the rest of us followed. “We’re sitting at the table tonight.”

“Aren’t we more of an eat-on-the-couch type of family?” Will asked, looking amused.

“Unfortunately,” Mom said, looking a little embarrassed as we took our seats at the table. “And your granddad lectures me about it every time he visits. But tonight was your dad’s idea, so we’re having a real meal together.”

“Parents still lecture you even at your age, huh?” Tommy teased.

“It’s a lifelong burden,” Mom said, smiling as she flicked a piece of garlic bread in Tommy’s direction. It flew past him and landed on the floor, where our haggard beagle, Davis, lunged for it.

“I don’t think dogs are supposed to eat garlic bread, Lyla,” my father said, eyebrows raised as Mom waved him off.

“He’ll survive. I caught him eating a tampon last week.”

Dad, Tommy, and Will all shuddered, as Hazel giggled obliviously and took a large bite of her Nutella sandwich. Ever since Will had told her Nutella is made from hazelnuts, she had refused to eat anything else. It had also earned her the nickname.

“I showed a monster of a house over by Publix today,” Mom said, changing the subject. “The thing had eight bedrooms.” She looked smug.

“Eight bedrooms?” Dad asked in disbelief, cracking a can of Diet Coke. “Who in god’s name needs eight bedrooms?”

Mom shrugged. “They’ve got a shitload—” She caught herself mid- sentence, her eyes flashing to Hazel. “Ton,” she corrected herself, “of kids …”

“Says the woman with four,” my dad joked.

Mom kept going, ignoring him. “If I sell this house, you are all going to have very nice birthdays this year.”

It was evident from the look on her face that she knew she would sell it. Our mother had made a name for herself here. Loxahatchee was her market, her community. All the other nearby Realtors lived in Royal Palm Beach or Wellington, the next towns over. She was a local.

There were few things my mother cared about as much as her reputation as a Realtor. She’d spent her entire career making sure that she, and the rest of us by extension, were represented well here.

“Speaking of birthdays,” Will added, “the Hopelys went looking for a VW Beetle for Victoria yesterday.”

Now this was interesting. I turned toward him. “Did they decide on a color?”

Will shook his head. “Not a chance. You’ll tell Victoria and ruin the surprise, and Alex will kill me.”

“How much of a surprise can it be?” Mom asked. “She already knows she’s getting one. They all do for their birthdays.”

I could hear the snark in her voice, her dislike for the Hopelys amplified by the red wine.

“Lyla!” my father teased.

“What? It’s a bad financial decision. Those girls are close enough in age to share cars between them. There is no reason that one family needs five cars. It’s ridiculous,” Mom said.

“Aren’t they rich?” Tommy asked.

“Don’t be crass,” Mom told him, taking a sip of wine. “But no. I sold them that house. I know what Gary and Deborah make. They do well, but not that well.” She swirled the wine in her glass knowingly. “It’s got to all be credit cards. Or they’re spoiling the girls instead of saving for retirement. Either way, it isn’t a good strategy.”

People liked my mother. She got along with everyone, but something about the Hopelys had always bothered her. She never liked them and never did a good job of hiding it. I like them just fine, that’s what she always said. She had her reasons: their politics, their parenting, the fact that they didn’t like that she made more money than my father. My dad was a hard worker, an accountant for a local pest control company, but we all knew my mother was the breadwinner. We never missed the look Mrs. Hopely would give Mom whenever she talked about work.

“All I’m saying,” Mom said, “is nothing good comes from spoiling your children.”

“More Nutella!” Hazel shouted from the end of the table, breaking the tension. The crusts of her mangled sandwich were clutched in her hand. The small portion of pasta on her plate was completely untouched.

“What was that about spoiling your children?” my father asked her, amused.

My mom sighed. “Oh, hush.”

The closest mall to Loxahatchee was a twenty-minute drive into the town over. A couple of times a month, Cassandra and I would beg our parents to drop us off there. We’d usually see people we knew or cute guys from the neighboring schools in Wellington. We’d wander the shops until we got bored, and then get Chick-Fil-A.

But today, Alex was driving us to the mall. Her bright yellow Beetle was blaring Rihanna when I got to their driveway. Cassandra and I were relegated to the back seat, while Victoria, of course, sat up front with Alex. I wasn’t sure why she had opted to sit closest to Alex when they were clearly in a fight. Normally, the two of them didn’t stop talking whenever we went anywhere, gossiping conspiratorially or ranting about whatever reality TV show they’d watched the night before, but they barely spoke to each other on the entire drive over.

“What’s going on with them?” I whispered to Cass, as Victoria threw Alex a nasty look.

Cassandra’s eyes were lined with clumpy black mascara. “Who knows,” she replied. “Something about Victoria being embarrassed by something Alex said in front of Sam’s new boyfriend.”

“Isaac, right?” I hadn’t met Samantha’s newest boyfriend yet, but she had spent all of her winter break going on and on about him. They’d met at the University of Miami, where Sam went to college. He was an out-of-state student staying with the Hopelys this week before going back up to Massachusetts for the summer. “What’s he like?”

Cassandra shrugged, her face unchanging. “Fine, I guess.”

In the front seat, Alex was grinning. “It’s okay, Cass. You can say it. He’s a total tool.”

“You didn’t like him?” Victoria asked her sister, the first words she’d uttered since she’d stomped into the car.

Alex snorted. “What was there to like?” She kept talking as she spun the steering wheel with one hand. “He’s spent the entire time he’s been here talking about his frat and his boat. Neither of which is that interesting.”

One of her fake pink nails clipped the steering wheel and wiggled, loosening. Alex frowned at it.

“He was probably trying to impress you,” Victoria muttered.

Alex rolled her eyes. “Ugh, are you still in your mood, Vicky?” she teased, and watched as Victoria recoiled at the childhood nickname. Victoria crossed her arms again, tighter now. I noticed she looked thinner than normal. Thinner than Alex even.

“The thing is, he’s exactly the kind of guy Sam would go for,” Alex said, shaking her head. “She’s so needy. She would date a serial killer if he showed her enough attention.”

“That’s kind of bitchy, Alex,” Victoria said. “She seems to really love him.”

“I’m not saying she doesn’t; she just has terrible taste. Isaac is annoying. Even Mom thought so.”

“Mom didn’t say anything bad.”

“Oh, come on, Vic. You didn’t see her clutching at her pearls when he said his family went to Vegas last summer for vacation? She thinks he’s vulgar. And Dad hated him on principle.”

Alex pulled the Volkswagen into a spot near the front of the mall and took her time reapplying lip gloss before getting out. She spread her mouth as wide as she could, making sure the gloss made it over every inch of her pouty lips. Victoria watched her carefully before reapplying her own.

The mall was packed, the way it always was on a Saturday. Hordes of teenagers separated into small groups, whispering to one another and swinging their bags, getting side glances from the store associates before they even walked through.

“I need Starbucks before we do anything else,” Alex insisted. She dragged us toward the coffee shop at the entrance so we could all order.

Hours passed as the four of us walked easily around the mall, sipping our drinks and wandering in and out of the stores. I was careful with my money, knowing I just wanted to get something new for the party, but the Hopelys bought something in nearly every store they went into.

When we got to Victoria’s Secret, I was excited. I had only ever been in here with my mom, and I’d been too embarrassed then to try anything on. Now I stood by Cassandra, who seemed more comfortable. I mostly lingered by the clothes racks while Cassandra flipped through overpriced lacy patterned bras. Alex found a lacy padded one she insisted I try on.

“God damn, Dearling,” she said, shaking her head when I came out of the dressing room to show her. “Where did that rack come from?”

She was staring at my cleavage and gawking.

“I wish I had bigger boobs,” she complained, attempting to push hers up.

I gave her a half-hearted smile. I hated it when anyone else brought up my chest. I had tripled my bra size over the last year, going from a B to DD overnight. All of my baby tees suddenly looked slutty, and tank tops gave me real cleavage. Other girls in our class had gotten bigger boobs this year too, but most of them had curves to fill them out. Mine had just grown onto the lean frame I’d always had, completely unsupported. It made me look older than my years. Too sexual. I had the same body type as my mom, but everyone assumed hers were implants.

I ended up buying the bra, mostly so we didn’t talk about it anymore.

We went to a few more stores before Cassandra and I insisted on getting pizza. It was the only lunch option I could afford after the Victoria’s Secret purchase. Alex and Victoria agreed and stood in line in the food court, but they complained about the smell and grease. Standing in front of us were two tall boys. They kept turning back to look at us, then whispering to each other. Finally, the more attractive of the two, with floppy brown hair and dimples, turned to Alex.

“Are you two twins?” he asked boldly. He was addressing both Alex and Victoria, but only looked at Alex.

She surveyed him for a moment, taking her time to look at him up and down. “No,” she said finally, “she’s my little sister.” Victoria scoffed at the word little, but Alex didn’t care. She was staring up at the guy, who was so tall that he would have towered over Will.

“Oh,” the guy said, smiling. “But you guys look different.”

He followed it up quickly with “You’re really pretty, though. By the way.”

Alex’s smile widened and she turned reflexively toward her younger sister, basking in the compliment. Victoria seemed to take this as a slight. She shook her head. “This is so annoying,” she whispered to us.

“He’s cute, isn’t he?” Cassandra responded, ignoring Victoria’s frustration.

I nodded. I could admit he was pretty hot. I watched Alex.

“Thanks,” Alex said, her posture straightening. Her mouth had turned into a small smirk. As I watched her, she pulled down her Hollister tank top a little to show off her cleavage.

“I’m Nick,” the guy said, his eyes darting from Alex’s hair to her chest. The Alex Effect was clearly washing over him. “What’s your name?”

“Alexandria,” she said, twisting her long hair. “But you can call me Alex.”

“Okay, Alex. Do you go to Wellington High?”

Alex shook her head. “Nope.” Her mouth popped on the p. “Seminole Ridge.”

“Ah, a Loxahatchee girl.” Nick looked intrigued.

I listened as Nick and his friend Dylan chatted Alex up as the line to the Sbarro shortened. All of us were pretty used to Alex getting attention and lost interest quickly.

“ … so, Loxahatchee Alex. Can I get your number?”

I had tuned out most of their conversation while staring at the menu board as we waited, but this made me look up. Nick was grinning at Alex, his phone outstretched. He looked eager. Cassandra wasn’t paying attention, but Victoria’s eyes were locked on their sister.

Alex paused, her lips pursed as she considered Nick again, her eyes settling on his phone. I waited for her to smile and say, Sorry, I have a boyfriend.

But she didn’t.

Instead, she shrugged and reached for his phone, typing in her number. My mouth hung open in disbelief, and I felt an upsurge of anger. What was she doing?

“What are you doing?” Victoria whispered to her, echoing my thoughts.

“Stop,” Alex hissed, scowling at her before she handed the phone back to Nick. Nick looked delighted.

“I’ll text you,” he told her, as he grabbed his tray and disappeared.

Victoria waited until they were far enough away to not be overheard before she rounded on her sister. “Did you give him a fake number?” she asked, her face accusatory.

Alex raised her eyebrow. “No. Why would I?”

Victoria blinked at her. “I don’t know, because you have a boyfriend?” she said, gaze drifting to me. “What about Will?”

It was written all over her face, the torch that Victoria carried for my brother. I supposed it made sense. Alex and Victoria were sisters. They looked alike. Of course they had similar taste in boys. Even Cassandra thought Will was cute. I’d always thought Victoria probably did too, but this looked like more than a little crush. Victoria’s face was filled with outrage and shock, as if watching what Alex had done had physically hurt her.

“What about him?” Alex followed Victoria’s gaze and noticed my stricken expression.

“Oh my god, Vicky. Look at her face. You really need to lighten up.” Alex rolled her eyes.

She turned to me. “It’s not a big deal, Rose,” Alex repeated, looking me dead in the eye, her tone firmer this time. It was clear she wanted me to agree with her. To deescalate the situation that Victoria was trying to create. “Right?”

It had felt gross to watch. To see Alex pushing out her chest and smirking at a guy who wasn’t my brother. It felt disloyal to absolve Alex of any guilt, to make it seem like it wasn’t a big deal. But both she and Cassandra were staring, waiting for me to say something.

“Right,” I repeated, but my mouth tasted horrible. Alex smiled and tossed her hair over her shoulder, more relaxed as she ordered a piece of supreme pizza.

I wasn’t hungry anymore. All I could think about was that guy sitting there with Alex’s number, knowing he was going to text her, and knowing Alex wanted him to. Would she answer? Would they go back and forth, flirting, while my brother was unaware?

My gut soured.
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I spent the rest of the day reading Hazel’s words, crammed into the spaces between my own, and ripping off a hundred pink Post-it notes covered in her thoughts. It was strange, seeing how similar her writing was to mine. The same phrasings that we used, a casualty of being raised by the same people, albeit a decade apart.

I had made it to the mall scene in the middle of the book. The beginning mainly painted a portrait of our family. The Sterlings (subtle, I know) were every bit as quirky and close-knit as we had been in real life, which was one of the things that angered people the most. They thought I had romanticized our upbringing. That I had repressed, or actively edited out, all the parts that had supposedly caused Will to snap. An honest account of a once-happy family didn’t suit their villain narrative.

But Hazel was the ideal reader I didn’t even know I had. She had delighted in my retelling. In the margins, she had commented on every happy memory, adding smiley faces next to any mention of the character Violet, her stand-in, and a little heart next to my character, Lily.

When I got to the scene where Angelica Smiley gave the random guy her number at the pizza stand, Hazel’s commentary was scribbled in aggressively.

Was Alex a cheater? she had written in small, cramped handwriting. At the end of the chapter, she had left a Post-it that read, Nick? Suspect #1, and underlined the words three times. I blinked. Funny for her to use the term suspect. But at least she was interpreting the story exactly as I meant it.

Why wouldn’t Nick be a suspect? This random guy had waltzed into Alex’s life only a few weeks before she was killed. I’d tried finding him on Facebook when I was writing the book but had had no luck. There were a thousand Nicks and Nicholases from Wellington, and none of them ever looked quite right.

I took out my laptop and started another search. Same as all the times before, I typed in his name, “Wellington High School,” and likely birth years. This time, I discovered that some of the local high schools were now using AI to upload their yearbook archives. I put aside my personal feelings on the technology and signed up for Classmates.com, shelling out $49.99 for the 2008, 2009, and 2010 records, but my searches pulled up nothing new. I put in some last-minute queries and slammed my laptop shut, frustrated.

My phone rang abruptly. A familiar number flashed across the screen.

“Hello?” I answered quickly.

“Hello,” the automated voice said, as it had a thousand other times in my life. “This is a prepaid call from William Dearling.” Will’s voice was stiff on the recording.

The automated voice continued: “ … an inmate at the Miami Correctional Facility. To accept charges, press two—”

I scrambled to press the button. It took a few seconds for the call to connect. I gripped my phone, used to the scratchy noise that always accompanied these calls.

“Rosie?” Will’s voice came through.

“Hey, Will.”

I heard him sigh, a sound of relief. “I’m so glad you answered,” he said. “I’ve been trying to get a hold of someone all day. How’s Hazel? Did you find her?”

A pit formed in the bottom of my stomach. I hadn’t been sure if Will knew about all of this. I had been hoping we would find her before I had to call and fill him in.

“No,” I said quickly, my voice breaking. “I’m sorry. We haven’t heard anything yet. How did you find out?”

Will let out a breath. “I almost didn’t,” he said, more bitterly than usual. Will had a surprisingly detached, calm demeanor, despite his situation, which was so him. He always did the right thing even in the most unfair circumstances.

“Nobody back home told me. Not that I expected any differently. But some detectives came by and asked if Hazel had been to visit.”

I flushed. Having him find out from the cops was a choice I wouldn’t have made. But I ignored my discomfort, too distracted by the fact that Will had spoken to detectives.

“Did they question you?” I asked, sitting up straight. “Did you call Walter? They can’t talk to you without him there.”

Walter Durham was the lawyer I’d hired to handle Will’s appeals. He was sleazy and always put his hand dangerously low on my back when we got into an elevator, but he was good at what he did. A shark.

“Rose, it was fine,” Will cut me off. “They just asked me if I’d heard from her lately. It wasn’t anything like that.”

“Right. Because they have such a great track record of being upfront with you,” I huffed.

There was silence on the other end of the phone. I knew we were both thinking about those days of police interrogation that turned into weeks of harassment. He and our family were hounded by reporters and police until he was arrested.

“I don’t want to talk about that now,” Will said firmly. “I want to talk about Hazel. Are you back home?”

That was classic Will. He didn’t care about his own well-being; he only wanted to be a good brother to Hazel. He’d done the same when it was Alex missing. All he’d cared about was finding out what really happened to her. He practically threw himself on the police’s sword.

I paused, took another deep breath. How could I tell him there was nothing? That I had been here for a whole day and had no more information than when Tommy first called me? There was my book … but I didn’t know what to do with that information.

“Please, I don’t know how much time I have on the call,” Will begged. “Update me. Tell me anything.”

“We don’t know a lot yet,” I admitted. “I haven’t seen anyone since last night. They went out searching this morning without me.”

“Damn it,” Will said. I heard the pain in his voice.

“I know,” I said. “I went to McCullough Farm today. Trying to retrace her steps. Mr. McCullough told me she’s been withdrawn lately. Did you notice that? I don’t know when you spoke to her last.”

Hazel rarely visited Will. It was a trek, and she always had to borrow a car or find a sympathetic ride. My father wasn’t usually inclined to give her either. But I knew she wrote and called him from time to time. Hazel had always been surprisingly neutral on the subject of his innocence. Will had admitted to me that their relationship was pretty surface level because of it. She’d been too young when he was convicted. She didn’t have happy, normal memories with him.

“You know, she called me last week,” Will said, his tone weird.

“What did you guys talk about?”

Will went silent. I could hear the mumble of the other prisoners’ conversations through the phone.

“Will?” I asked sharply.

He cleared his throat. When he spoke again, his tone was more measured. “I told the detectives this already, but I don’t know how you are going to take it.”

“Take what?” I asked, my tone getting sharper. I didn’t like the idea that he would hide anything from me.

Will took a deep breath. “It was a little weird. She sounded cagey and anxious. She kept asking me about what happened the summer Alex died, the details of the case. I told her what I could. Stuff that was already out there. She kept pressing though, asking me where I was when it happened, who I thought did it if it wasn’t me … I figured someone said something to her at school. This was the first time she’d ever brought it up with me. And she also asked me specifically not to tell Dad anything. Not that he ever calls me anyway …”

Holy shit. The realization hit me as Will’s words settled in my brain. Hazel wasn’t just learning about Alex’s murder. She was trying to solve it.

“Oh my fucking god,” I blurted out.

“What?” Will asked quickly, sounding worried.

“Okay, I wasn’t going to tell anyone yet, but I found my book in her locker at the farm. It’s filled with notes, like she was investigating or something.”

“I was worried she might be up to something like that.” I heard Will sigh. “You have to tell the detectives, Rose. It might be important …”

I had begun to tune Will out. I wasn’t going anywhere near the police with this information. They screwed everything up so badly last time, I wouldn’t be surprised if they found some way to blame this on Will too.

All I knew was that Hazel had been researching what happened to Alex, and now she was missing. What were the chances that those two things weren’t related? It felt like vindication. If Hazel was trying to solve Alex’s murder, then she believed Will. She believed me.

But it also meant that Hazel had put herself in danger. Whoever had really killed Alex was still out there, and maybe Hazel had figured out who they were.
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After I assured Will that I would update him when I could, I immediately went back to Hazel’s book. I was desperate to see what else she had written in there. I was so zoned in that I almost missed the sounds of reporters gathering outside. At some point during the afternoon, they’d started arriving at the house by vanloads. One quick Google search told me everything I needed to know. Hazel’s disappearance had been picked up by the local news, and now her connection to me was out to the public.

It was almost dinnertime when my family finally returned to the house, exhausted and red eyed. I heard the uproar as they drove in, the shouts from the reporters as Tommy, Suzannah, and my father tried to inch their cars through the circus into the drive. I headed out the front door without thinking. It was even worse than it had sounded. The street and front yard were filled with vans, news stations and affiliates printed on their sides. Cameras flashed as Tommy’s car tried to push through, photographers pressing their lenses directly against the windows, their bodies against the doors. Detective Newbury was leading a group of uniformed cops to create a cordon. I waited at the top of the driveway, watching.

“Rose! Rose! Where’s your sister?” I heard someone shout. Fuck. I forgot that showing my face would only bring more attention to us.

“Do you think there’s a copycat, Rose? Or was Will framed?”“Where do you think Hazel is?”“Should the police look for a body?”

My family, finally parked, hustled toward the front door. Tommy and I exchanged a look as he approached. It was so similar to last time. The moment the news broke about Alex’s murder and Will’s arrest, and the media had swarmed us. It had been the beginning of the end.

“It’s a zoo out there,” Tommy said as we shut the door on the commotion, but not before I launched a pointed glare at Newbury, who was following everyone in. “Has it been like that all day?” he asked me.

My father went straight for the fridge and took out a beer, taking a large sip.

“Yes. They’re fucking vultures,” I replied, drawing the thick curtains on the front window so no one could see in. “They’ve been here for hours.”

My dad shook his head, speaking up. “It’s no use hiding, Rose. They’re going to be there all night. Just like last time. It’ll be weeks before we have any peace. Even if …” He stopped, his lip twitching as he took another sip of his beer.

If wasn’t a place any of us were willing to go yet.

“Did you guys find anything today?” I pressed. The reporters’ presence wasn’t helping to alleviate my anxiety.

Tommy shook his head. “No. But thank god we left the kids at Suzannah’s parents,” he said. “They don’t need to experience this.” His eyes looked hard and pained.

“It was a hard day,” Suzannah whispered to me. Her face was expressionless. “No leads or discoveries or anything. Your mom could barely stand it. She was a wreck when she went back to the hotel.”

Later, we ate reheated sympathy casserole silently at the kitchen counter, none of us saying a word as we scarfed it down.

My father disappeared into the computer room for the night. I took out my phone, checking it for the first time in hours as Tommy and Suzannah spoke in hushed tones in the corner of the kitchen. I scrolled past my notifications, now in the hundreds as a result of Hazel’s disappearance hitting the news circuit. I texted Flannery a quick update and then opened up the most recent text from Marta:

Rose, I am thinking of you and your family. I have taken over your social media and canceled all of your scheduled posts regarding the paperback release. Please let me know if there is anything else I can do. —XO Marta.

I liked the message.

“Paperback release?” Tommy asked, reading the text over my shoulder.

“Yeah, it came out yesterday,” I said, frustrated by the timing. It was going to look so opportunistic and gauche. But a small part of me couldn’t help but wonder if it would sell better because of all of this. I couldn’t exactly be angry at that. Not if after we found Hazel it led to more money for Will’s appeals.

Tommy chewed his lip like there was something else he wanted to say. He steadied himself against the kitchen counter.

“I can’t believe you’re still doing stuff for the book,” he said, sounding disappointed. I didn’t like the look he was giving me.

“I have to pay the bills somehow,” I replied darkly.

Tommy cleared his throat. “You mean Will’s bills.”

“Will’s and mine,” I clarified.

“Do you ever think it was a mistake?” he asked. “Writing the book?”

I felt goosebumps on my neck. I’d been asked the question before. It was one of the first things people liked to ask whenever they met me. But my answer was always the same: Of course I didn’t regret it. That book was the only thing that gave me the resources to keep fighting for Will. Although now that I knew Hazel had been looking into everything, it felt heavier.

“Why would I regret it?” I asked him, measuring my tone.

Tommy rarely commented on anything to do with the book. I knew he had read it when it came out, but although he’d never banished it like the rest of my family, it clearly made him uncomfortable to talk about.

He shrugged. “It just seems like it’s become your whole life. Your whole identity. It’s the only thing people associate you with. And … I don’t know. I’d always hoped that maybe we could, one day, be known as people other than the siblings of that guy who killed that girl.”

I felt like I had been kicked hard in the shins. Tommy had always been one of the few people in my corner. One of the few people I could lean on.

“I didn’t realize you thought so little of me, Tommy. Or of Will.”

Tommy shook his head. “Hey. That’s not what I meant.”

“Well, what did you mean then?” I asked. I could feel the tension building inside of me. “I know you’re exhausted and had a shit day, but that doesn’t give you a get-out-of-jail-free card to be a dick to me.”

Tommy’s eyebrows lifted with the same loose movement that Dad’s always did when he felt bad for one of us. “Look, I’m sorry.” He took a deep breath, and he did look slightly remorseful. “I love you, Rose. I love Will too, but sometimes it feels like a lost cause. That’s all. I just want you to be happy.”

Happy. That was such a relative term. Happiness wasn’t a concept I believed in anymore, not after everything that happened that summer. My entire life had fallen apart, each pillar that seemed to hold up my happiness rapidly crumbling, week after week. After that, life became about simply surviving.

The book had given me a purpose. I’d never been able to get past what happened to us like Tommy had. He’d gotten married. Had kids. Bought a house only ten minutes away. He’d found a way to be normal. I didn’t fault him for that, but I didn’t think that was possible for me.

“I’ll be happy when we find Hazel and Will’s out of prison,” I snapped. He just sighed, turning away, and I stomped back to my room like a teenager.

My book was sitting on my bed right where I’d left it, the pages open a third of the way through. I didn’t care what Tommy’s or anyone else’s opinion was. I had been justified in writing it. I knew that. It had provided the only seed of doubt anyone had ever had about Will’s innocence.

I picked it back up, opening to the next chapter.
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Then: May 2010

It was Friday night and my parents sat in the kitchen bickering about what movie we should watch while Hazel skipped around the living room. We’d struggled lately with trying to find something that was family friendly enough for Hazel to participate but still interesting enough that the rest of us didn’t want to claw our eyes out.

The weeks before the high school’s graduation had left me bored and restless. Exams at the end of middle school were practically open-book tests. There had been nothing to review. Will was inundated with social plans, leaving no time to hang with me, and Tommy had been spending hours upon hours working on a machine for his robotics class. He’d always loved to build things, so much so that Mom and Dad had let him convert part of the garage into a workspace. Hazel often sat in there with him, playing with her plastic horses. Tonight, he’d finally agreed to take a break to spend some time with the rest of us. Will and Alex were joining a big group of their friends for a line-dancing party at a restaurant near the beach, so they’d be out late.

Tommy came in from the garage, wiping his hands on a hand towel and plopping down next to me on the couch.

“Man, it’s really raining out there, huh?” he asked, kicking his feet onto the ottoman. “Are we still watching a movie?”

Mom nodded, walking into the living room and ruffling Tommy’s hair from behind where it was still damp from the rain. “Yes, but we’re struggling to pick. Any suggestions?”

“We could rent Avatar again?” he suggested.

“You’ve seen it like five times,” I complained. “How are you not sick of it yet?”

“Because the editing is amazing,” Tommy said. “Obviously.”

“He likes it, Rosie. Leave him alone,” Mom said softly, wrapping her arms around Tommy. He leaned his head back against hers. “How many times have you made us rent New Moon this year?” She gave me a knowing smile, and I acquiesced.

“Fine. I get your point.”

“Come on, Avatar’s great,” Dad agreed.

“Avatar!” Hazel cried happily from the floor, trying to wrestle one of her stuffed animals out of the dog’s mouth. Davis quickly gave in, resigned. The beagle was getting too old to fight.

Just then, the front door opened, the rain creeping in. We were surprised when Will ducked inside. He shook his wet hair, letting the droplets spray the wood floors.

“Hey, stranger,” our mother said, turning to face him. “What are you doing here? I thought you and Alex were going out?”

Will dropped his umbrella in the iron basket by the door. “Line dancing isn’t really my thing. I told her to go without me. Her friend Casey is going too.”

I watched my parents exchange a curious look. Will rarely, if ever, bailed on Alex, and never in favor of family time.

“I think hell just froze over,” Tommy whispered to me.

“Alert the media,” I deadpanned.

“Did you two get into a fight?” My father asked. It seemed like the most logical explanation for Will’s sudden cancelation of plans.

Will shrugged. “Just a little thing. Nothing major. Alex’ll probably have more fun with Casey anyway.”

“Well, I’m certainly not complaining,” Mom said. “Keith, come in and help me make the popcorn. Kids, get the movie queued up.” She left the room, my father behind her.

“So, what did you guys fight about?” Tommy asked Will as he pointed the remote at the television.

Will shrugged. “She was completely in her phone tonight. Glued to it, like texting even when I was talking to her. It’s annoying. All her friends were already out so I don’t know who she was talking to.” I could still see traces of the annoyance in his face.

I don’t know who she was talking to. His words soured in my gut. I swallowed hard, my throat feeling dry as my thoughts raced. Could she be texting Nick, the boy from the mall? I had been desperately trying to forget about that since it happened, and I hated the idea that it could be true. I chewed on my nail.

My parents reemerged from the kitchen. “You really went for it on the butter, honey,” my mom muttered to my dad. “Your cardiologist will love that.” She shook her head as she bent down to pick up Hazel. Dad had two bowls of popcorn in hand.

“No one’s meant to live forever. I’m here for a good time.”

We headed for our usual spots on the sectional and sank into the movie. Hazel conked out three-quarters of the way through, and Dad got up to put her to bed. When it finished, our parents changed the channel to a late-night show, sending me, Will, and Tommy to hang out in the kitchen. We had just poured ourselves some sodas into plastic cups when we heard a light tap on the back door. I looked over and saw a mess of blonde hair. Will moved to answer the door.

“Hey, Alex,” I said as she darted inside, soaking wet.

“It’s freaking cold out there right now.” She gave herself a good shake, like a dog, and rubbed at her arms.

Will looked conflicted. There was a trace of worry on his features, but it kept twisting into something angrier. I wasn’t used to seeing him like this. The texting situation was clearly really getting to him. “How was line dancing?” he asked reluctantly.

She blinked. “Good. It was a little mind-numbing to listen to that much country. So I left early. I figured you might want to hang out and make up. You know, after …” Alex’s eyebrows waggled up and down to reference whatever had happened between them earlier.

Will’s expression twisted slightly. I watch his annoyance linger for a moment more and then disappear, replaced by his usual lighthearted smile, as if he had simply decided to get over whatever was bothering him. “Yeah, you’re right. I don’t like how we left it.” He grabbed her a cup and poured her a soda.

“I love that your mom has Solo cups in the house all the time. So chill of her,” Alex said, chugging her Sprite Zero. “My mom never lets us get them. She thinks they’re tacky.”

Tommy and I caught each other’s eye. Alex was the queen of backhanded compliments. Most of the time it went right under Will’s nose because she said it in her sweet, unassuming voice. I didn’t blame her either. It was the way her parents spoke, and she probably didn’t even realize.

“It’s fun,” Will said, smoothing over the dig. “Like we’re at a party.” He tapped his cup to Alex’s.

She beamed at him, reaching up to plant a kiss. Tommy pretended to gag into his cup, and I giggled so hard he kicked me in the shins under the counter.

“Speaking of parties,” Alex said excitedly, turning to Will. “Did you know I am taking your younger sister out with me tomorrow night?” She peered over her shoulder to make sure neither of our parents was nearby before turning back to us.

“You are?” Will asked. I didn’t know that Victoria had already told her we were coming to the high school party.

“Mmm-hmm,” she chirped. “Her first high school party, and you’re going to miss it.” She playfully pointed one of her pink-painted fingernails into his chest.

Will ran his hand down the length of Alex’s arm. “Tommy and I have his robotics thing in Fort Lauderdale.” He looked at Tommy reassuringly.

The “thing” was a robotics expo, where they’d watch giant robots do crash tests on miscellaneous junk. Mom and Dad had bought them tickets for Tommy’s birthday. Will and Tommy were driving down together and spending the night at a hotel. It was all they’d been talking about for weeks. Will loved science too, though he wasn’t quite as committed as Tommy.

“Well, sucks to be you.” Alex frowned at my brother. “I guess it’s just a girls’ night then.” She arched one of her brows again. “You know, you could come with us too, Tommy. If you and Will skipped the robot thing.”

Tommy shifted uncomfortably, glancing at Will. Alex didn’t understand Tommy very well if she thought that offer would sway him. I felt sorry for him, but also wondered if he felt kind of embarrassed. According to high school rules, Tommy should have wanted to go to this party.

“I need to go to the expo for my college apps. No one gets into MIT without attending something like this. But, uh, thanks for the offer,” Tommy finally said.

Alex sighed. “I don’t know why you’re so worried about college. Will got into the University of Florida easily. You’ll be fine.” Alex waved him off and took another sip of her soda. “That is, as long as they stop letting so many minorities take all the spots.”

Alex rolled her eyes, looking at Will for support. I stared at my older brother, waiting for a reaction. I watched his eyebrows raise in surprise. I waited for him to correct her, but he didn’t. His face paled slightly, a sign he was uncomfortable, but he didn’t respond.

“Like, you heard May Liu got a full ride to Florida State?” Alex continued. “Bet it didn’t hurt that she could put ‘Asian’ on her application.” She took another swig from the cup, looking annoyed. “Meanwhile, they made me retake the SAT. Twice.”

There was silence in the room. I could feel Tommy’s eyes burning a hole into the side of my face. I took a sip from my cup. May Liu and Tommy had been best friends for years. They always studied together, and I suspected he had a little crush. But May was the kind of girl Alex didn’t like: quiet, reserved, distinctly herself without any care about what was popular.

“May’s really smart,” Tommy said. “She’s valedictorian.”

“Whatever.” Alex seemed to sense the change in the air. “I just don’t like her. She’s insufferable. As if skipping parties and homecoming somehow makes you better than the rest of us.” Alex rolled her eyes.

Tommy looked at me again. I could see his already palpable dislike for Alex growing by the second. He’d never been her biggest fan. Like May, Tommy didn’t have much to offer Alex in terms of social standing. And in Loxahatchee, if you didn’t adore Alex, you didn’t mean much to her.

Alex tipped the rest of her soda into her mouth and shrugged. “Ugh, I think I have to go home. My dad is probably staring at the clock waiting for me.” She turned to Will. “Walk me home?”

Will nodded, still looking pale. He laced his fingers through hers. “Sure. See you guys later.”

Tommy waited a couple seconds for the back door to slide closed before he turned to me.

“Well, that was kind of racist, wasn’t it?” he said, looking shocked.

I felt my cheeks burn. “I don’t know if she was being racist, necessarily. I just don’t think she likes May …”

“What else would you call that bit about the FSU applications?”

“Yeah, that was bad,” I said. “But come on, you know her family. The Hopelys are like that. She probably just heard her mom or dad say something like it.” My stomach sank as I said it. I knew Tommy was right.

He looked upset. “Yeah. I know.”

“Do you think it bothered Will?” I asked, chewing on the end of my fingernail.

“Maybe?” Tommy shrugged. “It looked like it did. But who knows if he’ll tell her that.”

I hoped Will would say something, but knew Tommy was right. We couldn’t be sure. Will sometimes had blinders on when it came to Alex, especially if they were recovering from a fight. It left me feeling frustrated, like someone had been picking at my skin and examining it. I adored my brother, but I hated the idea that he let things like that slide. What did it say about him if he ignored statements like that just because it was Alex who said them?

“Are you really going to go to that party with her?” Tommy continued.

“I’m going with Cass and Victoria. Alex will just be there,” I said. Tommy made a face that bordered on disgust.

“What?” I asked.

He shrugged. “Victoria isn’t nice either. You know that, right? She and Alex are nice to you because you’re friends with Cassandra, and nice to Will because he’s Alex’s boyfriend, but they’re awful to everyone else.” He shook his head. “They literally ignore me at school if Will’s not around. And that’s on a good day. And May? Alex bullies her, makes fun of her acne and everything. You’ll see when you get to high school. You should be careful about being associated with them.”

This was news to me. I knew Alex had a mean streak to her. I’d seen it firsthand, but it was usually trained on one of her sisters, and everyone knows that sisters fight. I didn’t think it extended to other people.

“Everything okay?” my dad asked, walking into the kitchen, interrupting our conversation.

“I guess,” Tommy said, just as I also replied, “everything’s fine.”

“Everything’s fine,” I repeated. “Completely fine.”
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Hazel had underlined multiple lines of the movie-night chapter.

Who was she texting??? She had written in the margins. Could it have been Nick? Had to be.

From her notes, it was clear that Hazel was hyperfixating on Nick as her prime suspect. But I had no way to figure out where this thread might have taken her. I doubted she’d found more information on Nick than I ever did. I had actually been there at the time, seen him with my own eyes, and still couldn’t locate him. Even after the book’s success, he didn’t come forward to establish his innocence. And for whatever reason, the internet sleuths had focused on other people. There were entire subreddits and X threads trying to prove that I was actually a narcissistic sociopath who had really been the one to kill Alex. No one had turned their attention to Nick. Besides Hazel, it seemed.

The last note Hazel had written about him made my breath hitch. Who would know more about Nick? she’d scribbled.

Who would Hazel have tried to talk to? The only other people in that scene in the book were the Hopely sisters, but I shuddered at the thought. Those bitches hated my guts, hated my whole family, and never let anyone forget it. Would Hazel have had the courage to approach one of them?

The issue was, I had no idea what Hazel might do. I didn’t really know her like that. It had also been almost a decade since I was her age, and even then I had been nothing like her. I had been reckless and irrational and angry. Hazel was responsible and meticulous. If only her phone weren’t in police custody. I needed to find someone she would’ve confided in. I needed to talk to one of her friends.

I opened Hazel’s Instagram again and scrolled through her pictures, looking for the girl I remembered. Kayleigh. She had been an angelic child who came to Hazel’s birthday parties with big bows in her hair that always matched her dresses. Now, she looked like an ad for Brandy Melville. She was skinny and tan, with light clear eyes and hair that was a pale shade of red. Nearly every photo was of her in a bikini on the beach, a boat, or an ATV. If you had put Loxahatchee teenager into a Google search, Kayleigh was what the search results would have brought you. I DMed her a quick message:

Hey Kayleigh, it’s Rose Dearling. Hazel’s older sister. I’m in Loxahatchee helping to look for her and I was wondering if we could talk? Could we meet up tomorrow?

A few minutes went by and no response. I looked at the clock—it was past eleven, but kids stayed up late these days, didn’t they? I just had to be patient and ignore the impending sense of dread that was clawing up the back of my neck.

I was woken up at the crack of dawn by my father, who told me that he and my mother were meeting at the police station to answer more questions. Tommy and Suzannah had already gone off with Steve and the twins to help the community center prepare for the large town-wide search party that would be happening in two days. They’d neglected to invite me to both of these events. I’d once been my father’s favorite. Now he could barely give me the time of day. So I once again spent most of my day in the silent house, consumed by thoughts of Hazel, only interrupted by Kayleigh messaging me back at 1:45 p.m. and writing:

OMG Rose, I’m so sorry. We’re all freaking out too. I love Hazel like a sister. Of course we can meet! My mom’s still making me go to volleyball practice today. But that gets out at like four. Do you want to meet at the benches outside??

I responded to Kayleigh and told her I would meet her there at 4:15.

Nothing I’d read of my book and Hazel’s annotations so far had given me any new ideas. I was hoping Kayleigh could fill in some of the gaps.

Seminole Ridge High School, a large two-story structure with a massive concrete courtyard, had been built a few years before I went there and still looked decently new. It had been quiet back then, at the far end of town. Now it was surrounded by an expensive gated community.

After fifteen minutes stuck in a line of traffic that had never been there before, I parked my car in one of the school’s visitor spots. Even with the delay, I was still forty-five minutes early to meet up with Kayleigh. Though the school day was over by now, there were still a few kids circulating around the campus, loitering for after-school club meetings or waiting for late parent pickups. And the staff parking lot still looked pretty full. My eyes caught on a shiny black Toyota Camry. It had two distinct stickers in the window: one for Salt Life and one of Baby Yoda. The personalized license plate read C1N3MA—both pretentious and gauche at the same time. I stiffened in the driver’s seat.

Bradley.

I’d had no idea he still taught here. I hadn’t wanted to know. He’d been immortalized in my book. In the final act, Lily Sterling is dealing with the consequences of her brother being falsely imprisoned and her suspicion of Robert Smiley. She seeks comfort from her high school teacher Mr. Jameson. The relationship teeters on inappropriate but never crosses the line. It was a tiny subplot, hardly influential to the story, and no one had ever asked me about the teacher’s identity. In real life, however, Bradley Myers had played a much bigger role in the aftermath of Will’s arrest.

The clock on my dashboard read 3:45. I still had a half hour before I had to meet Kayleigh, more than enough time to track Bradley down if he was here. I got out of the car and locked it before I could change my mind.

I walked through the open courtyard and into the building. Security was usually tight in post-Parkland Florida schools, but those procedures seemed to be lax after dismissal hours. Thankfully, no one recognized me as I walked through the halls. I kept my eyes ahead, afraid that focusing on the students would send me into another panic about my sister. This experience of walking through my former school was anxiety-inducing enough. After Alex died, my friends abandoned me as my family fell apart. The only things I had to my name, besides Will’s conviction, were huge tits and a 4.0 GPA, both of which I then used to my advantage.

I stopped when I got to the hallway where the English classrooms were, getting such a strong sense of déjà vu that it made me momentarily nauseous. The lockers had been repainted since my days here, and the posters on the wall had changed, though they still looked unnervingly similar.

I saw his name written on a thick cardstock sign: Mr. Myers.

The door was slightly ajar, so I gave it a gentle push, praying that there would be no students lingering inside. And there he was, sitting alone at his desk.

The transition from his twenties to his thirties was more apparent on Bradley’s face than I’d expected. His brown hair had gotten lighter, and his skin had paled, wrinkling slightly. He still had the unruly eyebrows and clear blue eyes, but they looked more tired than I remembered. I supposed teaching did that to you after a while. He’d gained a little weight too. Nothing drastic, but enough to notice. He’d been so strong and sturdy back then. A man with a hard chest and a built frame. It was humbling to see him like this.

I knocked on the doorframe. He looked up from the stack of papers in front of him, plucking an AirPod from each ear, a gesture that he had probably made a million times before. This time, however, I watched the easy smile fall from his face as the earbuds toppled from his fingers. His mouth hung open and he straightened in the chair.

“Rose?” He sounded unsure.

I stood straighter too, glad I had put on my good jeans and a tight T-shirt today. “Hey, Bradley,” I said, smiling a little. “I guess I can call you that now, can’t I?”

Bradley’s eyes moved over me slowly, darting from my face down to my body and back.

I closed the door behind me. I knew he’d be more open to this conversation if we couldn’t be overheard.

He seemed to come back to himself, sighing a little. “You’ve always called me that.” He smiled. It was the same one I remembered, but there were laugh lines around his mouth now.

“Yes, but now I’m allowed to.” I stopped in front of his desk. “Turns out it isn’t as fun.”

“It’s been a while, hasn’t it?” he said, dazed, as if staring at a ghost.

I pretended to count on the tips of my fingers. “Seven years. Give or take a few months.”

Bradley just blinked.

“Time flies when you’re getting old,” I said, reading his thoughts.

His eyes narrowed. “Do I look as old as I feel?”

“Absolutely.”

“Well, you on the other hand look incredible.” He hadn’t taken his eyes off me since I’d walked into the room. “How old are you now?” he asked, trying to do the math. “Twenty-six?”

“Twenty-five,” I said. “But age is just a number.”

Bradley didn’t say anything, just ran his hand over his face. “I forgot how much you used to say that,” he groaned.

“Come on,” I teased. “Don’t be a revisionist. You used to like it.”

Bradley sighed. “What are you doing here, Rose?”

“I’m trying to find my sister, Hazel.” I stared him down to see if there was a flicker of anything. Any indication that he was still interested in me.

His face softened at my words. “I heard about that,” he said. “I’m so sorry. Everyone here’s really broken up about it. I would’ve reached out, but I didn’t know if you’d want me to.”

I stared at him, trying to read his expression. What had I been expecting? That I would say Hazel’s name and his eyes would turn hard, revealing he had something to do with it? It was stupid.

“Was she your student?” I asked. It was a detail I should have already known. Something I should have asked her but that never occurred to me.

Bradley nodded. “She’s in my English class. Hazel’s a good kid.”

I stiffened. My sister, who looked so much like me.

“Do you like her the way you liked me?” I asked.

I stopped breathing as I waited for him to answer. This, I realized. This was what I’d come here to find out. Why I knew I had to come inside the second I’d seen his car.

He shook his head quickly. “No. There’s no one quite like you, Rose.”

That wasn’t a conclusive answer. I stood back so I could watch his face carefully as I asked my next question.

“So, you don’t sleep with all of your students then?” My voice was even, not aggressive. I even added a small smile to keep him relaxed.

Bradley’s head snapped back in surprise. “Please keep your voice down,” he whispered tersely, his eyes darting to the closed door. “But to answer your question, no.” He looked hurt, my words coming out of left field. “Of course not. My god. Is that what you’ve been thinking?”

I watched for any sign of insincerity. I had spent the last eleven years questioning everything I knew about everyone. This was no exception.

“What was I supposed to think?” I asked, my eyebrows raised.

He got out of his chair then, moving toward me. He wasn’t exceptionally tall—he had only a few inches on me—but his being so much older had always made him feel gigantic. He stopped a few feet away.

“I’m not a predator, Rose,” he insisted. A wrinkle formed between his eyebrows, the same way it always had in the past. “You meant something to me.”

“The Lolita of Loxahatchee?” I offered as a joke. This lightened the tension in the room a bit, but he was still considering me carefully, like I might reach forward and slap him.

“What happened with you was an isolated incident. I have been entirely professional with every student I’ve had since.”

Did I believe that? I wanted to. Every inch of my body was begging me to lean into his words.

“I had to ask,” I said softly. I tucked my hair behind my ear. I was losing my resolve with every second that I looked at him. He was too familiar. Too much a part of my life back then. The idea of him being involved in any way still made me feel ill.

He looked down at me, seeming to be a little in pain. “I feel guilty about it to this day. I don’t want to say I regret it necessarily, because I really did care about you. I was probably in love with you, though I suppose that doesn’t make it any better, does it?” He sighed. “And I was young, which I’m sure sounds like a bullshit excuse to you, but I wasn’t so far out of school myself.”

It was weird to see him like this. Almost begging. The years following my and Bradley’s “relationship” were the years when sexual predators were called out. Men were exposed for the things they’d done. People talked about the power dynamics in relationships now. Bradley was afraid of me, I realized.

“I didn’t come here to lecture you about what we did,” I said, waving him off.

“You didn’t come here to accuse me of being a serial predator?” Bradley asked, a slight edge to his voice.

I threw my hands up in frustration. “I had to cover every base. I need to find my sister.”

He rubbed at his face. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I can’t imagine what you’re going through right now, and what this is all bringing up. It’s not unreasonable to ask.” He paused. “Although, I would hope you know me well enough to know that it’s ridiculous.”

We stood in silence for a few minutes and then Bradley cleared his throat. “You really do look great, you know,” he said. “I mean, I saw you promoting your book online, but it’s surreal to see you in person again.”

I wanted to ignore his comment about how I looked, but hearing it come out of his mouth after all this time sent an automatic thrill down my spine.

“Did you read the book?” I asked, interested in the answer. I had always wondered if he’d kept tabs on me. Bradley looked at me like I was being foolish.

“Of course I did,” he said. “Even if it hadn’t blown up the way it did, I would have read it. You wrote it. That’s reason enough.”

I raised an eyebrow. “And? What did you think?”

“It was phenomenal, but you already know that.” He gave me a cocky grin. “You’ve always known you were smarter than everyone else.”

“It’s still nice to hear. Even if it’s old news.”

“There’s my girl.”

His words were like liquid nostalgia, immediately washing away the last seven years and leaving my eighteen-year-old self standing before him.

“I appreciated my characterization,” he added, his expression softer. “Although I got off a little easy.”

“I couldn’t put in what really happened, now could I?” I’d omitted quite a bit. Outright lied in a few places. All to protect him. And myself.

“You could have,” he countered. “But I appreciated the discretion, nonetheless.”

“I didn’t see the point in getting you in any trouble,” I said honestly. “It was over by then. That time of my life was difficult enough.” I didn’t need to explain for us to both know what I meant.

Six months after Will was convicted of murder, I had become obsessed with revenge. I hated the community for what they had done to him, hated the Hopelys for how they’d supported the lies. I didn’t entirely realize it at the time, but I was on the brink of a breakdown. My parents had separated, Tommy was away at college, Hazel was in Tampa with Mom, and of course, we know where Will was. None of my friends spoke to me. My entire life had fallen apart, and I’d become uncontrollable.

I’d stopped eating, developing what was probably anorexia though I flirted with bulimia too. I found it therapeutic. I liked watching the fat and muscle disappear from my body in chunks: stomach, thighs, hips, ass. My breasts were somehow left unaffected, life’s cruel joke. The same year, I grew two inches, turning me into some grotesque, angular caricature of myself. I had become unreasonably attractive at a time when I wanted to shrink into the background.

It was mostly the boys who paid attention. No one wanted to be friends with a murderer’s sister, but they could still want to fuck her.

I viewed sex as a tool. It was a way to manipulate people into doing what I wanted. A way to seek comfort in a community where I was ostracized. Very rarely did I do it for my own pleasure.

I spent every free moment I had hooking up with anyone even remotely near my age. The more sex I had, the better I felt. It was the perfect distraction. I lost myself so completely in the desire. I fucked people’s boyfriends. I blew people I barely knew. I spent the night of Cassandra’s sweet sixteen getting railed in the bed of a Ram truck in the middle of the woods.

My father, now a single parent and suffering with his own grief, had no idea what to do. He called in my mother when the rumors started to get out of control. They talked about sending me to therapy and cried about how these were all the natural consequences of trauma. They threatened to ground me but never did. I may have been acting out, but my grades were still perfect—and I’d never done anything illegal.

The fall of my senior year, I had been hanging out with a junior named Tyler who was very into amateur filmmaking and even more into my tits. His mother was on the PTA with Mrs. Hopely, and therefore he couldn’t be seen out in public with me. We had skipped fourth period to hook up under the bleachers. Tyler was an overly enthusiastic kisser who kept begging me to let him take pictures of me topless. Even then, I knew it was a bad idea, one that would land me on some deeply depraved porn site for true crime lovers. He pushed me up against the bleachers, unbuttoning my cardigan. His hands grabbed at my breasts greedily.

“Eh hm.” Someone cleared their throat near us. An older voice that I was sure belonged to a teacher. Tyler broke apart from me instantly. Even in jeans, you could see he had a raging hard-on.

“Mr. Myers,” Tyler said quickly. His cheeks and neck had turned the color of the school’s red mascot.

“Tyler, seriously?” Bradley’s voice was full of disappointment as he took in the situation from the side of the bleachers. Tyler looked mortified. Bradley had been one of the newer English teachers at the time. Only twenty-six, and the girls were all in love with him and the boys wanted to be him. In any normal situation he’d have been only a five or six, but being a teacher, and the only remotely young teacher, made him infinitely hotter. I’d never taken a class with him, but I’d heard the way the girls spoke about him in the hallways. He was also the film club sponsor, meaning Tyler saw him regularly.

Tyler sputtered, looking from my open sweater to Bradley, absolutely panicked. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what I was thinking. I—”

Mr. Myers held his hand up. “You and I can discuss this after school, Tyler.”

“Are you going to call my parents?” Tyler asked, petrified.

Bradley shook his head. “Not if you go back to class right away. I’d like to talk to Rosie for a minute.”

“Rose,” I corrected him. I had made a big point of not letting anyone call me Rosie anymore.

“Sorry, Rose,” Bradley replied. “Get to class, Tyler.”

Tyler didn’t look back in my direction as he picked up his bag and disappeared out of sight. I rolled my eyes. What a little bitch.

Mr. Myers turned to me.

“Let’s go talk inside,” he said quickly. He kept his face very stern. His eyes avoided my open cardigan, where my breasts were on full display. “And you should button up your sweater.”

We were completely alone under the bleachers, and I felt emboldened. I put my hands on my hips, not making any effort to cover up.

“Do you really want me to?” I asked in a seductive tone.

I was a little shit back then. I expected Bradley to scoff and list off the detentions I had just earned, if not complete expulsion. Not that I cared about that anymore. But instead he looked at me for a second, letting his eyes move to my chest and shrugging. “Up to you,” he said offhandedly. “But we are going to walk to my classroom now. If you’re comfortable with everyone seeing you like that, so be it.”

He was completely unfazed, and it left me stunned. I reached for the bottom few buttons, doing it up enough so that my cleavage was still pronounced, but not enough for anyone to say anything about it. Bradley offered me a smile as I scowled.

Neither of us said anything as I followed him through the halls into his empty classroom. I’d never been in there before—he taught honors English, and I was always in AP.

“Where’s your class?” I asked, looking around at all the empty seats.

“Planning period,” Bradley said, closing the door behind us. “Take a seat.”

I sat on one of the desks while Bradley stood across from me, leaning against his own. It felt weird. His eyes were locked on mine.

“I don’t want to lecture you,” he said softly. “I don’t think you need it, and I don’t think it will do any good.”

I didn’t say anything.

“I do, however,” he added quickly, “understand that you have been through a lot these last few years. And I understand that being a teenager is difficult enough without everything else you’ve experienced. So, I wanted to tell you that if you ever need someone to talk to, about anything, at any time, my door is open.”

He looked at me sympathetically. I’d already heard this spiel so many times back then. From my parents. My grandparents. Counselors and therapists. Everyone had wanted to help me. They pitied me. It was infuriating.

“How gracious of you, Mr. Myers,” I said icily, my eyes hard. “I can talk to you about my problems? Why didn’t I think of that?”

Bradley’s face didn’t change. “You can be frustrated, Rose, that’s fine. It’s just an offer.”

I stood up. A rage bubbled up inside me and threatened to burst.

“You sure you want to talk? Because my problems are way bigger than my parents’ divorce or being dumped by a boyfriend. An entire town hates me. People avoid me in the hallways as if I’m diseased.” I snarled the word and kept going. “My best friend since kindergarten, Cassandra, despises me because she thinks my brother dragged her sister behind her house and raped and murdered her.”

I could feel the tears falling down my face, faster than I could stop them. They were angry and hot and raw. I felt furious that they were coming at all. “You really want to talk about that, Mr. Myers?”

I broke down then. I hadn’t cried about my situation in months, finding distraction in the comfort of all the boys who wanted me. I didn’t think that much real emotion was still down there. But I stood in front of Bradley, who waited with a patient expression, and bawled. He wrapped his arms around me, letting my head fall onto his firm shoulder. He placed a comforting hand on my back and rubbed it slowly.

“Yes,” Bradley spoke softly into my ear. “If that’s what you need to talk about, then I am here, Rose.”

It was the most genuine comfort I had received in a year. So, from that moment on, Bradley became my new distraction.

I started going to his empty planning periods just to sit in his classroom and bitch about the people who hated me and all the vile things they said.

We discussed my brother’s case at length and everything I remembered from when Alexandria was killed. He had so many questions, and it felt good to finally talk about it with someone. We also discussed my plans for college and what I wanted to do after.

One day, after sitting there for nearly an hour, he looked me in the eyes, and said, “You never told me how well you do in your classes.”

I shrugged. “You never asked.”

“You’re second in the class, Rose.”

“You knew I was smart, Bradley,” I reminded him.

By that point I was calling him by his first name. The first few times I had done it, he’d discouraged it, but now he seemed to like it.

“I looked at your SAT score too,” he said. “It’s a 2320.”

“Stalking me much?” I asked suspiciously.

“I was curious,” he admitted sheepishly. “With grades and scores like that, especially with what you’ve been through, you should be applying to Ivy Leagues.”

“Do Ivy Leagues like sisters of alleged killers?” I replied.

“When they have an ACT score of thirty-four, yes. They do,” he said, and his hand reached out to touch my shoulder, lingering. His thumb gently stroked my arm, and I stopped breathing. It was the first time he had touched me, other than that first hug when I was crying, and after that moment, he became all I thought about. I started dressing even sluttier to school, and I didn’t miss the way he noticed, his eyes roving over my chest but quickly looking away whenever I caught him.

He helped me apply to colleges and wrote me a hell of a recommendation letter. He called me a “whip smart, indomitable force of a young woman.” He was there for me in a way no one else ever had been.

And even once we had talked through all of the hard stuff to exhaustion, he still seemed sincerely interested in my life and opinions. After so many years in a house where my brother’s conviction consumed every waking moment, his attention fulfilled me in a way I didn’t understand. He even seemed to believe me that Will wasn’t guilty—or he didn’t contradict me, at least. I started to shed my roster of guys until I’d stopped having sex altogether.

The day school let out for Christmas break, I stayed late and made my way to Brad’s classroom. He had told me he had a present for me. The school was empty, only the odd janitor hanging around. The door to his classroom was unlocked, so I slipped inside.

“There you are,” he said, brightening. “Good.”

I was wearing a dress, which I never usually did. A skintight American Apparel number that accentuated the size of my waist and breasts. Bradley stole a look at my chest when he handed me a wrapped present. I opened it: a Dartmouth sweatshirt as a token of good luck for the early decision results that would come out in two weeks. I smiled and thanked him, reaching up for a hug. When he moved to pull away, I stopped him. I watched his face, my arm hooked around his back.

“What are you doing?” Bradley asked, his voice suddenly serious. I didn’t answer him. He stood completely still as I pushed my body against him and pressed my lips to his. I had thought about this moment for weeks, every time I came into his room to talk to him. He was all I thought about when I touched myself at night. I wanted him.

He didn’t move when I parted his lips with mine. But when my tongue pushed into his mouth, he finally responded. I felt his hands on me, one on my waist and the other grabbing at my ass. His mouth was firm, his tongue pushing roughly inside as his hands roamed my body. I could feel his erection pressing as he grabbed at me, kissing me harder.

Then, just as suddenly as it started, he pulled away, shaking his head. “Rose, I … We can’t.”

His face was blotchy and red. He took a step back from me, still hard, and almost tripped over his desk chair.

“It’s fine,” I told him, reaching for him. My fingers snaked around one of his beltloops. “I’m legal.” I had turned eighteen the month before, something I had made sure he knew.

He didn’t respond and so I moved toward him again, kissing him, my tongue tracing the inside of his mouth. I made sure to press my breasts against his chest, and he groaned into my mouth.

“Rose, I could lose my job,” he pleaded.

I took a step back, bothered by this. “You really don’t want me?” My voice had gone hard. “I’ve seen the way you’ve been looking at me.”

Bradley sighed. “Want doesn’t matter. I am your teacher.”

I rolled my eyes at this and crossed my arms. “So what?”

He blinked. “Excuse me?”

“I said, So what? I’m an adult. Who is attracted to you and wants to have sex with you. You’re … what? Eight years older than me? If we had met anywhere else, no one would care.”

Bradley looked conflicted. “Rose …”

I jutted out my lower lip, furious. I wanted him. I needed him. I couldn’t go back to having sex with asinine eighteen-year-olds.

“Would you rather I go find someone else?” I asked curiously. “Because I will. You know I will. I’ll find someone who doesn’t care about me at all. Someone who will tell everyone what a bitch and a slut I am two days later. Is that what you want?”

Bradley shook his head. “Of course not. I would never want that for you.”

“So don’t make me do that,” I said, my fingers finding his belt loop. “Show me how it should feel. Show me how it feels when someone actually cares about me.”

He moaned and his fingers found mine. I moved closer to him, my breath hot on his neck. He sighed, looking resigned.

“We can’t do this here,” he said firmly, and I nodded in agreement.

“Leave through the back entrance of the school, by the track,” he said. “Near the orange groves. I’ll come pick you up. I have a Camry. It’s black.”

“Okay.” I didn’t hesitate. I made my way to the exit he was talking about and stood waiting until his black sedan pulled up. He didn’t say anything when I got in the car, just took off toward the other side of town. There was tons of empty land out there. Bradley kept driving until we reached an abandoned lot, acres away from the nearest house. He turned off the engine and looked at me.

“We can’t tell anyone,” he told me sternly. “If we do this.”

“Who am I going to tell?” I asked sarcastically. “You’re the only person who talks to me.”

He rested his head on the steering wheel for a few seconds before leaning over and kissing me. It was more passionate than it had been in his classroom. He slipped his tongue into my mouth as his hands gripped the back of my head. He had handfuls of my thick black hair, gripping it to keep me pressed tightly to him. He pulled himself over the center console so that he was on top of me, putting one leg between mine. His knee grazed my underwear. He moaned into my mouth as his hands moved to my hips. I felt him reach behind me and push my seat so that we were horizontal. Bradley was perfectly on top of me. I loved the weight of it.

We made out for a long time, while his fingers explored my thighs, hips, and waist. When he finally got the courage to reach for the top of my dress, I slipped my arms out of it and undid my bra, tossing it into the back seat. He groaned again at the sight of my breasts, perky and too large for my frame.

By then, he seemed to have no more reservations. His pants were around his ankles seconds later. Neither of us had brought any kind of birth control and didn’t discuss it. I wasn’t going to ruin the mood. He fucked exactly like I thought he would, in strong, confident strokes, telling me how good I felt.

After that, we had sex several times a week for months. It was usually in his car. Or a on blanket on the ground in some remote part of the woods. Bradley lived with roommates and was paranoid someone was going to report him if I came over. I didn’t care where we did it. Having sex with Bradley was the best distraction. I didn’t think about Will or Alexandria or Cassandra or Victoria when I was with him. I just felt good.

But eventually, the temptation wore off. By April, the act of sleeping with him no longer felt as exciting as it had before. I liked doing it, and I liked him, but it didn’t give me the same overwhelming sense of pleasure. We had gotten too comfortable with each other. I spent more and more time after our encounters complaining about the town and the Hopelys.

“I wish they’d just move,” I said bitterly one afternoon a few weeks before graduation. I was lying topless on the blanket. Bradley had come only moments before and already my mind was back on them. I had beaten Cassandra as salutatorian and Mrs. Hopely had started an online petition to get it changed. It had already received over five hundred signatures. People didn’t understand how it was possible that it could be me: murderer Will Dearling’s slutty little sister.

I didn’t know why they were so shocked. I had always been smart, and schoolwork was one of the other distractions I poured my energy into. I had indeed gotten into Dartmouth. My life made one hell of an admissions essay; Bradley had seen to that.

“Well, they probably wish your family would move away too,” he said, turning on his side to look at me. His hand was still stroking my chest.

I ignored him. “I mean, who stays in the same house where their daughter was killed?”

“Who stays in the same house where their brother killed a girl?” Bradley countered.

My stomach dropped—I guessed I wasn’t the only one getting too comfortable. I narrowed my eyes at him. “He didn’t kill her.”

“I’m sure you believe that.”

“You aren’t helping,” I said.

Bradley shrugged. “You don’t want help, Rose. You just want someone to agree with you.”

I was annoyed at that and made him go down on me. We lasted only another two weeks after that. I was ready to move on to the next stage of my life. Bradley hemmed and hawed a little about getting a teaching job in New Hampshire, but we both knew he wouldn’t. This thing between us had run its course. The last time I’d seen him was graduation.

Until now.

I tried to reconcile that version of Bradley, a twenty-six-year-old who was so enamored with me that he was willing to lose his job and reputation just to keep sleeping with me, with the measured thirty-three-year-old I was talking to now. Had he ever actually loved me?

I hadn’t blamed Bradley then, or at any point since. He had been my rock, and for a long time after, I appreciated that. I refused to let us become a talking point. I had been a mature eighteen-year-old then. I’d had to be. And I had assumed Bradley had seen that. We were two people who had grown to care for each other. We were just a few years apart in age, and it hadn’t been illegal. But had it been immoral? My body resisted the idea, but then when I imagined Hazel in my position, only a little younger now than I had been then, I was filled with disgust. Hatred.

But it dissipated as I looked at the man in front of me. Logic aside, I struggled to see him as a predator. He was still just Bradley to me. The man who replaced my suicidal thoughts with ones about an Ivy League future. I had found so much comfort in him. My feelings toward him wrestled painfully inside my brain, leaving me confused and uncomfortable.

“I really tried to do my best to help you, Rose,” Bradley said. “What you had to go through, and what you’re still going through. It isn’t fair.” He stopped, watching my eyes water, and moved a step closer to me. He stroked his thumb against the side of my face. “I’m really proud of you for writing the book,” he said. “Regardless of what I think happened back then, it was ballsy as hell.”

“Thanks,” I said, sighing. I felt tired of this conversation, and I was going to be late to meet Kayleigh if I didn’t leave now. “I should go. I’m meeting someone.”

Bradley frowned. “Can we exchange numbers at least? That way you can call me if you want to talk some more.” His eyes lit up a little. “Maybe we can even grab a drink?”

I didn’t give him an answer, just a strained smile as I handed my phone over and let him put his number in. I had zero plans to grab a drink with him, but it would be good to have a way to call him in case I had any questions about Hazel.

I didn’t look back as I left the classroom. I walked back through the courtyard and a heavy dread sat in the middle of my chest. Seeing Bradley had been more emotionally draining than I’d expected. But I knew it was good that I had done it. I would always have wondered if he was somehow involved in all of this. He might be a creep, but I felt confident our relationship had been an isolated incident.

Despite my relief, I couldn’t help but think: Well, there goes another suspect.
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Kayleigh was already sitting at the picnic tables when I approached. Her eyes were glued to her phone as she scrolled numbly. Post–volleyball practice, she was dressed in bright Lululemon shorts that accentuated how lean she was. Her red hair was braided and sat like a red rope over her narrow shoulders. One of her legs was pressed against her chest, showcasing a nasty purple bruise.

“Kayleigh?” I asked tentatively. She looked up at me and I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from audibly gasping. On Instagram, she had looked like sunshine personified. But in front of me now, she looked like hell.

Her skin was ashen and the dark circles under eyes were big enough to swim in. Her lips, perpetually pink and glossed in photos, were cracked and dry. She looked like she had been up for three days straight, her face twisted in an expression of despair. I knew the look, knew the fear and grief that had created it.

“Rose?” Kayleigh asked. She looked me up and down, taking me in as I sat across from her.

“Yeah.” I tried to offer a smile. “Hi.”

I was struck by how young she looked. She had to be sixteen or seventeen. Practically a baby, even if she didn’t think so. And now her friend, Hazel, was missing. Something inside my chest lurched painfully.

“You look different from your pictures,” Kayleigh said. Funny that we had been thinking the same thing.

“In a good way or a bad way?” I joked. I wanted to make her more comfortable.

“A good way,” Kayleigh said with a small smile, setting her phone down. “You’re prettier in person. Hazel always said that, but you never know.” She swallowed hard at my sister’s name, and I had to fight the urge to break down. I gripped the bench to keep my hands steady.

“She was always talking about you,” she said, her gaze hardening. “About your life in New York. How cool she thought it was that you’re a writer. She wants to go to college there. I don’t know if you knew that.”

The proverbial knife twisted. From the look Kayleigh was giving me, I figured she knew that Hazel and I were not as close as we could be. It made sense. She was Hazel’s best friend.

“I did know that, actually,” I said.

Kayleigh nodded but didn’t look fully satisfied. “Have you …” Her voice caught. “Have you guys heard anything yet? Anything about where she might be?”

I felt horrible as I shook my head. “Not yet. We’ve been looking. Our family and the police but …” I trailed off. I didn’t have any answers for her.

Kayleigh brought her legs up to her chest, clutching them. “I … I just really miss her,” she said softly, her lips trembling. “I know it’s only been a couple days, but it’s been bad. We’re usually talking all day, you know? And I know this sounds stupid but this ruined our Snapchat streak. We’ve kept it up for years.”

“It doesn’t sound stupid,” I told her reassuringly. I remembered what it felt like to be their age. The things that mattered then.

“It makes me think …” Kayleigh was tearing up now. “That something’s happened to her. Hazel would never disappear on purpose. Not ever. She would know how worried we’d be. Her dad. Her friends.” She wiped uselessly at her eyes, trying to stop crying. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay.” I reached out and squeezed her shoulder, trying to be comforting, even though my insides were also twisted in pain. I wanted to join her, to let my tears fall on the picnic table. Her words were only adding to my growing terror.

“Listen, Kayleigh,” I said. “I need to ask you some things about Hazel, and I need you to be honest with me, okay? Even if something comes up that she asked you not to tell anyone. We’ll keep it between us.”

Kayleigh’s face went still, a look of fear crossing her features. “Like what?”

I took a deep breath. “Did Hazel tell you she was reading my book?”

Kayleigh’s eyes widened. I’d take that as a yes. After a couple of seconds she nodded, looking hesitant. She must know our dad had forbidden it.

“It’s okay,” I told her. “I found her copy at the McCulloughs’. I know she was annotating it. And I think it was because she was looking into Alex’s murder. Did she tell you anything about that?”

The color started to drain out of Kayleigh’s face. To the point where I almost felt bad. But she kept her lips tightly closed, committing to the silence.

I gave her a look. “I really need you to be honest.”

Her light eyes flickered. “She made me swear not to tell anyone …” Kayleigh said. “I promised.”

I had to admire her loyalty. How connected she felt to her friend. I was glad that Hazel had someone like that in her corner, but I didn’t have time to coddle her. I needed answers.

“This is important,” I pressed, firmer. “Someone could have found out what she was doing and hurt her.” Kayleigh flinched.

“I don’t know everything, okay?” she said harshly, reigning in my expectations. “I didn’t think any of this was a good idea. I tried to talk her out of it. But yeah, you’re right, she was looking into Alex’s murder. There was all this social media stuff around you and your book. Everyone was talking about it, always pestering Hazel for information. She got sick of being in the dark, so she decided to finally give it a read.”

This is all my fault, the tiny voice in my head snapped. I tried to ignore my immediate sense of regret as Kayleigh kept talking. “After she started looking into everything, she was convinced Will didn’t do it. For weeks it was all she talked about.” I tried to keep my face neutral.

“She told me she was going to see if she could figure it out, amateur sleuth-style. She wanted to solve the case, free Will, and help you write a sequel. Like Serial but with sisters. She was actually obsessed.” Kayleigh rolled her eyes slightly at this.

My guilt increased tenfold. My hopeful, determined, optimistic little sister had started all this to help Will. And to relate to me in the only way she knew how: scheming to prove his innocence.

This is all my fault. This is all my fault.

“Like I said, I really didn’t want to be a part of it,” Kayleigh continued. “So then she stopped telling me things. But the last thing we talked about was how she was convinced that some guy named Nick might be involved? She told me she’d reached out to some of the Hopely sisters to ask them about it. I honestly didn’t see much of her the last two weeks, but I know she was still looking.”

Bingo. I needed to know which Hopelys she’d actually gotten a hold of. I certainly wasn’t going to start cold-calling them to find out.

“Do you know which Hopely sisters she reached out to?” I asked, my jaw set.

“Umm, ya. I think it was Victoria. And Cassandra too.”

I felt my body stiffen. Great. I’d made my peace with the fact that most of Hopelys hated me and always would, but with Cassandra it was different. She had been my closest friend for fourteen years, but then Alex was killed and this gigantic crack had suddenly formed between us. A breakup I was sure hurt more than anything I could ever experience with a partner. But still, it was hard for me to hate her. I had loved her like a sister for so long. Even hearing her name caused the wound to reopen with a fresh wave of agony.

How had Hazel reached her? She was the only one of the Hopelys who wasn’t still in Florida. In fact, she had moved to Manhattan last year. Suzannah had called me when she’d seen the update on Facebook. She had a job as an assistant buyer at Macy’s and lived on the Lower West Side. I panicked at first, terrified I was going to see her around every corner and unsure how I would deal with the renewed heartbreak if and when she ignored me. But in the year we had both lived in the same city, I hadn’t seen her once.

“That’s all I know,” Kayleigh said, snapping me out of my thoughts. She sat up straighter, looking like she wanted to leave. “Is there anything else?”

Not really. I had my leads. I’d have to get over how I felt about it and reach out to both sisters. I was about to thank Kayleigh and tell her that was it, but then I looked behind her at the school. I debated internally for a minute. Fuck it, I had to ask.

“One more thing,” I said quickly. “Do you have Mr. Myers for English with Hazel?”

Kayleigh looked surprised at my line of questioning. “Uh, yeah. Why?”

“Did Hazel ever say anything about him?”

Kayleigh looked at me suspiciously. “I mean, yeah, he’s our teacher? She talked about him sometimes … his classes, homework. We both did. Why?”

I paused. “Do you guys like him?”

She considered this, chewing her lip. “I mean, he’s a nice teacher, I guess. An easy grader, and he always shows us the movies of the books we read in school. People say the film club is fun, like he’s kind of …”

I braced myself, waiting for the familiar words: Creepy. Sleezy. Gross. A predator.

“ … extra-millennial?” Kayleigh added, with a shrug. “Like he still says things like awesome sauce or struggle bus. And the Star Wars obsession is a bit cringey.”

I felt instant relief. My intuition was right. Bradley had bent the rules with me, but he wasn’t involved with Hazel.

“Got it. Thanks, Kayleigh.”

“So, I can go?” she asked, and I nodded. She got up from the table, a lightness clearly reentering her body.

She had her car keys in hand, heading toward the parking lot, when she turned around to look at me again.

“Hey, Rose?” she asked softly. “Will you let me know if the police find anything … like before they tell everybody else?” She looked scared. A teenage girl who didn’t want to find out her best friend was dead via social media. I ignored the wave of nausea at that idea and nodded.

“Of course.”

“Thanks.” She gave me a small smile. “I hope you find her fast.”

“Me too.”

I waited, watching to make sure she got into her car safely and had driven away before I got up. No one needed another teenage girl missing. The second she had disappeared onto the street, I climbed into my SUV.

My next steps were obvious: I needed to find and talk to Victoria and Cassandra Hopely.
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Then: May 2010

The night of Matty Mueller’s party, I was all nerves. My first high school event. The Hopelys thought we were all going out to dinner and a late movie. My parents were usually lax, but I didn’t want to take any risks, so told them the same. We’d be sleeping over at Cassandra’s after. Will and Tommy were about to leave for Fort Lauderdale, so I didn’t have to worry about them blowing my cover.

“Hey, Rosie!” Will walked into our kitchen just as I was about to leave, wearing a big, almost giddy expression on his face. Tommy was outside packing up the car. “Can I show you something?”

My Vera Bradley overnight bag was already in my hand. “I was about to walk over to Cassandra’s for the night. Can it wait?”

“Please,” Will begged. “It’ll be quick, I promise.” He nodded toward his bedroom, gesturing for me to follow. Once we were in his room, he rummaged around in his nightstand drawer.

“All right, Will. What is so important that I have to see?” I asked, impatient.

“I thought you might like to approve Alex’s graduation gift. Make sure she’ll like it,” he said. “Isn’t that part of your sisterly duties?”

“That and being a perpetual pain in your ass,” I teased.

“Well, you’ve already got the second part down.” Will smiled as he unearthed a large jewelry box, the color a distinct robin’s-egg blue. My eyes bulged at the sight of it.

“Tiffany’s?” I demanded.

Will worked part-time at Publix as a cashier. This gift meant a lot of saved-up paychecks.

He beamed. “I wanted to get her something really nice.”

I knew how much Alex liked “fancy” things. Like her parents, she was snobby about anything she considered a lesser brand.

“If it’s from Tiffany’s, she’ll like it. Believe me. Doesn’t even matter what it is.”

Will cast me a sideways look, lifting the lid from the box. “The salesgirl said this is their most popular necklace right now. Everyone wants one, apparently.”

He lifted a silver chain with a heart-shaped charm from the box. “It’s called the Heart Tag Necklace or something like that.”

I recognized it immediately. Cassandra and I salivated over this necklace. Several girls at school already had it.

“What do you think?” Will asked, looking at me.

“She’s going to love it, Will. She’s going to start screaming and jumping up and down the second she sees it.”

Will grinned. “It’s custom engraved on the back too.”

“Well,” I said, “what does it say?”

Will shook his head, looking mischievous as he placed it back in the box. “None of your business, Rosie. I can’t reveal my secrets.”

Cassandra’s bedroom was a disaster when I arrived. Nearly every piece of clothing she owned was spread out on her bed, quickly joined by the contents of my duffle bag. We spent at least an hour in front of her full-length mirror doing our hair and makeup. I lined my eyes with more heavy black eyeliner and mascara than my mother would have liked. I’d stolen one of her lipsticks too, a Revlon reddish-brown color that I applied to my mouth, going outside the lines to try to make my lips look bigger. Cassandra borrowed it from me after and did the same.

In the last few months, I had noticed that my face was starting to change. The roundness of my cheeks was thinning out and my jaw was getting sharper. I looked … older. Especially with the makeup on. It was weird. Meanwhile, Cassandra’s face still held its baby shape, with her wide doe eyes. She had started to look a year or two younger than me, though she sure didn’t act like it.

“You bitch,” she said, staring at me in the mirror. “Why does that look so good on you and not on me?”

“It does look good on you,” I said, taking the mascara wand out of her hand and doing it for her the way I learned in Seventeen. “You just need darker eyeshadow.”

“Yeah, and also your boobs.”

She stared at my body enviously. We were essentially wearing the same thing—a jean skirt and tank top—but with my boobs and the new bra I’d bought, it all looked much sluttier on me than it did on her.

“The boobs will come,” I assured her, trying not to laugh. “Trust me.”

Cassandra snorted and waited until I finished the touch-ups on her face. When I was done, she looked in the mirror.

“Okay, it’s settled,” she said, running her fingers through her freshly curled hair. “We’re hot.” We each grabbed a sweatshirt from her closet, throwing them over our tops so Mr. and Mrs. Hopely wouldn’t get suspicious, then headed to Alex’s room to watch her finish getting ready.

“Are you bringing that boyfriend of yours tonight?” Alex asked Cassandra over her blaring music. We sat on her beige carpet, looking up as she shimmied into her own denim skirt. Her waist was so tiny that she had to knot the bottom of her polka-dotted camisole with a hair tie to fit it snugly around her.

“Cole?” Cassandra replied, thinking of the most recent boy she was obsessed with. She shook her head quickly. “He’s not my boyfriend, and no. He was being weird last week.”

“Are you talking about Cole Mahoney?” Victoria asked, appearing in the doorway of Alex’s room wearing a tiny tank top and shorts I was pretty sure belonged to Cass. “I know his sister. He’s cute.”

Alexandria rolled her eyes as she stared at herself in the mirror. “Ignore Vicky. She thinks everyone’s boyfriend is cute. Even her sisters’.”

Victoria stiffened against the doorframe, frowning. “You’re one to talk.”

Alexandria went still and stopped straightening her shirt, her eyes wide. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Victoria shifted on her feet, looking nervous. “I just meant—”

“What? What exactly did you mean, Victoria?”

Victoria looked from Alex to Cass and me. She shook her head. “Never mind.”

Alex turned away from her. “Honestly, you know what? Just go. You’ve been irritating the shit out of me lately.”

Victoria looked like she had just been slapped but didn’t hesitate. She turned on her heel, taking care to slam Alex’s door on the way out. From the living room, I could hear her mother asking her what was wrong.

“She’d better get her period soon because I swear to god I’m going to kill her otherwise,” Alex said, staring down at her youngest sister.

“She has been annoying lately,” Cass agreed, devoted to her older sister. “Right, Rosie?”

I was playing with the carpet, twisting the strands through my fingers, doing my best to stay out of their squabble. But they were both looking at me now, waiting for my answer. “Oh, yeah, a little.”

Alex looked relieved. “Okay, so it’s not just me. I thought I was going to have to throttle her.”

As she put finishing touches on her makeup, Alex’s door cracked open again. The three of us turned, expecting Victoria to come slinking back in, but instead, Samantha stood in the doorframe. She’d just finished her sophomore year of college, and she looked taller and leaner than the last time I’d seen her, her baggy jeans now practically falling off her slender hips. Her hair was lighter too, almost blonde rather than the light honey brown that the rest of the Hopelys had. She was twenty now and really growing into herself. If Alexandria was the prettiest of the sisters, Sam was the most unique. She had a large patchwork bag slung over one shoulder that rattled when she moved.

A man stood beside her, tall and stocky. He was built like a football player, with wide shoulders and a protruding chest. His muscled arms stretched the confines of his short sleeves. From where we sat on the floor, I could see the slightest edge of a tattoo concealed around the back of his arm. His hair was blonde, though it had been bleached lighter on the tips, almost frosted. I figured this must be her boyfriend, Isaac.

He looked into Alex’s bedroom, cautiously surveying the scene.

“Oh, it’s you,” Alex said, looking relieved as she yanked on her tank top straps. “Did you get the stuff?”

“Yes,” Sam said as she shook the bag, several bottles rattling together. Isaac reached in to pull out a bottle of something clear with a picture of a watermelon on it. “You’ll like this one. It’s sweet. Goes down easy.” His voice was deep.

Alex’s eyes lit up. “Well then, it’s perfect for me.”

Cassandra and I giggled at the joke, but Sam’s face didn’t change as she took the bottle from Isaac, slipping it back into her bag.

“By the way,” Sam said in her melodic voice. “We’re coming with you, since I already told Mom and Dad that we’re the ones taking you guys to the ‘movies and dinner.’”

Alex crossed her arms, pushing up her breasts. Isaac’s eyes flicked to them for a second before he looked away.

“Why do you want to come?” she asked.

Sam raised an eyebrow, looking a little amused at Alex’s reaction. “You expected me to just buy the liquor and not go?”

“Technically Isaac bought it,” Alex pointed out, nodding in his direction. He grinned. “You’re only twenty.”

Sam rolled her eyes, exchanging a look with her boyfriend. “This was my turf before it was yours, Alex. I still know people here and I want Isaac to see where we used to party. Besides, this is the only way you’re going. It’s us or nothing.”

Alex rolled her eyes. “Fine, but I’m not paying you for the bottles then.”

“Whatever floats your boat.” Sam looked smug as she took Isaac’s hand and left the room. Alex headed to the bathroom, while Cassandra and I gathered our stuff.

Cassandra sighed. “Well, this should be great. Victoria is mad at Alex, and Alex is mad at Victoria and Sam.”

“At least this way, they’ll probably ignore us all night and we can do what we want,” I said, shrugging.

Cassandra weighed this for a second. “This might actually be fun then.”

We were giggling as we followed the older sisters into the living room, where Mr. and Mrs. Hopely sat watching TV.

“You’re all going to the movie?” Mrs. Hopely asked, curled up on the couch. She looked like Cassandra, beautiful, only more wrinkled.

“A late one,” Sam said quickly. “We might go to the one in Palm Beach Gardens so we can eat somewhere nicer before.” Mr. Hopely nodded in appreciation. They always preferred the ritzier areas.

“Isaac’s driving?” he asked. Mr. Hopely always seemed to prefer it when Will drove too.

“Yes,” Sam replied.

“I’ll get you my credit card,” Mrs. Hopely said, leaving the room to grab her wallet. As she did, Alex and Sam whispered something to each other. I tried not to eavesdrop and instead turned away. When I did, I found Mr. Hopely staring at me, taking in my outfit. Just like Cass, I had thrown on a sweatshirt. But there was no hiding how short my jean skirt was. His eyes lingered on the hemline and I felt instantly self-conscious. His eyes met mine for the briefest second and I couldn’t read what was there. Was it judgment? He shifted slightly on the couch, still holding my gaze.

“Here’s the card!” Mrs. Hopely trailed into the room and interrupted the silence. Mr. Hopely looked away from me immediately. His wife handed the card to Sam. “Have a great time!”

“We will,” Sam assured her. Mr. Hopely said nothing but gave my skirt one more look. The five of us headed out the front door, ready to leave. Victoria scampered out behind us, just before the door closed. Her eyes were puffy and red.
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I sat in my SUV in the driveway of our house, ignoring the reporters on the other side of the fence yelling at me. After my conversation with Kayleigh, I knew I was on the right track, and that I would have to face the Hopely sisters next. It felt like pulling teeth as I opened my phone and typed out a message to Cassandra. It was our first contact in almost seven years, and ironically it was happening while I was back in our hometown, instead of in the city where we both now lived.

Cass, it’s Rose. I know you hate me but I need to talk to you. It’s about Hazel. She’s missing. Please call me?

I sent it before I could change my mind. While I waited for a response, I tried to cyberstalk Victoria. I knew she was still living in South Florida, but it was time to learn more. Her Instagram account was public but she had blocked me years ago, so I quickly made a burner account to view it.

I scrolled through her page, noting that she was the exact brand of generic girl I had expected. Her feed was entirely composed of pictures of her doing Pilates in matching sets, her recently started real estate career, her labradoodle. I had to scroll back years before I found a picture of her and Cassandra, and I didn’t see any of Sam. No photos of her parents.

But then I noticed the very familiar setting in many of her photos. She was at her parents’ house in almost every one. Including the most recent post, dated yesterday. Which meant she must have moved back home. Meaning she was living in the house right behind me and was potentially there now. Meaning she had also lived right behind Hazel for some time.

It was a horrifying prospect, but if I wanted answers fast, there was only one way to get them. My sister had been missing for almost two days now, and I could not let my reluctance to face the Hopelys distract me. It was now after 5 p.m., so I figured Victoria would probably be home. I ignored the shouting reporters as I exited the car and headed toward the back of my house. Thankfully, the yard was too densely covered with trees for anyone to see me back here.

I was desperately craving a Xanax as I made my way toward the Hopelys’ house. My breath caught when I passed the spot where we’d found Alex’s body all those years ago. The sick, distorted image of her sprawled and lifeless on the ground had never left me.

I tried to summon my resolve as I approached the Hopelys’ front door. I really did not want to do this, but I owed it to Hazel.

I knocked loudly, and my acrylic nails jabbed into the palm of my hand. It took a full minute before the door opened, a full minute of me praying to anything I could think of that it wouldn’t be Mrs. Hopely who answered the door. When the door swung open, I gasped, my mouth instantly dry.

Alex stood in the doorway.

I couldn’t feel my hands. I was staring at a ghost, trying to process what I was looking at. Was I going insane?

After a beat of stunned silence, she spoke. “What do you want?” The familiar look of annoyance on her face made it click. Victoria.

I had forgotten how much she looked like her older sister. Logically I knew. I had spent the years after Alex’s death watching Cassandra and Victoria from afar. But the older Victoria had gotten, the more she had settled into Alex’s features. Her hair was the same glossy shade, her nose a perfect ski slope.

“Seriously, Rose,” she said, her voice octaves higher than I remembered and dripping with vitriol, “why would you come here? To my parents’ house? Or I guess it’s just my mom’s now. Thanks to fucking you.”

“Believe me, I didn’t want to come here,” I snapped. I had sworn to myself I would never step into this house again. “But I need to talk to you.”

Victoria rolled her eyes. “You have a lot of nerve. Do you have any idea what you did to us? Your awful book was everywhere. I literally couldn’t escape it.” Her voice turned shrill. “Everywhere I went, people were talking about Alex, about us. I had to hear your lies repeated over and over.”

“I never lied,” I retorted.

Victoria’s eyes narrowed. “Are you kidding me? You told the world that my father killed Alex.”

I flinched. Okay, I had lied about that one thing, but the rest had been entirely true.

“I wanted to sue you,” Victoria continued. “I would have, except my dad—” She choked a little on the word and shook her head. Her long fingers moved to her temples as she tried to calm herself down. This was not going to go well. I should just leave. The only thing that kept me rooted in place was Hazel.

“Look, Victoria, I am sorry about your father.” This was both true and untrue. I was sorry for her, that she’d had to endure another loss, but I had my reasons for what I did. Reasons I just did not plan to share with Victoria now. “But I’m not here to get into my book, or any of that.”

“How convenient,” Victoria said darkly.

I tried to focus. “I’m here about Hazel. You know she’s missing right?”

Victoria’s face softened slightly, and I took it as a good sign. It was hard for anyone to hate Hazel.

“Yes, I heard,” Victoria said tentatively.

“We’re trying to figure out where she could be,” I said, seeing no reason to beat around the bush. “Listen, I know you hate me. I get it. But I promise you, the only reason I’m here is because I think my sister came to see you. I just need to know if that’s the case, and then you’ll never hear from me again.”

Victoria’s lips parted and a small look of concern crossed her face. It was all I needed as a confirmation.

“I did talk to her,” Victoria said, letting her guard down.

“What about?” I pressed, and she sighed. She looked past me toward the empty driveway and closed the door behind her. She gestured to the two rocking chairs on their front patio. “Let’s sit.”

I was grateful that Victoria hadn’t suggested we go inside. I couldn’t even imagine the emotions that would surface. I sat stiffly in one of the rocking chairs while Victoria curled up like a pretzel in hers. She was barely looking at me.

“I talked to Hazel about a week ago,” she said, wrapping her arms around her knees. “She came by and wanted to ask me about what happened back then. And honestly, I was a little harsh with her.” Victoria looked guilty. “I don’t have anything against Hazel, obviously. She is a nice girl …” With that she gave me a dirty look that said Unlike you.

“I asked her if this was some kind of fact-finding mission for you,” Victoria continued. “The very last thing I wanted to do was give you any ammunition for another book. But she swore she hadn’t spoken to you about this. She only wanted to know more about that guy at the mall. Honestly, I didn’t even know who she was talking about at first, but then I told her what I knew: Alex gave Nick her number. They texted. You know this too. It wasn’t that deep. They were literally eighteen.”

Easy for her to say. Her brother wasn’t in jail for a crime he didn’t commit.

“I couldn’t even tell why she wanted to know,” Victoria continued.

“Did you tell her anything else?”

“Just that Alex had said he lived in Palm Beach Gardens.” Victoria sighed. “I felt bad for Hazel. She was desperate for any scrap of information. My kindness got the better of me, I guess.”

I tried to keep my face even so Victoria couldn’t see the gears spinning in my mind. The last thing I needed was her interfering.

“Have you spoken to your brother about this at all?” Victoria asked suddenly, picking at her nail.

“Tommy?” I shook my head, even though I probably should have filled him in by now. He was the sibling who Hazel would have confided in. He lived here, knew the cast of characters Hazel was surrounded by.

Victoria’s eyes snapped up. “No. Will.”

Will? I was stunned, not understanding why she was asking and surprised to hear his name coming out of her mouth. With the Hopelys it was always your brother or the murderer. Jabs meant to dehumanize Will and hurt me further.

“A little … He knows Hazel was asking questions,” I said finally. “It seems they talked about it.”

“Yeah,” Victoria said darkly. “That I know.” I noticed that she was sitting very straight now, her body taut. She looked nervous. We had been friends for years, and I knew her tells. She was hiding something, but it looked like she was about to spill. I waited patiently, letting the silence do the work for me, a tactic I’d learned in all of my research for The Smileys Next Door.

“Look, I’m only telling you this because you’re probably going to find out next time you talk to Will anyway and I am not going to have you making your own assumptions about it.” Victoria rolled her eyes. “And I hate that this is going to give you validation.”

I was getting impatient. Hazel was missing and every minute counted. “What is going on, Victoria? Spit it out.”

“I write to Will sometimes,” she said.

Of all the things I thought she could’ve said, that was not on the list. I felt like the wind had been knocked out of me. “Excuse me?”

“I write to him, like letters, and he writes back,” Victoria said, as if I didn’t understand what she had meant.

“Angry ones?” I asked, struggling to imagine Will being on the receiving end of anything other than her ire.

“Not exactly … We … catch up? We write back and forth most weeks,” Victoria said, looking at the floor.

I thought about how Victoria used to feel about Will. The doe-eyed, girlish looks she used to give him when Alex was alive. It was no secret that Victoria had a crush on him. Alex had bullied her endlessly for it. But I had thought that crush had shriveled up and died when he’d been convicted of murder.

“Are they love letters?” I was angry now. Angry that this was how I was finding out. Angry that after years of devoting my life to getting him out, and enduring vitriol from the Hopelys, my brother had never, not once, mentioned this. Victoria said nothing.

“I would’ve thought your crush on Will would’ve been hard to maintain while you were testifying against him, but maybe that attraction was stronger than we all thought.”

Victoria looked pissed off. “It’s not like that,” she said, though the color blooming in her cheeks suggested otherwise.

For a moment my brain pushed ahead, trying to imagine a world where it made sense that Victoria would be writing to Will. A man she’d always had a crush on, but a man who’d been with her sister. Was Victoria actually obsessed with him? Obsessed enough that she considered killing her sister to be with him? And then it backfired when he’d been arrested instead? No. I stopped that line of thinking. That was crazy.

“That’s a little suspicious, Victoria. You get that, right?”

“Suspicious how?” she hissed, seeing the look on my face. “Oh my god. Are you going to accuse me of killing Alex now?”

Color rose to my face, showing my embarrassment that she had followed my line of thinking.

“You’re insufferable,” Victoria snapped. “I didn’t kill my sister, Rose. I can’t believe I even have to say that.” She shook her head sadly. “I write to Will because I feel bad, okay? I feel bad about everything that happened during the trial. We weren’t all as honest as we should have been.”

I scoffed loudly, and her eyes darkened again. “The truth is the prosecutors pressured us to make it sound like Alex was some virginal flower corrupted by your brother, but we all knew that wasn’t the case. We just knew that it would ensure Will was arrested. And we were so young and still grieving. We wanted to get Alex justice …” She swallowed. “I read the book, and while I think the whole thing was disgusting, I started to sympathize with Will. We’ve even talked about how much the book negatively affected him too.”

That felt like a kick to the chest. Will had told her he didn’t like the book? All of this information felt like it was going to make my brain explode. But I swallowed the anger I felt. This wasn’t the time.

“So, what?” I said, trying to make sense of it all. “You think he’s innocent now?”

“I don’t know!” Victoria replied. “I have doubts now, I guess? In his letters, Will sounds like he used to be. Like the boy I cared about back then. Not like a murderer. But then my mother and sisters are still convinced he did it. I basically never see Cass or Sam anymore because they can’t help but bring it up. I can only stand to live with my mom because she never talks about any of this. Except for how much she hates you, of course.”

I ignored the barb about her mother and pondered the rest. It explained why I hadn’t found any recent pictures of Victoria with Cassandra or Sam.

“As much as it kills me to ask you, of all people, for a favor, I need you to keep this to yourself,” Victoria said, noticing the look of apprehension on my face. She added, “It would kill my mother to know that I’m in touch with him. She’s gone through enough.”

I considered this for a second, seeing the desperation on Victoria’s face. “I’ll keep it to myself. For now,” I told her carefully, guarded.

Victoria’s fingers moved to her head, massaging another incoming headache.

“I should go,” I said. I grabbed my bag from the ground. I had gone from zero leads to several in just this one conversation and had a lot to look into. I’d also have to find some time to visit Will and find out why he’d kept his correspondence with Victoria from me.

“Going so soon?” Victoria asked sarcastically. I didn’t respond. I stood up from the rocking chair at the exact moment a silver Lexus SUV pulled into the driveway.

“Shit.” Victoria was instantly out of her chair.

It took a couple seconds for me to process what was going on. Victoria practically pushing me off the patio; Mrs. Hopely climbing out of the driver’s seat of the SUV, her face tight with rage.

“Mom,” Victoria started, walking toward her mother as I headed for the side of the house, “listen—”

“What is she doing here?” Mrs. Hopely was seething, her face turning pink as she glared in my direction. She looked a lot older than I remembered. Like she had aged twenty years in seven. Her golden-brown hair, the hair she’d given to her girls, had two inches of grey roots, and her face was lined and worn. I guess it made sense. She’d been through so much.

I didn’t want to have this confrontation now, or ever really. I quickened my pace, moving toward the trees in between our homes, but Mrs. Hopely was faster, pushing past her daughter and walking right behind me.

“You are disgusting.” Spittle flew from her mouth as she pushed into my space and stopped me in my tracks.

“Mom!” Victoria pleaded. “Please. Stop. It isn’t worth—”

“Disgusting!” Mrs. Hopely shouted directly into my face. She was shaking with rage. “I wish the very worst for you! Do you know that?”

“Mom, please,” Victoria begged again, grabbing her left arm. “Come on. Let’s just go.”

But she couldn’t restrain her mother. Mrs. Hopely was too furious.

“It should’ve been you.” Her voice crescendoed and broke. “I have spent every night since that insipid book came out wishing it was you who were dead. You’re going to burn for what you did!”

And then her hand collided with the side of my face.
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My face stung the entire walk back home.

Of all the ways I’d pictured my reunion with the Hopelys going, getting bitch-slapped by Mrs. Hopely had never made the list. I should’ve expected it, though. I understood why Mrs. Hopely hated me, especially now that I was living out a similar nightmare with Hazel. Empathy hurt like hell.

My phone vibrated in my pocket as I approached the back door.

I had several texts from Marta and Flannery. A few others from “friends” back in the city and some journalists I knew on an acquaintance level. I scrolled past them all until I found the ones from my family. It was weird. It had been years since I’d actively waited for texts from any of them.

Suzannah:

I tried to call you but it went to voicemail. Detective Pullman called. They want to talk to the family again. The entire family. We’re meeting at the station in Royal Palm Beach now. Come when you can.

Mom:

Do you ever answer your phone?

I could practically hear my mother’s grating, condescending tone. I texted Suzannah back first:

Are you still at the station?

She texted back immediately.

Yes and please hurry. Your mother keeps asking about you and she’s driving me insane.

I’d been there enough times over the years to know where the sheriff’s office was without directions. Didn’t matter how long I’d been away. The building was nestled in the same parking lot as a Denny’s.

I was nervous to talk to the police again. In a perfect world, I’d share everything I now knew with them. But they had bungled the investigation so badly last time, and I didn’t have a suspect to provide yet. I needed one if I was going to bring them all of this. Especially because it directly contradicted what I’d written in my book, given that I was looking for a suspect that was not Gary Hopely. To tell them everything now would just make me look like a liar.

The police station had been renovated since I was last there. Gone were the warm wooden counters and sleek white furniture, steel fixtures and glass in their place. It had the same vaguely clean, tropical smell as the rest of the local government buildings.

My mother was sitting beside Suzannah in the lobby, whispering anxiously. I could see her hands moving quickly. They both looked up when I approached them.

“Thank god,” my mother said sarcastically. Her eyes were bloodshot, with leftover mascara smudged underneath them. She looked like she had been crying all day.

“Sorry,” I said, doing my best to be considerate, though I wasn’t sure if she deserved it. “I had my phone on silent.”

Her lipsticked mouth puckered for a minute, as if she wanted to comment, but chose not to. “Well, it’s good you’re here. Detective Pullman wants to speak to you. He’s in there with your brother now.”

Suzannah grimaced. “I’d rather him than the other one. Detective Newbury was being so rude today.”

My mother looked tense but didn’t say anything. She gave me a long look I didn’t understand.

“Where’s Dad?” I asked, looking around.

“He’s still speaking with Detective Newbury,” my mother replied.

“They’ve been in there forever,” Suzannah complained.

My mother looked past her, eyes still stuck on me. “Listen, Rose. After they talk to you—”

She was cut off before I could wonder what she was about to say, or ask about the change in her tone toward me. Suzannah got to her feet as Tommy came through some central white doors with Detective Pullman behind him. Tommy looked annoyed. I could see the shadows under his eyes. He walked straight over to Suzannah and grabbed her by the hand.

“I wish you’d let us talk some more,” Detective Pullman said. He was wearing a khaki suit today with no tie, more relaxed. He also looked tired. “It only helps the case.”

“Helps who?” Tommy asked, so sharply it took Suzannah by surprise. “If you want to talk to me again, you can send a subpoena.”

Tommy turned to me. “Rosie, If I were you, I’d call that lawyer of yours.”

I flinched at Tommy’s tone. It sounded so unlike him.

“Walter?” I asked. I had Will’s lawyer on retainer, but I didn’t think I’d need to call him for this. His time was best spent on Will’s case.

“Call him,” Tommy said again, roughly grasping Suzannah’s hand. He looked at our mother. “We’re going to the house.”

“I’ll stay here for now,” she said quickly.

Detective Pullman was looking at me. “Rose, we’d like to talk to you for a bit. If you have a moment. You are more than welcome to call a lawyer if you choose, but this is about finding your sister. That’s all.”

It was lies. I never believed a word the cops said anymore, but I also didn’t want to waste any time. Besides, I could handle the likes of Pullman.

I went to follow him down the hall, but my mother grabbed my arm. “If you need me, text me,” she said firmly. “I’m going to wait for you.”

Need her? I stared at her in disbelief. We could barely get through a regular conversation anymore without sniping at each other. But she was staring at Pullman with a maternal ferocity I hadn’t seen in years.

She was worried. For me.

I felt like I was fourteen again as I sat down in the empty interview room. It was the exact same one I’d been in the day they found Alexandria, though the walls were freshly painted now and the furniture was new. There was a camera in the top-right corner, the little light indicating it was on.

Pullman sat down in front of me, settling himself in a casual way that looked anything but comfortable. “Would you like something to drink? Water or a soda?”

I snorted. “Wouldn’t you rather hand me the swab for my DNA? This conversation will be much easier without all the pretense.”

He smiled then, a real smile, dimples and all. “While I admire the directness, I was just being considerate, Rose. I don’t need your DNA. And if I did, there would be no need for a swab. I would crossreference it with your brother’s.”

I didn’t say anything. I just narrowed my eyes and watched him.

“So you don’t want anything to drink then?”

“I want you to tell me why I’m in here.”

He nodded. “That’s fair. The reason I’ve brought you in here is because, as I’m sure you already know, after the first forty-eight hours of someone being missing, the chances of finding them safe and sound become much smaller.”

I felt my breath hitch and did everything in my power to not let it show.

Of course I knew that. Everyone knew that. But hearing it in this context, referring to my missing sister, made me want to throw up.

“When we get to this point, where a search is still ongoing but not providing us with the leads we’d like, we have to go back to brass tacks. We need to find out who would want to hurt Hazel, and why.”

“You think she’s dead then,” I said, my voice firm and cold.

Pullman looked taken aback. He fidgeted. “Unfortunately, with a case like this, it’s a possibility. Not definite, obviously—”

“But it’s what you think.”

He sighed, looking genuinely sorrowful. “Yes, that’s what I think.”

I didn’t feel the sob coming before it suddenly ripped through me. I was usually better at keeping myself together. On television. With the police. I was quick to anger, but I always tried to keep the tears to myself. But hearing this detective talk so easily about my little sister being dead sent me over the edge. Two fat tears slid down my cheeks before I could stop them.

“Would you like a tissue?” Detective Pullman asked.

“Fuck you,” I snapped, wiping at my eyes. “And your fucking opinions.”

I knew it wasn’t fair. I had asked. And I’d known what he was going to say, but still I hated that he’d made me cry.

He looked immediately regretful. “I’m sorry, Rose. I shouldn’t have said that.” He shook his head. “I was trying to be honest with you. I read your book. It was very to the point. I thought you’d appreciate a more straightforward approach. But that was unprofessional. I’m sorry.”

He slid a box of tissues my way. I grabbed one from the box. “So you read it?” All the local cops knew about it, but I figured there was probably some boycott on actually reading it.

The detective paused and offered me a gentle smile. “Of course I did. It’s a big deal here.”

I rolled my eyes, the implication clear.

“Based on the subject matter, I didn’t think I was going to like it, but I’ll admit, you know how to tell a story.”

I leaned over the table slightly. “I’ve been told.”

His mouth twitched, a little amused. “I always wondered,” he said carefully, “how much fact-checking you did?”

I narrowed my eyes. “First of all, I lived it. I am a walking, talking, breathing fact-checker. And second of all, it’s fiction. I’m not legally obligated to fact-check anything.”

“‘Fiction,’” Pullman mimicked air quotes. “Right.”

“Can we get back to whatever you need to ask me?” I pressed.

Pullman turned to the side to reach for his notebook in his bag. He was barely thirty, but from the side, with his buzzed haircut, he could have been younger than me.

“I know we touched on this a few days ago, but now that you’ve had some time to marinate on it, do you have any idea who could have hurt your sister? Anyone, for any reason?”

“None that you’d take seriously.”

“Humor me,” Pullman asked, leaning back in his chair. His face had softened a little.

“I told you guys the first time we talked. If something did happen to Hazel,” I said, making sure the if was a big one, “maybe it’s because that person has already killed someone here and gotten away with it.”

There was a screech as Pullman’s metal chair scraped across the concrete floor so he could lean closer to me, his elbows on the table. He was completely focused, his eyes boring into mine.

“Let’s say I believed you,” he said softly.

“‘Let’s say’?”

“That Will is innocent,” Pullman said. “And you have been right for all these years and someone else killed Alexandria. Let’s say that’s the case.”

I felt the hope rise inside my chest. This didn’t mean that he actually believed me. It meant he was willing to play nice with the crazy girl if it meant I might talk. But still.

“We know it can’t be Gary Hopely,” he continued. I braced myself for more questions about his death, but blessedly Pullman refrained. “So there must be another explanation,” Pullman said quietly. “Maybe there’s something you aren’t considering.”

“And what’s that?”

He straightened in his chair so that he was sitting up in a more professional position.

“Rose, what was the relationship between your father and your sister like?”

His voice was steady, as if he’d practiced this line before. His eyes were locked on my face, searching for any flicker of emotion. He was looking for a tell.

“You think my father had something to do with this?” I was stuck somewhere between disbelief and fury. I was used to people discrediting me regarding Will’s situation. I was used to people believing our family was a breeding ground for sin, that my parents were the kind of people who raise monsters. But this? Pullman was even more incompetent than I had thought.

He seemed unfazed by my reaction. “Were they close?”

I caught the subtle change of tense. Were. Not are.

“He is her father,” I said through my teeth. “Of course they are close.”

“Can you describe the way they interacted?” Pullman continued, ignoring my tone. “Or tell me why Hazel chose to move back with him, rather than staying with her mother?”

I didn’t want to answer his questions. “What reason would my dad have to hurt his own daughter?” I demanded. “He adored Hazel. She was basically his reason for living. These last few days have been killing him.”

“People said the same thing about Will and Alexandria,” Detective Pullman reminded me. “That he adored her. That there was no reason to hurt her. And look what happened.”

“They said that because he didn’t do it.” I sighed, not understanding how this didn’t make any sense to him. Why no one could see this the way I did. “You’re suggesting that my brother killed his girlfriend, and then eleven years later my father randomly killed his daughter?”

Pullman’s face tightened. “It wouldn’t surprise me for one violent person to raise another violent person. Will had to learn it from somewhere.”

“Except my father has never even had a parking ticket, let alone a history of violence.”

There was a pause as the detective let the comment sink in. “He is the only male that lives in the home. That alone gives us a reason to suspect—”

“That’s a little flimsy, don’t you think?”

“We have more,” Pullman said.

I cocked an eyebrow. They had something else? I waited as Pullman looked a little smug.

“Hazel road a bike to school every day,” Pullman said. “Did you know that?”

No. But I didn’t need to reinforce how little I knew about her, so I lied. “Yes.”

“Well, she left school that day on the bike. People saw her.”

“Okay?” How did that have anything to do with my father?

“School got out at two forty-five p.m. Takes about fifteen minutes to bike to your father’s house on the east side of Loxahatchee.”

“Yes, I’m aware of the location of my own home. What’s your point?”

“There’s Ring camera footage of Hazel on the west side of town. At three thirty p.m.”

Which meant, of course, that she hadn’t gone straight home. What was she doing on the west side? Was she looking for something? Or someone? My book felt heavy in my purse.

Pullman continued. “She was out and about for a while, it seems. Yet her bike was at your father’s house when we arrived on the scene.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning she did make it back home. And later than we thought. So it’s more likely something happened to her there. And it really tightens the window of when. The events of the evening are all feeling a lot closer to when your father got off work …”

“He’s her father,” I snapped. “He would never.”

“You wrote an entire book making the case for a father killing his own daughter,” Pullman reminded me.

I was at the end of my patience. I’d spent a decade defending Will to the entire world; I was not going to sit here and do the same for my father. Our family had been through enough already.

I grabbed my bag and slung it over my shoulder, letting the metal chair scrape across the floor as I stood up.

“I’d like to discuss a few more things with you. I am just trying to help—”

I cut him off. “Am I under arrest or am I able to leave freely?” Walter Durham had spent the first month he worked with Will and me on appeals making sure we knew what to say if we ever needed to speak to the cops again. But this was the first time I’d had to actually use one of those phrases.

“Rose …” Pullman said my name gently, as if I were a friend. “Your sister has been missing for over forty-eight hours. No one has found anything. Don’t you think it’s time we take a closer look at those around her?”

I ignored him and reached for the heavy door handle, pleased to find it wasn’t locked. I wrenched it open and let it slam behind me. I didn’t wait to see if Pullman followed me. I was moving so quickly I almost didn’t notice my mother in the lobby. She was still sitting in one of the chairs, clutching at her Michael Kors bag. Her eyes were red and wet again, but the rest of her face was blank. The moment I walked out, she stood and approached me.

“Are you finished?” she asked frantically, her eyes darting back to the hallway where Detective Pullman now hovered, watching us.

“Oh, I’m done,” I said, following her sight. She lowered her voice. “Your father is still in there with Detective Newbury.” I could tell from her tone that she was unnerved.

“Did they ask you about Dad?” I whispered.

The look she was giving me confirmed the answer. It was different from the way she had looked at me these past few days. The usual fierceness was there in her dark blue eyes, but it wasn’t directed toward me anymore.

She shook her head. “Not here.” She looked at the cops lingering around us. “Are you hungry? Maybe we should get some pancakes.”

I wasn’t hungry, plus it was 7 p.m. and a really weird time for pancakes, but I wanted to hear what she had to say.

“Sure,” I agreed. “Let’s do it.”
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Denny’s was one of the few places in town that hadn’t been remodeled yet. My mother and I sat in a worn, red leather booth that I remembered from so many late nights in my youth. We ordered pancakes and coffee, then sat in silence.

“Mom,” I said, finally. “What are we doing here?”

She took a deep breath. “I wanted to talk to you about what the detective said. Privately.” She spoke quietly, not wanting anyone to overhear. “Detective Pullman seems to be convinced that your sister …” Her eyes welled with tears. “Well, that something very bad has happened to her.” I watched a tear slide down her cheek. She was straining to keep it all in. I couldn’t help but feel pity. She had said and done a lot of things over the years I didn’t agree with, but at her core, she was a mother who was missing her child.

“I know,” I told her, my defenses melting a bit.

“He said that to you too?” she asked, moving her wrinkled hand across her cheek.

“Yes. And I told him to eat shit.” I knew she didn’t like my language but this time she didn’t comment on it. Instead, she took a sip of coffee. I noticed that her hand was shaking.

“I don’t want to believe it,” she said, her voice cracking. “But your father and I are starting to worry that she isn’t coming back.”

“It’s only been a couple of days.”

She nodded. “I know that, and I am hoping and praying to god that this is all some big misunderstanding and she’s on her way home, but I also need to be realistic. I need to be prepared, unlike last time. I saw what the Hopelys went through, and what happened to us … and that will not happen to me again.”

“So you think someone killed her?” My lip starting to tremble despite my protests. I didn’t want to cry. Not in a Denny’s. Not in front of her.

She swallowed. “Someone has to have done something. Hazel wouldn’t just up and leave. You know that.” She held a napkin to her mouth to muffle a sob.

“What are you suggesting?” I asked, aware that a few tears had slipped down my own face.

My mom was crying fully now, her entire body heaving. “What if I was wrong, Rose? What if I was wrong about Will?”

My heart stopped. I couldn’t believe it. She was agreeing with me, that this was all too much of a coincidence.

The air around my head started to feel thick and warm. My thoughts slowed down like they were stuck in a syrupy pool. I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know what to process.

My mother had believed in Will. She had loved Will. We used to joke that Will was her favorite. He was her firstborn, the eldest boy, and he could do no wrong. He remembered her birthday and brought her flowers. He took care of his younger three siblings. He had a pretty girlfriend and was accepted into a competitive college. In her eyes, Will was perfect.

When they found Alexandria’s body, my mother had held Will in her arms as he sobbed. She’d cried as hard as he had. She pushed his hair off his face and whispered that it would all be all right.

She had brought him food in bed the next day and forced him to eat. She made him shower. She held the glass of water up to his mouth to drink. She took care of her baby when he was going through the most unimaginable, horrific pain and grief.

She’d held his hand and taken him to the police station when they asked to question him. She had been helpful and forthright about it all. Only when the investigation ramped up, and Will became a suspect, did she get angry.

Things had reached an all-time low when the semen came up. The fucking semen.

Ideally, a younger sister should never have to worry about where her older brother decides to blow his load. But I spent 2010, and the decade afterward, having to reconcile the fact that my life had fallen apart because of Will’s semen.

It was the lynchpin of the case, if you listened to armchair detectives and Redditors across the globe. It was the one conclusive, irrefutable piece of physical evidence that linked my brother to Alex’s murder. It was simple. Open and shut.

The day after their high school graduation, Alexandria Hopely was found dead in the woods between the Dearling and the Hopely houses at approximately 9:34 a.m. Her time of death was estimated to be somewhere between 11 p.m. and 1 a.m. the night before. She was wearing the outfit she had last been seen in the night before, but it was rumpled and in some places unbuttoned or hanging off. The only thing missing from her body was the Tiffany necklace she had been given by Will the day before. She had strangulation marks on her neck, and was found to have injuries consistent with rough sex. She still had semen inside her. Semen that was later tested for DNA, and ultimately matched Will.

It had been unpleasant to read about. Reports of your brother describing the sex he’d had with Alex the morning of their graduation, how they stupidly hadn’t used a condom. That was what undid him in the end. People preferred to believe that he’d raped her than think of sweet little Alex rawdogging her boyfriend mere hours before she walked in her graduation robe. Well, his downfall was partly because of that, and also because the Hopely family lied through their teeth.

No one had taken it seriously when I reminded them that Alex and Will had been sexually active for years. It was much easier to believe that Will had forced her into it.

“What the hell were they thinking?” my mother had hissed in the kitchen at my father after the police took Will away.

“They’re teenagers!” my father shouted back, slamming a mug into the sink so aggressively that it shattered. “They have sex. Of course they do! How many times have you heard them in Will’s room? They’re eighteen years old. It would be weird if they didn’t.”

Tommy and I had been sitting in his room, door closed with the TV going, but we could still hear them.

“That doesn’t excuse the Hopelys for pursuing this,” my mother responded. “My son has done nothing but love and adore their daughter!”

“But their daughter is dead, Lyla,” my father reminded her. “What would you do? If it were us? If it were Rose out there? We might believe he didn’t do it, but he doesn’t have an alibi.” He was somber.

“No one has an alibi!” she shouted. “It was the middle of the night! We were all sleeping!”

My mother had stayed that defensive. She’d hired the best lawyer we could afford. She’d gone out of the house with a kitchen knife whenever reporters clambered outside our door shouting at us. When we went to the grocery store and someone made a snide comment, she snapped back, calling them “disloyal, gossip-hungry vultures.”

The trial took place two years later, when Will was twenty. Tommy was in his first year of college. I was sixteen, and rebelling in every way I could. Living in Loxahatchee had become hell. We hadn’t had a moment of peace since the murder, and the trial had riled everyone up again. Will’s lawyer had done his best to prepare us for it. We’d gone over testimony. The evidence. What the prosecutor was going to say. We had thought we knew what to expect. But it had been so much worse.

The courthouse had been full every day. All five of the Hopelys sat front and center as the state pitched its case. By then, none of the Hopelys would speak to any of us. Cassandra had completely turned her back on me after I made it clear I believed Will. She’d screamed at me one night that summer, in between our houses, in the middle of a downpour.

“How do you expect me to be friends with the sister of the guy who killed my sister!” she cried, rain drenching our small frames.

At the trial, the lawyers talked about Will and Alex, taking what had been a normal teenage relationship and turning it into a jealous, codependent, and abusive horror story. They claimed that Will was possessive and controlling, that he pressured her. They interviewed all three Hopely girls, who falsely claimed there had always been something off about Will. They swore up and down that Alex and Will weren’t sexually active. It was total bullshit, and they all knew it.

We knew it. We could see their parents and the prosecutors coaching them. But the community had rallied behind Alex and her family. Between a pretty dead girl and an accused murderer, it was easy to pick a side. Our lawyer struggled to find anyone willing to say good things about Will. The community was too small. And Will did himself no favors. He refused to say a bad word about Alex or anything she had done in the weeks leading up to her murder. His love for her was undying, apparently. But that just made everyone believe in his guilt more. No relationship could be that perfect.

My mother stood by him, unwavering, until the day they showed the physical evidence.

They described what Alexandria had gone through in the woods. How she was bruised. How she had been shoved to the ground. How someone’s dirty hand had pressed down over her mouth, covering her face in dirt while their other hand and knees pinned her to the ground.

She would have been screaming, the prosecutor told us. But no one heard her because her mouth was covered. Then the attacker would have undone his pants, and ripped Alexandria’s shorts off her body. She struggled, kicking and attempting to scratch at the intruder, but he forced himself into her, moving his hand to her throat to pin her down. He did not loosen his grip until he had finished, and by then, she was dead by asphyxiation. The perpetrator then left her in the woods, like unwanted trash. It was a crime of passion that could have only been committed by someone stronger than her, with enough hatred in their heart to make sure they got what they wanted.

This was one of the pieces of evidence I could never explain, though. Because if Alex had been raped by someone, why was there no forensic evidence of it, no further traces on her body or clothes besides the semen?

The Hopelys had cried at the prosecutor’s words. Will had sobbed. My family sat in silence.

I looked at my mother as the prosecutor pulled out images of the autopsy. The DNA samples and the vaginal trauma they claimed they found. It was written all over my mother’s face. She thought Will did it.

She confirmed it later, sobbing in the kitchen, drunk for the first time in years. “Keith,” my mom sobbed. “There is no other explanation. She was raped, and his was the only DNA found.” My father just nodded, wrapping her up in a hug.

It was the moment I decided to hate her.

A week later, Will was given a life sentence. My mother cried in the courtroom. Later that same day, she removed every picture of him from the house and proceeded to act like Will didn’t exist. Whenever I defended him, she ignored me. And six months later, she moved to Tampa and started over. Completely fresh. As if it all never happened. Me writing the book was the final nail in the coffin for our dying relationship.

I tried to reconcile all of this with the woman who now sat sobbing in front of me in Denny’s.

“I don’t understand what you’re telling me,” I said blankly. “Now you think Will is innocent?”

Her mouth hung open slightly as she nodded her head. “When I was in the room with Detective Pullman, he asked me about your father,” she said, making direct eye contact with me now. “He asked me about his relationship with Hazel.”

I could see where this was going. I watched her face scrunch up to stop the tears falling down her cheeks. “He asked me if I thought their relationship was ever inappropriate.”

“And what did you say?” I pressed.

“I said no,” she whimpered. “Obviously. But he kept going on about how the two of them lived alone down here, and how unlikely it was that some stranger had come in off the street and snatched her.” Her entire body shuddered. “And so, naturally, I’m sitting there wondering where the hell my daughter is and what happened to her, and whether or not my ex-husband had something to do with it.”

My hands shook as I clutched my coffee cup tighter. “He had so much to say, Rose. About why your father never moved out of Loxahatchee, even though the rest of us did. Why he spent so much time alone. How Hazel did make it home that day. And then I started thinking about back then, and how quickly he agreed with me when I told him I thought Will might have done it. He never argued with me.” She paused to hiccup. She was speaking fast now. “Maybe he was so quick to condemn him because … maybe he did it, Rose. Maybe it was him.”

She was still crying and people from halfway across the restaurant were turning around to look.

I didn’t have the words. I was having trouble forming thoughts.

“You think Dad killed Alex?” I hissed, unable to keep the venom from my tone.

“I … don’t … know,” she wailed. “I was sure back then that it had been Will. I’d made my peace with it. Even though I ruined my relationship with you over it. And now my other daughter is missing. That’s a hell of a coincidence.” She wiped her eyes. “All those things the detective was saying … What am I supposed to think?”

“Not that my father is a killer!” I tried to catch my breath. “First Will, now Dad. Who’s next, Mom? Tommy? Me? Exactly how many of us are you going to accuse of murder?”

She looked like I’d slapped her. Her body pressed backward against the booth, moving as far away from me as she could. “I was trying to ask your opinion,” she said softly. “I was trying to see if I’d failed to protect you. I don’t know what to think anymore.”

“This is ridiculous, Mom,” I said, shaking my head. “Dad didn’t kill Alex, and he did not hurt Hazel. I don’t care what Pullman said. They have it out for us. They are jumping through hoops to try and find a way to make us involved in this, when everything points to someone else!”

My mother stared at me, her eyes wide and wet. “I heard the door open the night Alex died,” she whispered. “You remember that beeping the door made?”

I remembered the door alarm. It was an irritating little squeak that most of us had learned to tune out, but Mom was the lightest sleeper. She was hypersensitive to it, always making sure no one had accidentally let out Davis.

I was unsure where she was going with this. She continued, “Dad was in the computer room that night.”

It wasn’t uncommon for them to sleep apart. Dad snored and Mom couldn’t sleep through it.

“I didn’t think much of it at the time, but it woke me up, and I was a little annoyed because it was after midnight.”

Midnight. Right in the window of Alex’s estimated time of death. No, there had to be an explanation for this.

“Mom, that door would open a thousand times a night,” I reminded her. “Davis was old. He scratched constantly to be let out. We all did it all the time on autopilot. Plus, it was finnicky. Are you forgetting that it chirped even when the door wasn’t open?”

“But that night? Of all nights.” She shook her head. “I told your father about it, and he told me to keep it to myself. So I did.”

This was the first time I was hearing about this, which meant I was likely the only person to now know aside from my parents. She’d probably never said because she knew it would look bad, even if it was just a coincidence. It would look bad for Will.

“What if your father said to keep quiet about it because it was him?” my mother asked, interrupting my line of thinking.

She was fucking delusional, and I’d had enough. I got up from the booth, rifling around in my bag and grabbing my wallet. I found my emergency twenty and tossed it on the counter.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“Leaving.”

“Rose.” Her voice was steely. “We need to talk about this. I am your mother.”

“Yeah, well, you’re a shitty mother,” I said firmly, watching the insult stick. “And apparently a shitty wife. No wonder your daughter is missing. The only reason she was in this godforsaken town was because she couldn’t stand living with you.”

It was a low blow and I knew it. I watched her face recoil.

I grabbed my keys from the table and turned so I didn’t have to look my mother in the eye.

The house was quiet when I got back. I’d been added to an emergency family group chat in which my mother had told everyone she and Steve would be at the hotel for the rest of the evening. Suzannah had written back that she was going to pick up the kids from her parents’. My dad, meanwhile, was sitting on the couch in the living room, staring blankly at the closed curtains.

“Dad?” I called out hesitantly. He was sitting so completely still that if I didn’t see that his eyes were open, I would have thought he was sleeping.

His gaze drifted slowly to mine. “Hey, Rosie.”

I dropped my bag on the kitchen counter, watching him. I didn’t know what Detective Newbury had asked him at the station, but from the look on his face, I could guess he had been grilled, presumably about the very same things Mom, Tommy, and I had been. I couldn’t imagine what that felt like. The feeling of being accused of something so horrible as hurting your own daughter.

But Pullman was right. It was exactly the same thing I had done to Gary Hopely. I put the thought away as I went to walk into the living room and almost bumped straight into my brother.

“Jesus, Tommy,” I said, clutching at my chest as he appeared suddenly from the hallway.

“Sorry.” He held up his hands defensively. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

“I didn’t know you were here.” I held up my phone. “I saw Suzannah’s message in the grim family chat and assumed you were with her.”

Tommy shrugged. “Well, I’m not.”

“Why aren’t you with Suzannah?” I pressed, leaning against the fridge. “Not that I’m unhappy to see you.”

Tommy sighed and nodded toward our father in the other room.

“You weren’t home yet, and I didn’t want to leave Dad alone.” Tommy dropped his voice. “I don’t know about you, but they said some pretty nasty things to us back at the station. Dad didn’t take it well.”

I pursed my lips. “I got the same.”

“Never thought we’d be the ones taking care of them like this,” Tommy said wistfully.

“The cycle of life comes for us all,” I said, reaching into the fridge and pulling out three bottles of beer, which now felt like our routine. I opened them and handed one to Tommy. He took it and followed me into the living room.

Our dad barely looked at me as I sat down beside him on the stiff couch and pressed one into his hands.

“Thanks,” Dad said softly, looking down at the beer. I took a hearty sip from my open bottle as I tried to figure out what to say. How did you even begin to have this conversation? Tommy lingered beside us, leaning against the wall, taking small sips.

“I know you didn’t hurt Hazel,” I said, avoiding looking at our dad directly. I didn’t want to see the look on his face. “I don’t care what those inept fucking detectives said.”

My father sighed loudly, his shoulders sagging.

“They told you that too, huh?” he finally said.

“I don’t believe it, Dad.” I stressed. “Not even for a second.”

The corner of his mouth twitched into the smallest smile, and he patted my knee comfortingly. It lasted for only a second before the dread seemed to return to him.

“They asked me if I killed her, Rosie,” he said, his bottom lip trembling as he turned to look at me. “Right after they asked if I’d also killed Alex.”

His eyes brimmed with tears, and he brought the beer bottle to his mouth, downing half of it in one gulp. I tried to not look too surprised. Clearly Detectives Newbury and Pullman were thinking different things. Pullman didn’t seem to suspect Dad of killing Alexandria.

“They’re just speculating,” Tommy assured him.

“And you have an alibi, right?” I asked, changing gears. “Weren’t you working?”

Dad gave me a look. “It’s flimsy. Or so I’m told.” He brought a hand up to wipe his mouth, and I clutched my beer bottle tighter.

“How flimsy?” I knew enough about this from Will’s case to be a little helpful.

“I stayed at the office until seven thirty doing paperwork, but I was alone. Jessie at the front desk left at five,” he said. Tommy sighed, knowing just like I did that this wasn’t a good thing.

“Do you have security cameras at the office?” I asked. Please god, say yes, I thought, curling my legs underneath me.

Dad shook his head. “They already looked at the footage. It only tracks a small section of the parking lot. So they kept saying I could have left right after Jessie and had plenty of time to come home and …” He trailed off, not wanting to finish the implication. I sank into the couch. None of this was comforting.

“Fuck,” I groaned.

“Fuck’s right,” my father said, and we all sat in silence.
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Then: May 2010

Matty Mueller’s house was disgusting.

The house was outdated and smaller than it looked from the outside. Alex and Sam had turned their noses up at the sight of it. An actual “shithole,” Alex had announced, while Victoria hung back with Cassandra and me. Whatever tension had built up at their house hadn’t dissipated. Victoria had stared out of the window of the back seat for the entire drive over. Alex didn’t say a word to her. She seemed to relax only after we’d arrived and followed the steady stream of people up the road and toward the house.

The inside of the house was being used only to lay out the snacks and for people to use the bathroom; the bulk of the party was happening in the backyard. The glass sliding doors to the patio were open, and folding tables were set up on the concrete. One table was littered with cans and bottles of alcohol and Solo cups. The others were set up for drinking games, with people clustered around the beer pong table cheering loudly. Speakers were blaring a Justin Bieber song Cassandra loved.

Sam reached into her bag, unearthing two of the bottles of liquor, and plopped them down on a table. Victoria grabbed one of the beers already out and cracked it open.

The space was packed. Outdoor lights illuminated the hundred or so bodies of high school kids all clutching their drinks. I recognized a lot of people: older siblings of people we knew, friends of Will.

“Alex!” A girl in a strapless top ran over, squealing, sounding slightly drunk. She threw her arms around Alex and hugged her tightly. It was Casey Kerrigan. A friend of both Alex and Victoria.

Casey turned to Victoria. “Hey Vic—”

Alex cut her off, holding her hands up in the air. “We’re not talking to Victoria right now,” she said. “She’s being a massive bitch.”

Casey looked from Alex to Victoria. “I don’t …”

“Come on,” Alex pressed, taking Casey’s hand and leading her toward the crowds. “I’ll explain.”

Alex and Casey disappeared into the group of people, all of whom seemed to cheer at Alex’s arrival. I watched them light up at the sight of her. Victoria stared at her sister’s retreating form, her upper lip quivering.

“Are you okay?” I asked. Her eyes were teary, but her mouth was twisted into a snarl.

Victoria gripped the beer can in her hand harder, crinkling the aluminum. “I’m fine,” she snapped, and headed into a crowd of people farthest from her sister.

Beside us, Sam sighed. “That’ll be fun to deal with later,” she said. She spared only a second for an eyeroll before she pulled on Isaac’s arm. “Let’s go. I want to introduce you to a few people.”

“Like all your past boyfriends?” Isaac joked as she led him away. Cass and I stood alone, unsure of ourselves.

She turned to me. “What do we do now?” Her eyes flitted around nervously.

“Have a drink, I guess?” I reached for a can of Miller Lite. Cassandra was bolder, picking up one of the bottles Alex had brought and a Solo cup. She poured herself a generous amount.

She caught me watching her. “Too much?”

“When in Rome,” I said, cracking the top of my can. Cassandra took a sip from the cup and pursed her lips. “It’s strong.”

I picked up the bottle. “It’s vodka.”

“Huh. I thought it would taste better.”

“I think you’re meant to mix it with something.” I held up my can. “Do you want mine?”

Cassandra shook her head. “I can’t. Alex says beer makes you fat.”

I decided to let the comment slide. Alex had a lot of opinions on what did or didn’t make you fat, despite the fact that she snacked from the vending machine constantly. Seemed she just had a fast metabolism.

I was about to suggest we take a loop around the party when Cassandra smiled and waved at a girl to her right. They’d been on a traveling soccer team together a few years ago, and the girl was a sophomore at Seminole Ridge now. Becki something.

“I should go say hi,” Cassandra said. “I’ll be right back.”

It didn’t sound like she wanted me to come with her, so I gave her a nod.

Becki squealed in delight as Cassandra approached her, wrapping her thin arms around Cass’s neck in a tight hug. It reminded me of how people greeted Alex when she showed up places. It made me wonder if that was how Cassandra would be when we started high school. If she’d have a head start on everyone else socially, being Alex’s sister. People would know her and want to be friends with her. Would it be the same for me?

I was Cassandra’s best friend and didn’t think there would be any reason I wouldn’t be invited to the same things. But did I want that? I thought of what Tommy said about the Hopely sisters and how they acted at school. Did I want to be like Alex? After I’d seen how Alex acted with Nick at the mall, not to mention how nasty she’d been to her sisters lately, I wasn’t convinced that was what I should be aspiring to.

Even so, I was now alone at a party. I scanned the crowd. Cassandra was talking animatedly to Becki and a few older girls I didn’t recognize. I didn’t know what to do with myself. I usually let Cassandra or Victoria lead in moments like this. I lifted the can to my mouth again and took a hearty swallow of my beer, desperate for something to do with my hands.

“Hey.” A voice behind me made me turn around. “Aren’t you Tommy Dearling’s sister?”

A boy was standing behind me. He was tall. I had to look up to see his face. I didn’t recognize him. He had comically large ears that stuck out almost parallel to his short brown hair and a smattering of acne scars across his cheeks. He was smiling at me, eyes locked on mine.

“Yeah,” I said, playing with the tab on the can. It was strange to be called Tommy’s sister. It was always Will people asked about. “I’m Rose.”

He smiled. “I’m Trent. I went to camp with Tommy.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Science or Boy Scouts?” My brothers had always been signed up for a barrage of extracurricular activities by our parents.

Trent chuckled. “Science. I wasn’t Boy Scout material.”

I didn’t know him but had to agree. He did have that look about him that Tommy had too; you could tell they were indoorsy.

“Don’t take this the wrong way,” I said, finishing my drink. “But science camp always sounded very boring from the way Tommy talked about it.”

I liked the way Trent’s face opened up when he laughed. “It was a little bit. Except for Space Week. They give you all kinds of delicious, freeze-dried food then.”

He held up the Solo cup. “Actually, it would’ve tasted good alongside this.”

I peered into the cup he held. “What is it?”

“Captain Morgan.”

I thought that was rum but didn’t want to embarrass myself, so I just took another sip from my almost-empty can.

“So, are you a freshman?” Trent asked, changing the subject. I hesitated. If I was honest and told him no, that I was fourteen, he’d surely walk away. I nodded quickly, crushing my empty can in my fist. I’d be a freshman in a few months, so it didn’t feel like much of a lie.

Trent smiled. “That’s cool. That was a fun year.”

“Are you a senior?”

“Sophomore.” He was big for a sixteen-year-old. “Matty’s my cousin.”

“Ah. Nice of your grandparents to let you throw this party then.” I smirked.

“Funny,” Trent said, smiling. “Hey, can I get you another drink?”

I opened my mouth to say yes when a sound cut me off. Someone was yelling from farther down the yard. A shrieking that sounded vaguely familiar.

“What the hell?” Trent said. Then another yell.

I realized whose voice it was. I scanned the yard and saw Alex, her beautiful face turned up in sneer as Victoria screamed at her. A boy I recognized vaguely from Alex’s Facebook photos stood between them.

“Stop it, Alex!” Victoria shouted. “Stop!”

I couldn’t see Cassandra or Sam, but I knew this was going to get ugly. The tension had been building between Alex and Victoria for days. I didn’t say anything to Trent; I just left my empty beer can on the nearest ledge and made my way toward the sisters.

“What? I’m not doing anything!” Alex asked loudly, inviting the people nearby into the conversation. She looked at the broad-shouldered guy standing next to Victoria, suggesting they’d been having a close conversation that Alex had walked into.

“Seriously, stop!” Victoria said.

“It’s a funny story, Vicky. Calm down.” Alex snorted and turned back to the guy. “Anyway. So she can’t give blow jobs, like at all. The last one she tried, she choked and vomited all over his dick.”

I froze in place. That secret was one of Victoria’s worst. She’d sworn Cassandra and me to secrecy, and here was Alex parading it around the party. It was humiliating, something Victoria never wanted people to know. No one would.

Victoria’s face hardened as she took her Solo cup and tossed its entire contents down the front of Alex’s camisole. The dark liquid soaked the top, turning it see through. It clung to Alex’s body, revealing her hot pink bra.

“What the fuck?” Alex shouted.

Victoria threw the empty cup at her and stalked off toward the house. Scowling, Alex shook her hands, now sticky and covered in the drink. Cassandra and Sam suddenly appeared at her side.

“Are you all right?” Cassandra asked.

“Stop worrying about me,” Alex said, pushing her away. “Worry about Victoria. I’m going to kill that bitch when we get home.”

Sam shot her younger sister a critical look before following Victoria, leaving a baffled Isaac in her wake. Alex took off in the opposite direction, toward the woods.

Cassandra ran her hands through her hair. “Why are they being like this?” she said. “They’re going to ruin the night.” She was looking in the direction Alex had stomped off to. I could see her form retreating deeper into the woods.

“It’s what sisters do,” I told Cassandra, though that was starting to feel like a lame excuse. “You guys all fight. All the time. They’ll get over it.” I was grateful that Hazel was only four. My brothers could definitely get on my nerves, but they never would have done what Alex just did.

“Come on.” Cassandra grabbed my arm and led me back to the drink table. “Let’s get drunk.”

The next forty minutes were a blur. Cassandra mixed us several different bottles of alcohol, filling our two Solo cups up to the brim. It tasted disgusting, but that wasn’t the point. The point was to get a buzz. By the time I was halfway through my first drink, everything was fuzzy and warm. This delighted Cassandra, who kept encouraging me to drink, even as she filled a second cup for herself. I’d drunk alcohol before, but only little sips here and there. This was different. It made my limbs feel light and airless and I wasn’t nervous anymore. I felt good.

Sam and Victoria hadn’t reappeared at the party, and neither had Alex, but we didn’t care. We were finally having fun.

Eventually, a group of boys who had been staring at us earlier in the night made their way over. One of them seemed to be interested in Cass, standing close and talking into her ear. I left her to flirt while I went in search of a bathroom. The line inside the house was long and didn’t seem to be moving.

“Someone’s puking in there,” a dark-haired girl in front of me declared, the sound of retching coming from the bathroom. “What kind of house only has one bathroom?”

I really had to pee, so I decided to just go in the woods. I only wanted to go deep enough to find somewhere secluded and squat.

As I walked, I realized I was a little drunker than I’d thought, stumbling over twigs and grabbing tree branches to keep myself upright. The farther in I went, the dimmer the lights and sounds from the party were.

I found a good, hidden spot between two trees and pulled down my underwear. As I finished peeing and stood back up, I heard a weird gurgling noise. I stopped, holding on to the trunk of the tree. All I heard was silence and then a yelp.

It sounded like an animal, a cat maybe, or a raccoon. I pulled up my underwear and pushed my skirt down. I was curious, and drunk, so I moved farther into the woods, following the sound.

It quickly became louder. And it wasn’t an animal, that was clear. This was human. Someone was moaning.

I stopped short, realizing what it was, and feeling the heat of embarrassment.

A guy and a girl were pressed against a tree. His pants were around his ankles, his back and butt exposed as he thrust forward. Clothes were scattered at the base of the tree. The girl’s skinny legs were wrapped around his waist.

I stepped backward. I knew I should leave, but something kept me rooted there. I couldn’t see either of their faces, but the girl was getting louder, groaning in a high-pitched voice.

“Keep it down,” he hissed at her, thrusting even faster. He turned slightly, his muscled arms readjusting and showing off a black tattoo. It was large, possibly showing a boat, though I couldn’t completely see, starting at his shoulder and craning halfway down his bicep. It flexed as he moved.

I was stunned. I’d never seen people have sex in real life.

It wasn’t until the girl screamed, “Oh, that’s so good!” that I recognized her voice.

The man shifted, revealing the face of the woman, her eyes closed and mouth open.

The girl was Alex. And the guy was not Will.

I couldn’t see who he was, and I didn’t care. I turned quickly, tripping on a fallen trunk and landing on the ground as Alex’s eyes fluttered open and found mine.

We made direct eye contact as her head hit against the tree behind her and the man let out one final groan of pleasure.

I ran from Alex and the mystery man at the tree.

I didn’t know what else to do. I had been drinking, so I didn’t even know if I was going in the right direction, toward the party or away from it, but I didn’t care. I just needed to get far away from what I had just seen.

Alex was a cheater. She was cheating on my brother.

It filled me with many emotions at once. Disappointment. Anger. Disgust. Rage. Sadness.

A tree branch caught on my sleeve, and I hung over it, feeling really nauseous. All I could think about was Will. My poor brother. He loved Alex so much. She was all he talked about, all he thought about.

How was I going to tell him? I didn’t want to have to be the person to do it, and I knew I shouldn’t have to be. It should be Alex.

I put my hands on my face, panicking. How could I confront her? Would I tell her that she had to tell him or I would? The woods felt like they were spinning, and I couldn’t tell if it was from the alcohol or what I had just seen.

“Rosie!”

Alex was close by. I stumbled forward. I didn’t want to face her. I didn’t want to talk to her at all.

“Come on, Rosie. Stop running,” Alex said, her voice even closer now. Too close. She pushed her way between the trees and appeared in front of me.

She was wearing her skirt and bra, her tank top balled up in her hands. She looked shockingly cavalier as she caught her breath.

“Why would you do that?” I asked, tears in my eyes.

Alex sighed. “Look, I don’t know what you think you saw back there, but—”

“I saw you having sex with some random guy!”

She stopped, calculating what to say next.

“Look it was literally just random sex, all right?” she said finally. “It wasn’t a big deal.”

“How is that not a big deal? What about Will?” I hissed.

Alex looked annoyed. “What about him?” she asked, putting her hands on her hips. “I love your brother. I really do, but I’m eighteen. It’s not crazy to think I might occasionally want to have sex with someone else.”

I blinked, thinking of that guy Nick from the mall. Had she slept with him too?

“It doesn’t mean I don’t love him,” Alex continued. “And he doesn’t have to know.” She gave me a weird smile as she stepped closer. “You don’t have to say anything. We can keep this between us. We can keep going on with everything exactly how it was. We’ll graduate, and Will and I can stay happy. It’ll make us closer. Like sisters.”

She offered this like it was a gift. A perfect solution. But her voice had taken on a slightly desperate quality. She had to be insane if she thought I’d go along with it.

“I have to tell him,” I told her firmly, disgusted. “He’s my brother.”

I watched her face flicker, its expression switching from optimism to hatred. “Okay, go ahead,” she said evenly. “Tell him I cheated. I’ll tell him I was raped.”

She crossed her arms, looking smug. “I’ll tell him I got way too drunk and some guy took advantage of me, and that you were so drunk that you were confused by what you saw.”

She couldn’t actually be saying this. “Alex,” I said. “I’m telling him the truth.”

She snorted. “Right. And who do you think he’s going to believe? His girlfriend of four years or his fourteen-year-old sister, who just got drunk for the first time? Be serious. He’s in love with me. He’s going to believe me. If I were you, I’d keep my mouth shut.”

I had no words. I didn’t know what to say. Alex waited a minute more for me to respond and then smiled fully.

“I’m going back to the party now,” she said, pulling the tank top back over her head. “I’ll tell Cassandra you’re on your way.”

I waited until she was gone before I leaned over and vomited.
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I sat with my father and Tommy for another half hour before we split up—my father to go to bed, even though it was barely seven thirty, and Tommy to go home to his kids. I stayed on the couch, trying to make sense of everything I had learned that day. I was more determined than ever to follow Hazel’s trail. It wasn’t only her life at stake, but my father’s now too.

Cassandra still hadn’t answered my text from earlier in the day, so I sent her another.

Seriously, Cassandra? We NEED to talk.

I watched the three bubbles pop up this time. So she had seen it.

I don’t want to talk, Rose, she wrote. I have nothing to say to you.

I pushed down my irritation and answered her immediately, my thumbs flying across the screen.

It’s about Hazel. It’s serious, Cass, I wrote. She’s missing.

I know, Cassandra answered. I spoke to Victoria. And I’m sorry, but I haven’t heard from her. Hazel didn’t contact me, so please leave me alone.

Can I call you? I asked.

My last message sent but didn’t show delivered. Frustrated, I clicked her contact and dialed. It rang only once before it went straight to voicemail. Had she turned her phone off? Or worse, blocked me? I guessed it didn’t matter. If Hazel hadn’t spoken to her, then I didn’t need to either. In my head, I crossed Speak to Cassandra off my to-do list.

Next, I perused some more old yearbooks on my phone, searching for the mystery Nick. If Hazel thought he was worth looking into, I was going to follow her lead.

While I searched, my phone rang with one of its special ringtones. The prison. Will was calling. I knew I should answer, I never ignored his calls, but I was irritated with him for keeping his contact with Victoria a secret. Especially from me. And a smaller part of me, the more rational part, didn’t want to have to tell him that we still had no updates about Hazel. So, for the first time in a decade, I silenced his call.

It rang again thirty seconds later. Prisoners typically weren’t allowed a second call, so this had to be a favor from someone, and I felt a shot of guilt for ignoring the first call. I picked it up, wrestling with my annoyance and loyalty to my brother.

“Hello?”

“Rose? Any news?” Will sounded desperate.

“Not yet,” I told him, feeling the same kind of frustration I’d felt earlier when I told Kayleigh the same. “Well, not from the police anyway.”

There was silence on the other end of the phone as Will processed what I’d said. “What do you mean ‘from the police’?”

I’d been planning on visiting him tomorrow in person and then confronting him about the Victoria bombshell, but I decided I couldn’t wait. “I started following Hazel’s leads,” I said carefully. “And I spoke to her friend Kayleigh, who told me she had talked to Victoria.”

More silence. “Hazel spoke to Victoria?” Will asked tentatively. His voice was higher than usual, panicked almost.

“Uh-huh,” I said, coyly.

“And … um.” Will paused. “Did you talk to her?”

“I did.”

There was another painfully long silence. And it only fueled my frustration. He really wasn’t going to give this information up easily, was he?

“What did she say?”

“Are you asking because you’re wondering if I found out about your illicit love letters with your dead girlfriend’s sister?” I asked. “Because if so, the answer is yes. I did.”

Will took in a sharp breath. “Rose—”

“Why wouldn’t you tell me that?” I demanded, cutting him off. “How could you be writing letters to one of the Hopelys and not tell me, Will?”

“It didn’t seem important,” he said softly.

“She said she had doubts about your guilt, Will! How could that not be important? That’s something we could have used in appeals!”

“I didn’t think about it that way. It was just … nice to have someone to talk to.”

“Someone to commiserate with about how you think I shouldn’t have written the book?” I snapped, letting the accusation stick. Victoria’s claim tasted horrible coming out of my mouth.

Will was silent for a minute, an excruciatingly long minute in which I could hear only his breathing and the angry beating of my own heart.

“I wish she hadn’t told you that,” he said finally.

“Well, she did.” I could feel hot, angry tears forming in the corner of my eyes and I wiped at them, glad this was a phone call and my brother couldn’t see the reaction his words had caused. “Do you have any idea what that was like to hear, Will? I’ve given up my entire life. My name and my reputation. For you! For proving you didn’t commit this crime!”

“I never asked you to do that, Rose.”

“You never turned down the fancy lawyers and appeals that it paid for though, did you?” I snapped. “Or the commissary deposits. Say the word, Will, and I’ll cut off the ‘blood money.’”

“Look,” Will said, his voice much calmer. “I don’t hate the book, Rose. Or the help you’ve provided over the years because of it. I’m grateful to you. You know that. You’re the only one who has stood by me. I could never forget that.”

I let him talk, still in complete disbelief.

“And I know why you wrote the book. I get it. The book made people pay attention. It paid for what I needed. And I’m sure it was cathartic. What happened affected you almost as much as it did me. I know you had a different perspective on the situation, but the reason I told Victoria I wish you hadn’t written the book is because of how it portrayed her. I was never okay with that.”

Her meaning Alex.

The thorn in our relationship. The thing we didn’t like to talk about. The biggest fight Will and I ever had occurred because of her, and still he wouldn’t allow me to hate her for it.

“I loved Alex,” he said. “She was the love of my life, and I have to live every day knowing that she isn’t here anymore. I don’t wish that on anyone. Whenever I’m feeling sorry for myself about being stuck in here, I remember that she doesn’t get to feel sorry for herself. She doesn’t get to feel anything at all anymore because she’s dead. Someone took her from me and her family, and there’s nothing worse than that. Even people thinking I did it. I just want her to be able to rest, Rose. Peacefully.”

I let his words sit in the air, not knowing what to say. I could understand where he was coming from, but it didn’t mean I regretted writing my book either. I still stood by it and everything that had come after.

“I love you, Rosie,” Will said. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about writing to Victoria, but it didn’t seem important. It was just nice to have someone else to talk to, especially about Alex. It’s not as if you ever want to reminisce about the good things she did.”

He was right about that at least.

“But Victoria?” I stressed, my voice lighter now. “She was always the worst of them.”

“Beggars can’t be choosers.”

“I guess.”

“So now that we’ve moved past the letter thing,” Will said, entirely glossing over the last minute of our conversation, “what else did Victoria tell you? Where are you looking next?”

I spent the next five minutes telling him what Victoria and Kayleigh had told me, and what I’d learned since. Ten minutes after that, Will had to end the call and I went back to reading my book, to Hazel’s annotations. I dove into chapter 30, “The Party,” reading through Hazel’s scathing commentary of Alex.

SO SHE WAS A CHEATER? Hazel had scribbled. UGHHHH!!!

Farther down the page, Hazel had underlined my description of the man Alex was with and added: Blonde? Sailboat tattoo? Check Isaac description pg 129.

My entire body froze as I read her words. Check Isaac’s description? Why?

I flipped back to the page she was referencing and my blood went cold as I read his description again, the words jumping back out at me: “frosted tips,” “the slightest edge of a tattoo.”

Holy fuck.

I hadn’t ever seen Issac’s tattoo. He’d been wearing a polo shirt the one time I met him, only the faintest lines of it curving out of the sleeve, but what if it was a sailboat? I’d been so shocked and horrified when I’d caught Alex that I’d just assumed the mystery boy was a partygoer. Someone from the senior class. Maybe even Nick. I’d been young and drunk and scared, and I hadn’t been thinking clearly. I’d never considered that it could be Isaac.

How did I not see it? I’d written the fucking thing.

Had I been too close to it? Too distracted by the tension between Victoria and Alex that night to consider who the guy was? Between him and Nick, I was sure there had been others too. On some subconscious level, I must have had suspicions. I’d described the two of them similarly.

Could Hazel, with her fresh unbiased eyes, have caught what I was too involved with to see? I flipped back to her commentary. Her next note was direct.

Find pictures of Isaac’s tattoos.

I opened my laptop without hesitating, going to Facebook. I opened Sam’s page and searched her connections and found four Isaacs. Even from just the profile pictures, I quickly found the one I recognized: Isaac Kelly.

He hadn’t changed much in the last eleven years. He looked older, his hair cut shorter and settling into a darker, almost dirty blonde color. His face was still easily recognizable though. He had become some kind of financial planner and married a curly-haired woman who seemed to run a cottage-themed lifestyle blog. I scrolled through pictures of the two of them eating lavish homemade meals and on trips with their two toddlers. In all of them, Isaac was fully clothed, arm tattoo hidden. There wasn’t a single shirtless picture of him, even though it seemed like they spent a lot of time outdoors, even on boats. Was this on purpose? Had Isaac read his description in my book and purposefully avoided being photographed shirtless? It took hours of stalking people close to him—family, friends and coworkers—before I found one. A photo from one of his cousins where Isaac sat on a boat, in the very back of the frame, shirt off. I zoomed in. The cousin had captioned it: Nothing I love more than the sea! It was basically a selfie, no one else was even tagged in it, but it had happened to catch Isaac in the back, holding his daughter to his chest. His arm was wrapped around the little girl, showcasing the tattoo on his bicep.

A sailboat. The same one I remembered from that night. The one I had written about in the book.

Oh my fucking god.

Hazel had been right. Tree Boy was Isaac. Alex had slept with Sam’s boyfriend.

My mind was racing. Was Hazel the only one to do this? Did she ever tell anyone?

I had a thousand questions. Questions I now needed to ask Sam first thing in the morning. Showing up at Victoria’s door had worked surprisingly well, so I decided I’d use the same strategy for the eldest Hopely. Sam’s Instagram told me she was living in Miami, and a follow-up search of the voter database gave me an address. It was only half an hour away from Will’s prison, so I’d be able to confront Sam first. Then I could visit Will and pick his brain about Victoria Hopely and find out what else he might be hiding from me.

I felt a renewed frenzy. If Isaac had been sleeping with Alex, did that mean he had a reason to kill her too? He was now at the top of my mental suspect list, but then I had a chilling realization. If Sam had known her little sister was fucking her boyfriend, it wasn’t just Isaac who was suspicious. Sam may have been mad enough to kill her sister. And if Hazel had come around asking questions about it … I stopped breathing for a second.

It would give Sam motivation to kill me too.
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It was pouring rain on my way to Miami the next morning, which pissed me off. The only thing worse than being surrounded by Florida drivers was being surrounded by Florida drivers in the rain.

It had also paused the search for Hazel, though Detective Pullman had called that morning and told my parents that a good rain might help “uncover” something, as though that was a comfort and not the most horrifying thing on earth.

I tried very hard not to think about this as I drove down I-95. I’d told my family I was visiting Will when I left the house. A half-truth.

It was 1 p.m. by the time I arrived in Sam’s neighborhood. My online stalking had revealed she was an Etsy seller, so I decided to take my chances that she worked from home. I turned my SUV into the parking lot. Her apartment was part of an aged pink stucco building in Wynwood, two stories high with outdoor entrances and a winding staircase. It looked like it hadn’t been attacked by greedy developers yet, but being in Miami, it was probably still very expensive.

I walked over to Sam’s apartment and took a deep breath before I knocked on the door. I didn’t know what might be waiting for me on the other side. Sam had been vehement in the years since I’d last seen her about her dislike for me. She’d called me a bitch, whore, slut, hypocrite, and cunt. She had sent me very long, very detailed DMs. Had she hated me even more because she knew, even if I didn’t yet, that I’d exposed her boyfriend’s cheating to the world?

There was silence for a few seconds before I heard rustling and a dog barking. Someone shushed it as they approached. I heard a chain slide then the front door ripped open.

“You have got to be kidding me,” Sam snapped. “What are you doing here, Rose?”

I couldn’t get over how different she looked. She was so thin. She’d always been skinny, but now she looked almost malnourished, just bones and a thin layer of flesh. I wondered if she had suffered from the same afflictions as me. Her hair was different too. Gone was the familiar Hopely gold, replaced by yellowing bleached hair cut into a choppy shag, dead and dry. She was wearing wide patterned pants and a thin grey tank top with no bra.

I tried to remember the last time I saw her. Probably at the trial. Sam had left Loxahatchee for good the fall after Alex died.

“Hi, Sam,” I said carefully. “Can we talk?”

“Now what the hell do you want to talk about?” she asked, her voice rising. “My murdered sister? Your heinous book? My dead dad?”

I squirmed. Straight to the point. “I have good intentions here, I promise. My little sister, Hazel, is missing, and I think it might be connected to everything that happened—”

“I have nothing to offer you, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to give you even a single word of content for another book.” Sam moved to close the door. I weighed my options and decided it was time to time rip off the Band-Aid.

“Okay, fine, I’m here to talk about Alex fucking Isaac a week before she died.” Sam stopped in the doorway. “But I can write about that in the next book, if you’d prefer.”

I watched Sam’s expression change, her features pulling together. She looked angry, infuriated even, but not surprised. So, she had known.

After a tense moment that felt more like a few minutes, Sam grimaced, opening the door wider, beckoning me in and turning on her heel. “Fuck you for this, Rose. Seriously.”

I had hoped we might be able to step out to a café or some other neutral territory, but I wasn’t going to risk this opportunity. I slipped into her apartment and shut the door behind me.

Sam’s place was sparsely decorated. The furniture looked like it was foraged from yard sales, and the only spot that had any personality to it was a table near some sliding doors that was covered in craft supplies and plastic storage bins.

“Sit,” Sam ordered, nodding at a brown suede chair. I sat down tentatively while she threw herself on the pilly gray sofa.

“Just so you know,” Sam said, “I thought long and hard about what I would say to you if I ever saw you again. I came up with some really good stuff, but actually looking at you is enraging me too much to remember most of it.” She paused. “You’re a foul human being. Everything you’ve done since that summer is disgusting.”

I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, I know. I got your DMs.”

Sam’s face didn’t relax. “Be happy that’s all you got.”

“Look,” I pressed, “I know a lot has happened between us, but no one can find my sister. It’s been days now, and I can’t leave any stone unturned.”

“I guess it’s not Hazel’s fault that her siblings are psychos,” Sam said, “but what does this have to do with my sister? Or Isaac? If that’s really what you came here to talk about.”

I took a deep breath. “I think the same person who killed Alex has something to do with Hazel’s disappearance.”

Sam’s head lolled to the side. “Why won’t you let this go?” she demanded. “I’m sorry that Hazel is missing, okay? As despicable as I think you are, she doesn’t deserve that. No one does. But Will killed my sister. You’ve spent eleven years denying that fact, and it’s clearly making you crazy.”

I was getting really sick of people calling me crazy.

“Will didn’t kill her,” I said evenly, trying to stay calm.

“You know what,” she continued, “I wouldn’t be surprised if this was some kind of publicity stunt from you. Hide your sister away for a few days to cause reasonable doubt? Convince everyone the real killer wasn’t caught to get Will out of prison? It’s really depraved, even for you.”

She’d gone too far. It was one thing to insult me. Or Will. But to accuse me of orchestrating this whole thing with Hazel for publicity? I couldn’t let that one go.

I knew I needed to recalculate this. “Look, I think Hazel thought there was more to this story too. She was looking into Alex’s murder right before she disappeared. You might know from my book that I saw Alex fucking some guy the night of Matty Mueller’s party. Hazel figured out that it was Isaac. And clearly you already knew that.”

“Of course I knew,” Sam said. “Even before your sister came down here a week ago to ask me the same question.” My breath hitched in my throat. “I saw the way Isaac looked at Alex that whole week he was staying with us. It drove me insane. And I caught him coming out of the woods after the two of you that night. I wasn’t stupid, Rose. I knew what they were doing there.”

I was right, Hazel had followed the steps to Sam too. And Sam had always known what happened. Which gave her motive. I realized the position I was in and side-eyed the closed door.

“Did you confront Alex?” I asked.

“Yeah. Alex and I had it out that night and I broke up with Isaac. I made him leave and then had to lie to my parents about it.” Sam, for the first time, paused, looking a little confused. “I am surprised Hazel didn’t tell you this already. I didn’t believe her when she said she wasn’t here on your behalf.”

So Hazel had confirmation that Isaac and Alex were together that night, the information coming straight from Sam’s lips, which meant either Sam or Isaac or both were likely to be implicated here. I was feeling out of my depth. I had to get the fuck out of here and call Pullman. I would finally tell the police everything I knew.

I went to stand up, but the pained look in Sam’s face kept me rooted in the spot. Despite what had happened to the Hopelys, I’d somehow imagined that they had persevered. That it was my family who had truly suffered, whose lives were irrevocably ruined. But looking at Sam felt like looking in the mirror. Both of our lives had been destroyed by what had happened to our siblings. And as much as I wanted to suspect her, to have someone else to blame, I had to admit that hers didn’t look like the face of a killer.

Sam spoke up again, looking at me directly. “I can tell what you’re thinking, and the answer is no. Isaac didn’t kill Alex or hurt Hazel. The night of Alex’s murder, he was at his summer house on Cape Cod. His entire family was there, and so was the new girl he was banging. I saw the photos all over Facebook. I still remember how shitty I felt.”

“Did you tell Hazel that too?” I asked, and Sam nodded. Fuck. There went my next lead.

“Yeah, I did. And then she asked me if I knew about anyone else Alex was sleeping with,” Sam said.

“And?” I pressed.

“I never knew what was true or not with her. Alex would say anything to raise her own image.” Sam sounded conflicted, her issues with Alex as unresolved in death as in life. “And it definitely came off badly, but she struggled with her own demons. Everyone was always watching her, expecting her to be perfect, to be cool. That’s complicated in its own way.”

“Names, Sam. I need names.”

“I don’t fucking know, okay?” Sam said, sounding annoyed. “You know, when I confronted her about Isaac? She didn’t even look sorry. She blamed him, of course. Said he’d coerced her. But it wasn’t the first time she’d cheated on Will and we both knew it. Anyway, it doesn’t even matter who else she was sleeping with,” Sam said angrily. “None of them killed Alex. Will did, Rose. We know he did.”

I resisted the urge to throw what I knew about Victoria and her growing beliefs in Will’s innocence in Sam’s face. I bit the inside of my mouth.

“You don’t know that for sure,” I snapped. “No one does.”

“Yes, I do!” Sam shouted. She looked venomous. Her face was red with rage, pent-up grief, frustration, all the things I was feeling but for a different reason. “I saw him, Rose! I saw him out there with her that night!”

I stopped, staring at her in disbelief. There had never been any eyewitness accounts of what happened. Sam had never said anything to the police or at trial about seeing Will that night. If she had, they would have thrown away the keys to the jail. My book never would have been published. Eyewitnesses, unreliable or not, were alibi killers.

“What are you talking about?” I asked, my voice suddenly small.

Sam’s bony chest was rising and falling as she looked at me, her eyes filling with angry tears. “I was up late that night, Facebook-stalking Isaac and his new girlfriend, and I saw them out of my bedroom window,” she said, trying to catch her breath. “Alex and Will were talking in the woods.”

My body was shaking, and I was trying to hide it. No. It couldn’t be. She was wrong.

“It was late,” I reminded her. “And dark. It could have been anyone out there with her.”

Sam shook her head, tears quietly rolling down her cheeks. “It was Will. He was wearing his bright orange T-shirt, the one that practically glowed in the dark.”

My knees felt like they were about to give out, but I did my best to keep it together. My breathing slowed to a crawl.

The University of Florida, Will’s prospective college, was known for its colors: blue and orange. Will loved wearing the merch. I couldn’t remember what he was wearing on the evening of his graduation, of Alex’s death. Was it one of those T-shirts?

“I saw him push her to the ground, and I just went to bed because I was still furious with her about what happened with Issac,” Sam said sniffling. “I thought Will knew too and was confronting her. I figured she deserved it.”

She had to be lying. Will swore to me he didn’t do this. I knew he didn’t. I knew my brother.

“And you didn’t tell anyone this because?” I demanded. “That’s pretty big fucking evidence to withhold.”

Sam was fully crying now. “I never said anything about it because I felt guilty!” she snapped at me. “I could have done something. I could have woken my parents up, went out there to help her. Do you have any idea what that feels like? The guilt of knowing you could have saved your sister?”

Yes, I thought. What if Hazel and I had been closer? Would she have told me about what she was looking into? Could I have helped her or stopped her? Would she still be missing right now if I had? Sam was wrong. I knew about guilt firsthand.

She kept going, “And then it didn’t matter because they had all that evidence against Will anyway. We knew he did it. I didn’t have to admit what I had seen because it wouldn’t have changed anything. Except for making everyone hate me.”

I didn’t know how to feel. I couldn’t imagine why she would make this up, why she would admit something like this to me if it was a lie. But that meant …

No, I stopped that line of thinking immediately. There had to be some other explanation, some other guy.

Will didn’t kill Alex. My entire life rested upon this fact.

“Did you tell Hazel this?” I asked Sam, furious. Had she been poisoning my little sister with these theories, turning her against our brother?

Sam nodded, her face pained. “Yes, I told her when she was here. I felt sorry for her. She was so upset, so convinced her brother had been falsely imprisoned. I’ve always had a soft spot for her. You remember I used to babysit her back then? I thought it would help her to know that justice had indeed been served. I didn’t want her to end up like you.”

My head was spinning. I had received too much information in too short a period of time and I didn’t know what to do. None of it made any sense. My mind was grasping at straws trying to make sense of it.

Sam wiped her eyes and regained her resolve. “Now, get out of my house, bitch.”
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I sped to Miami Correctional facility, which was stupid. Imagine being pulled over and telling a cop that you’re sorry you were going ten over, but in your defense, you were on your way to jail already. Thankfully, no one stopped me. I was not in the mood for any more cops.

All I could feel coursing through me was fury. Fury at everyone, but mostly Sam, for making me doubt my brother for the first time in my life.

Visiting Will was never an enjoyable experience. Even without the depressing fact that it was a prison, it took nearly two hours to get through all of the checkpoints, ID checking, frisking, and metal detectors. They inspected everyone thoroughly, which I understood, but they did have some ridiculous rules, including ones about clothing you could and couldn’t wear to visit. I had been turned away for being in leggings, deemed “too revealing,” so I’d decided to start showing up looking like a Midwest ’90s teenager from then on. Today, I was in jeans and a T-shirt.

I lingered in my car for a long time once I parked. Will was just inside the building. I could go in there and ask him point-blank, face-to-face about what Sam had just told me. But I knew what he’d say. I had asked Will about that night a thousand times.

The only thing I could look for was whether or not he reacted to this new information. Which he would do only if he was lying. If he was the one who had actually killed Alex. I was about to shove my phone into the console and go inside when it rang. Tommy’s name and face filled the screen. I immediately reached out to answer it, my hand trembling.

“Hello?”

“Rose?” Tommy’s voice was frantic, and I gripped the steering wheel to steady myself.

“Tommy?” I managed to keep my voice easy. “What’s going on?”

There was silence on the other end of the line. Fuck. A silence was not good.

“Are you still in Miami?” Tommy asked, not answering the question.

“Yes.”

“Are you driving?”

Are you sitting down? Isn’t that what people say when they’re about to deliver bad news? Every ounce of hope I was holding on to sank in my chest, a cage forming around it. I felt like I couldn’t breathe.

“Rose?”

“No, I’m parked.” I closed my eyes, waiting for the information I knew was about to come through the phone. I needed to hear him say it. I needed to hear the words. A tear slipped through my closed eyelids, coating my eyelashes in the salty wetness.

Tommy’s voice broke as he said, “They found a body.”
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After I hung up the phone, I sobbed so hard against the steering wheel that one of the correctional officers came over, banged on the window, and forced me out of the car. The officers wanted to call an ambulance, but I refused. I sat on the curb while they forced me to drink bottles of water to calm me down.

I stayed there with them for an hour, crying my eyes out, and begging them not to call 911. I’ll be okay, I assured them. I just found out my sister is dead.

Tommy had told me that Newbury had just called the house. They would bring in my parents to ID the body, but they wouldn’t have called without good reason to suspect it was Hazel.

The guilt felt like it was going to swallow me whole. I had spent the last few days tracking down Hazel’s movements, trying to figure out what she had known and who she had talked to. I had been so hopeful, so sure that everything I was doing would lead me to her, and now she was dead.

It was nearly five by the time I got home. I was emotionally spent. The street was still swarmed with reporters trying to take pictures. I barely even noticed them. The last few hours had been so exhausting that I couldn’t think of anything else.

My little sister is dead.

“Rose.” Detective Pullman caught me by the arm before I made it to the porch steps, darting out of a black sedan parked closest to the house.

“What are you doing here?” I asked. He was one of the last people I wanted to see. Not that I actually wanted to see anyone at all. I wanted to go inside, take a shower, and keep reading Hazel’s commentary in The Smileys Next Door. If she really was dead, it was all I had left.

Pullman looked sheepish. Heavy sheets of rain were coming down so hard that we were both drenched from just a moment of standing outside. I moved forward a couple of steps, so we were at least covered by the overhang of the porch.

“I’m bringing your parents to the station.” He nodded toward the car in the driveway. Even through the rain, I could see my parents sitting in the back, silent.

“Oh.” A fresh wave of pain rolled over me. This wasn’t real. This couldn’t be happening.

“I’m sorry.” He pushed a chunk of wet hair out of his face. “I’m so sorry. I know we were all hoping for a different outcome.”

A different outcome. That didn’t cover the half of it. The pain of knowing that Hazel was dead was all-consuming. Gone. She would never ride a horse again. She would never DM me on Instagram again. I would never get a chance to make it up to her.

“If you need anything, please let me know,” Pullman said, and he actually looked sad. It enraged me. “I really am here to help.”

Help. I laughed out loud. What had any of them ever done for my family besides condemn us? It had been days and they had gotten no closer to figuring out what had happened to Hazel. A body was all they had, found in a canal, with no reasonable explanation for how it got there. I shuddered thinking of all the canals I’d passed in my life, and wondering which one it was. If I had ever driven past the dumping site for my sister’s body.

I rounded on him. “You want to help?” I asked. “Why don’t you find the person who killed Alexandria? Because that’s what Hazel was doing. Even a sixteen-year-old girl knew that none of this made any sense.” The shirt and jeans I wore clung tightly to me, heavy with rain and weighing me down, but I barely felt it.

“What are you talking about?” Pullman asked. He furrowed his brow. “If you know something, you should tell me.”

This was the same person who had laughed at me when I’d dared to share what had happened that summer. Any idea or suspect I had suggested had been met with incredulity and judgment. Pullman wasn’t here to help me at all. He thought I was demented.

Well, fuck him. Fuck Isaac. Fuck Sam and Victoria. Fuck everyone who had made it so that the name Dearling was synonymous with liar. And fuck whoever had taken my little sister from us.

“Hazel was looking into Alex’s murder before she died,” I seethed, the sound of rain nearly drowning me out. “She spoke to Victoria and Sam Hopely and was tracking down leads all on her own. She even figured out that Alex was sleeping with Sam’s boyfriend at the time, Isaac Kelly, and ruled him out as a suspect. Which was more than your incompetent police force ever did. So maybe whoever killed her did it because she was asking the wrong fucking questions.”

My voice was loud now. Pullman took a step back from me, like I was going to jump forward and shove him into the bushes. “You’re serious?” he asked.

“As a heart attack,” I snapped. “Maybe instead of interrogating my father, you should go figure out who the fuck really killed Alexandria Hopely, and now my sister too.”

I didn’t wait for an answer. I pushed past him, nearly ripping the front door off its hinges as I pulled it open. It slammed behind me, and I left puddles all over the entryway floor.

Only Tommy stood in the kitchen, staring at a plate of more cold sympathy casserole. He looked like hell.

“Oh, hey.” He sounded resigned. “Where have you been?”

“I was visiting Will.”

I had never made it inside, but it wasn’t as if I could tell him I had been at Sam’s. He wouldn’t understand. And it didn’t matter anymore. Nothing mattered.

Tommy looked suspicious. “The whole day?”

I didn’t answer him. Telling Pullman what I knew was bad enough. I didn’t need to involve Tommy.

I stared at my older brother, feeling an inexplicable amount of grief. It was just him and me now. Will was in prison. Hazel was dead. Yet I’d never felt less close to Tommy in my life.

It felt like whatever remained of our family unit had shattered. Hazel had been the glue holding us together and without her, we had no more hope.

“Do you think it’s really her?” I asked, leaning against the kitchen counter. I tried to hold back my tears as I uttered the words. Tommy was always the most rational one. I needed his reassurances. I needed a reason to believe none of this was real.

“I don’t know!” he replied. Tommy sounded irritated. Irritated with me.

“Why are you mad at me?” I asked, crossing my arms.

Tommy rolled his eyes. “How could I not be, Rose? Everyone has been through the ringer today, and you were nowhere to be found—”

“I was visiting, Will!” It wasn’t a total lie, but it felt like one now that I was using it in defense of my own actions.

“Exactly!” Tommy spat. “You’ve been wasting your time helping the sibling that doesn’t need you,” he continued, his eyebrows pulled tight in frustration. “Hazel was missing, presumed dead now, and you weren’t here! You were running off to hold Will’s hand, trying to solve a crime that’s already been solved!”

I gritted my teeth. I had found out more in the past day about what happened to Alex than anyone, besides Hazel maybe, had in the last eleven years.

I opened my mouth to speak and then closed it. I had been ready to argue, to list off all of the reasons that Will being innocent and Hazel being missing because of this made so much sense. But that wasn’t going to land with Tommy. Not today, not now. It would fall on deaf ears. And I didn’t even know what I thought right now. If what Sam said was true, what did that mean for Hazel?

But Tommy didn’t know what Sam had said to me. So where was his resentment coming from? I had always assumed Tommy’s constant contact with me had meant he and I were on the same page about Will.

I’d never considered that he also thought Will was guilty.

“You think Will killed Alex, don’t you?” My voice was tiny.

Tommy’s shoulders dropped. He lowered his head into his hands. He took a full minute of calming himself this way before he looked back up at me. His eyes were wet with tears.

“I love Will, I do,” he choked out. It sounded like an admission rather than a declaration. “But I have to be reasonable, Rose. Alex died in our backyard just hours after Will found out she had cheated on him. Who else would have been angry enough to kill her? Who else would have that kind of access to our homes? Will had motive and opportunity.” He stopped, seeing the look on my face. “He was so mad at her. So hurt. Then she turns up dead, raped, and he’s saying she’s an angel stolen from us too soon? Why would he do that? Why has he not screamed his innocence from the rooftops at every chance he got? He feels guilty, Rose. He loved Alex, and he killed her. Will has to live with that, and so do we.”

The floor gave out beneath me and I felt my knees go weak. “I need to shower.”

“Rose.”

“I need a minute to myself, Tommy.”

I waited until the door to the bathroom was locked and the shower was turned on full blast, the water hot enough to scald, before I broke down. Standing naked in the steam, I held on to the tiled wall and cried. They were long, desperate sobs. The kind that made me sit down on the cold floor of the tub. I didn’t know how to reconcile any of this.

I tried to think about it objectively for a second. Could Will’s intense love of Alex be the same emotion that caused him to react violently to her betrayal? Could he have loved her so much that he killed her, believing that if he couldn’t be the one to have her, then no one could? It was always the boyfriend. A cornerstone of true crime. Could I believe that? I had never, even for a moment, considered the idea that Will was guilty. Why? Because I loved my brother? Because I trusted him?

No. It was all of those things, but it ran deeper than that. The niggling feeling that pulled on my stomach whenever I tried to picture Will with his hands around Alex’s throat. This was the one irrefutable thing I knew: If Will had killed her, I had been the one to set it in motion.






22


Then: June 2010

The guilt ate at me for days.

For nearly a week, I didn’t know what to do about Will and Alex. I had come home that night fully intending to tell him about what happened at the party, but then I’d look at him and know I couldn’t. It would devastate him. I sat in my bedroom wondering if lying by omission made me a coward. I couldn’t decide.

It was taking over all my thoughts. I only had a few weeks of school left, so everything was winding down in classes and thankfully I didn’t have to pay as much attention as I usually did. I was barely present during the day, answering teachers’ questions only with a mild “huh?” or “yeah?” When I got home, I sat in the dark ignoring texts and calls from Cassandra. I was avoiding Will too, afraid that if he looked at me a certain way he would be able to figure out what I was keeping from him. Every time he smiled at me or asked me to pass the bread, I thought I might explode.

The only time I felt anything other than guilt was when Alex would drop by. She had been popping in and out of the house more than usual, staying for dinner and movies on weeknights and sitting in the kitchen with my mom and Will chatting about their upcoming graduation. Every time she looked in my direction, I felt rage. I couldn’t remember feeling so angry before that. She was doing this on purpose. She knew I hadn’t said anything to my brother yet, and she was reminding me of why I couldn’t. Every time Will stared at her with adoration or held her hand, she’d cast me a smug look that seemed to say, Go ahead. Tell him. Destroy him.

Unfortunately, she was right, so I kept my mouth shut.

By the time their graduation came around, I was a ball of anxiety, jumping when people closed doors too quickly. It was on a Friday, and both Tommy and I, as well as Cass and Victoria, were skipping school to attend the ceremony. I didn’t know how I would get through it.

At the fairgrounds, waiting for the ceremony to begin, I was forced to listen to Mom and Dad make small chat with Mr. and Mrs. Hopely, while Sam stood beside them, pretending to be an adult too. Victoria ignored everyone, mostly texting on her phone and only occasionally saying hi to people she knew. Tommy was off to the side holding Hazel’s tiny hand and walking around with her, so she’d be tired enough to sit through the ceremony quietly.

“I’m thinking you should sleep over tonight,” Cassandra whispered as we took our seats in the crowded auditorium. She had been pestering me about a sleepover for days, but I had been avoiding the conversation so that I didn’t have to go over there and see Alex.

“I don’t think I can. My family might be celebrating,” I said, making up an excuse.

Cassandra rolled her eyes. “Come on, you know Alex and Will are going to be off doing whatever it is they do. We haven’t hung out in days.”

Between that and her recent barrage of texts, she didn’t seem to want to let it go, so I relented. “Okay, fine.” If Will was going to be with Alex anyway, it didn’t matter whether I sulked in my room or Cassandra’s.

I was quiet during the ceremony except for the part when Will’s name was called, then I screamed alongside everyone else in our row. I kept quiet when Alexandria Sarah Hopely received her diploma. She was lucky I didn’t boo.

After the ceremony, Will gave Alex the Tiffany necklace in the parking lot. Everyone watched in delight as she teared up and thanked him. He placed the silver chain around her neck and kissed her tenderly on the forehead. She pressed her hand over it and told him how much she loved it and him. I could barely stand it.

The four parents had decided we would all go to a late lunch together afterward, and so at Alex’s insistence, we ended up at Longhorn Steakhouse, a place I had been to exactly twice, and both times with the Hopelys. I didn’t want to eat. I felt too sick.

“What is going on with you?” Tommy asked, Hazel on his hip while we waited at the entrance for the Hopelys’ car to arrive. Will and our parents had gone into the restaurant to put our names down.

“Nothing,” I said, too quickly. Hazel was yanking on his tie, playing with it like a rope. Tommy frowned at me. “Seriously, Rosie. What is it? You’ve been in a mood for days, and you haven’t spoken all morning. It’s Will’s graduation day and you’re being kind of—”

“What?”

“I don’t know,” Tommy said, holding one hand up defensively. “Snippy, I guess.”

That was all it took for the tears to start rolling down my cheeks. My chest shook as I cried.

“Rose?” Tommy asked. “What’s wrong?”

I wiped at my eyes with the backs of my arms, not caring if I smudged the eyeliner and mascara I had carefully put on that morning. I told Tommy everything. What I had seen in the woods, and Alex’s threats afterward. Tommy stood very still, listening intently, looking stunned.

“What a bitch,” he swore, and I nodded miserably. It felt so much better to tell another person, like I was releasing some of the poison out of my body. I was relieved not to be living with this secret all by myself.

“You have to tell him,” Tommy said finally. He bounced Hazel, who had started to whine.

I stared at him. “I can’t.”

“You have to.”

“Are you insane?” I asked. “You heard what she said she’ll do.”

Tommy looked at me as if I were missing something obvious. “Of course she won’t say that to him. She was bluffing, and even if she wasn’t, she’ll look like a liar if you tell Will that was her plan before he confronts her. That’s why she threatened you. She knows he’ll believe you. You’re his sister. Why wouldn’t he?”

He gave me a long look. “Come on, Rose. You have to tell him. He just gave her a four-hundred-dollar necklace. He has a right to know what she did. To him and to you.”

It made so much sense. I couldn’t believe I had spent all this time worrying that Will wouldn’t believe me. How couldn’t he? If I laid it all out like that.

“Where were you a week ago when I was stressing over this?” I said to Tommy, with a hint of a smile.

He winked. “You didn’t ask.”

Just then the doors to the restaurant opened, and Will strode out in his navy suit. The graduation robe had long since been ditched but he still wore his cap, showing it off proudly.

“Hello, fellow Dearling spawn,” he said as he approached. He looked so happy that it made me feel sick again. “It’s going to be about a fifteen-minute wait or so. I texted Alex already—they got stuck in the traffic leaving the fairgrounds.”

Tommy gave me a knowing look to say, Here’s your window. He propped Hazel back up on his hip. “I’m going to take this little gremlin to Mom.” He strode off inside, leaving Will and me alone.

“This feels so weird,” Will said, moving his tassel from one side of the hat to the other. “So adult, you know?” He shimmied his shoulders, seemingly laughing at the idea of him being an adult.

I took a deep breath. Things were about to get a lot more grown-up. “Will, can I tell you something important?”

Will looked confused. He cautiously nodded his head. “Do you not like Longhorn? I know you choked on a mozzarella stick here that one time, but it’s been years.” He chuckled.

I waved him off. “It’s about Alex.”

“Did she not like the necklace?” he asked, his face going serious. “I can return it—”

This was going to be worse than I imagined. “It’s not the necklace, Will. I have to tell you something really bad.” I took a deep breath. “When we went to that party last weekend? Well, at one point I needed to pee. Like really bad. Bad enough that I couldn’t wait in line, so I went into the woods.” Another deep breath. “I heard this moaning. I was still tipsy at that point but not drunk anymore.” Will needed to understand that I knew what I had seen.

“Tipsy, not drunk. Got it,” he said, not registering the gravity of what I was saying.

“And I saw these two people …” I felt my neck get hot. This was humiliating. I shouldn’t have to talk about this with my older brother. “Having sex against a tree.”

Now Will looked embarrassed too. He glanced down and scratched at his cap. “I don’t know if I’m the best person to talk about this with, Rosie …” He faltered, looking back inside the restaurant. I realized he thought I was going to ask him something about sex. I shook my head.

“You don’t understand, Will. It was Alex. She was having sex with someone else.”

Will’s hand dropped to his side, his brow furrowing. “What?”

“Alex was having sex with someone in the woods,” I repeated. “At that party.”

I watched the confusion drift across my brother’s face and switch to dread. “I don’t understand. You’re saying she cheated on me at that party?”

I gave a small nod.

“With who?” His eyes were big, his forehead pulled tight as he waited for an answer. He didn’t look like an adult at all now. He looked so young, like he could be my age.

“I’m sorry, I don’t know,” I said miserably. “I didn’t see his face. His back was to me.”

Will gulped. “Well, if you couldn’t see, how do you know it was Alex?”

“She looked right at me, Will. She was facing me, holding on to that guy.” The words tumbled out of my mouth. “She chased after me when they were … done.”

Will let out a low breath. He reached for the bench, taking a seat, looking like his entire world had come apart in front of him. His eyes stared forward, unblinking. He was silent for almost a full minute before he turned back to me.

“Are you sure?” he asked.

“I’m sure.”

He rested his head in his hands. “I can’t believe this. I actually cannot believe this.” He leaned farther forward so his head was between his knees. His cap slipped off and onto the ground.

“There’s more,” I said, looking up at the sky, wishing I didn’t have to say it. He was already so devastated, but I had to tell him everything so that Alex couldn’t lie to him later.

“More?” There were tears on Will’s cheeks. I hadn’t seen him cry in a long time. Not since we were kids. I would have done anything to stop this from happening.

“Alex told me I couldn’t tell you. She said sex wasn’t that big of a deal and that if I did tell you the truth, she’d tell you that she was raped.”

“She said that?” Will’s eyebrows were raised in anger now. I gave a dejected nod, and he pulled his hands through his hair.

“What the actual fuck was she thinking?” he demanded, more of himself than of me. I just stood there, watching the scene and feeling terrible. This was what I had wanted to avoid. Watching Will’s heart break was horrible.

He wiped at his eyes, aggressively rubbing them red. He was still staring forward, chewing on his bottom lip, when the Hopelys’ van pulled into the parking lot, followed by Alex’s Volkswagen. He quietly stood up and straightened his pants as Alex bounded toward him.

She was walking a little ahead of her family, her fingers clutching her necklace happily. She faltered when she saw us, stopping abruptly on the sidewalk in front of the restaurant. She looked from Will’s dead-eyed expression to my tear-stained face, and she sighed. She knew.

“Will, I—” she began, but Will shook his head. “This is our graduation lunch,” he said evenly, his voice devoid of its usual love for her. “Our families are here. You and I can talk about this later.”

He turned and headed for the restaurant without another word.
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I was sitting on my bed, my hair wrapped in a towel, as I cried and read more of Hazel’s words. I had sped through the book, desperate to get to her thoughts on the trial. Her thoughts littered the pages, everything from the simple So unfair to There were so many suspects!

It was morbid to read her thoughts now. All of her investigating had been for nothing and the weight of it crashed down on me. I couldn’t stop crying.

My phone rang with a call from Tommy, who had gone home after our argument. The sound interrupted my latest round of sobbing.

“What is it?” I asked, trying to calm myself down enough to speak.

“The body,” Tommy said. “It wasn’t Hazel.”

“WHAT?” I was confused but relieved.

“It wasn’t her,” Tommy said as he cried in relief, telling me the rest of the story.

Hazel was not dead. At least not yet. My parents had gone to ID the body and realized immediately from the dark hair peeking out that the teenage girl they had found was not my sister. The girl’s face had been badly beaten, so it was hard to tell who exactly she was, but there had been a small scar on the shoulder that Hazel didn’t have. It was most likely the girl from Hobe Sound who had disappeared two weeks ago. The one I had mentioned on The Morning Hour: Lakelynn Hale.

I was instantly relieved. Sure, I was pissed too. Pissed that I had spent the last few hours believing my baby sister was dead and had been left in a canal, but there was hope in her still being missing. Missing was good in this case.

I lay on my bed, staring at the ceiling. My searching had nowhere else to go. No more threads left to untangle besides mystery Nick, and even that felt tenuous now. I had no idea what Hazel would have done after she had left Sam’s. Had she believed what Sam had told her about Will? Had she stopped looking then? It seemed the most likely. Even if it didn’t account for where she was now. I was no closer to finding her than I had been before. I felt completely useless.

I wasn’t sure how long I stayed lying like that. Long enough that I heard the front door open and close. Heard my father shuffle to his room quietly.

But then my phone rang. I picked it up, puffy eyed. It was Victoria, an old high school picture of her flashing on the call screen. What could she possibly want?

I took a deep breath and answered the phone, not bothering to sit up.

“Hello?” My throat was raw.

“Rose?” Victoria’s voice sounded far kinder than it had the last time we’d spoken.

“Yeah,” I mumbled. I still felt numb.

“I just heard about the body from one of the cops outside,” her voice cracked. “Is it … is it her?”

So that was why she had called. She thought Hazel was dead. I didn’t know whether I found the gesture compassionate or annoying. I didn’t know if I cared.

“It wasn’t her,” I said softly.

“Oh, thank god.”

There was a pause. I didn’t know what else to say. “Is there something you need, Victoria?”

“Sam called me,” she said. “She told me you stopped by, and what you guys talked about. About Alex and Isaac. I didn’t know about any of that.”

Sam had kept that from Victoria too? I wasn’t necessarily surprised. She’d probably been embarrassed.

“It doesn’t matter,” I told her. “Isaac didn’t kill Alex. He was in another state.”

“I know,” Victoria said. “She told me.”

I sighed. I didn’t understand why I was rehashing this with Victoria. I was too exhausted and upset for this right now.

There was a sharp inhale on the other end of the phone. “You know, I’ve been having my doubts about Will for a while. When Sam told me about Isaac, it made me realize that anyone Alex was sleeping with could have been a suspect.” Victoria was speaking so quickly that the worlds were almost jumbling together. “And then when that cop told me they thought they had found Hazel’s body, it hit me how serious this all is.”

It took me a second to process her words. I sat straight up, clutching my phone tighter to my ear.

“What are you trying to say, Victoria?”

“I didn’t tell you this earlier because Alex swore me to secrecy,” she said. “Seriously. She didn’t tell anyone this. I only know because I caught them once leaving the community park, and it was obvious they had been sleeping together.”

My mind immediately went to Nick. It had to be …

“Who?”

“Her teacher,” Victoria said. “That young cute one.”

Her teacher. The words rang in my ears. I was grateful I was sitting down because my knees would have given out beneath me. She couldn’t have said that. I was hearing things.

“A teacher?” I repeated. “Do you know what his name was?” I asked her.

“Mr. Myers,” Victoria said. “But Alex always called him by his first name. I think it was—”

“Bradley,” I answered, as my entire body began to shake.
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I could feel the rage spreading through my body. Bradley had lied to my face. Turned out, I had not been special at all. He’d slept with another of his teenage students. A girl I’d known. A girl whose death had thrown my entire life off course. Alex and I were connected more than I thought. We’d both been preyed on by the same sociopath.

A sociopath who knew and taught Hazel. My stomach flipped, and strangely I felt like I wanted to pray. To get on my knees and beg to a god I didn’t believe in that Bradley hadn’t gone anywhere near my sister, that he hadn’t killed her or Alex. But if he had already lied to me about sleeping with Alex, he could be lying about sleeping with Hazel too. I had a hunch that Hazel was too smart to succumb to him, but she still could’ve figured things out and confronted him. He was a perfect suspect.

This also felt like the perfect excuse to banish Sam’s earlier suggestion about Will to the back of my mind.

Out of all the people I had spoken to, Bradley had the best reason to kill Alex. He was a teacher sleeping with his student. Had Alex wanted to go public? Had she threatened him? Those could be great reasons for wanting her dead.

I sat on the edge of my bed, remembering all of the invasive questions Bradley had asked the other day about Will and Alex. I’d thought he was trying to help me, but had he been interested because he wanted to make sure that he wasn’t caught?

Bradley. His voice sounded like a knife in my brain. I wanted to kill him. I had been so fucking stupid to believe anything he had said. Stupid then to believe I had been the only one. This poor, misunderstood, old soul that he couldn’t help falling in love with. But men like that didn’t make exceptions and fuck just one eighteen-year-old. They made it a habit. If he had slept with Alex and me, how many more were there between? Or after?

He wasn’t going to get away with it any longer. I had protected him in The Smileys Next Door because I had deluded myself. But I was tired of protecting the seedy men who had taken advantage of me. A day of reckoning was coming for that motherfucker. I just had to be smart about it. I would get proof.

I needed to figure out how to handle this. I could tell Pullman. I’d already spilled the beans that I knew Hazel was looking into the case, but would he take me seriously?

I decided I couldn’t wait, so I picked up my phone, remembering Bradley’s lingering goodbye. Can we exchange numbers … Maybe we can even grab a drink?

I opened my messages and texted him.

Hey Brad, I’m feeling nostalgic. Want to meet up?

I kept the message open while I waited for his response. It was barely six p.m., so I hoped he’d be free. I scrolled through a bunch of messages from people asking about Hazel. It wasn’t long before Bradley replied.

Absolutely. I’d love to see you again, he wrote. Want to grab a drink somewhere?

How about your place instead? I typed back.

Lol you’re the same as ever, he wrote, and texted his address, an apartment building fifteen minutes away in Royal Palm Beach.

I knew Bradley like the back of my hand. I’d seen the way his eyes had lingered on my body. He was still attracted to me. I’d tell him I’d wanted to meet up to hook up, but then I would confront him with what I knew and get it on camera.

Bradley lived in a nondescript, beige apartment building behind an Office Depot and a Chili’s. Before approaching his second-floor unit, I unlocked my phone and hit record. I slipped it into my back pocket, hoping it would get good enough audio. Bradley answered my knock on the door immediately.

“Look who it is,” he said, grinning.

He was wearing jeans and a striped button-down shirt that still had crease marks from being recently folded. I could smell his cologne from the doorway, making me think that he had rushed out of the sweats he was wearing when I suggested we meet up. It reeked of desperation, and that thought filled me with a sick sense of pleasure.

“Thanks for having me over,” I said, as he led me inside. “I needed a distraction.”

“Well, I’m happy you thought of me,” Bradley reasoned, looking amused.

His apartment was just as bland inside as out, a post-grad living space that stopped being acceptable after age thirty. He had a leather couch pushed against one wall and a framed Return of the Jedi poster hanging over it. His coffee table looked like it was from a big-box store and was crowded with remotes and unopened mail. It was a sad, middle-aged bachelor pad that suggested there had been no girlfriends in Bradley’s recent history.

“Nice place you’ve got here,” I lied, taking it in.

“That wasn’t even slightly convincing,” Bradley said, chuckling. He walked toward the kitchen, and I followed him. “I bet it looks like a complete shithole compared to your place in New York.”

“Yeah, my place is nice.”

“I bet.” Bradley reached into his fridge and unearthed two cans of hard seltzer. He offered one to me and I took it. “You’re a big fancy author now.”

His kitchen was small enough that we both could lean against opposite counters and only be a few feet from each other. I let my eyes wander, not sure exactly what it was I was looking for. It wasn’t as if Bradley was going to leave out some crucial piece of evidence on his kitchen counter, especially if he had known I was coming over. If there was something to find, it would be hidden. But he did have a large block of knives on the counter. I felt stupid, but I positioned myself right next to it, in easy grabbing distance. Just in case.

I took a sip from the can, watching Bradley as he watched me. He had a hopeful, excited look on his face. How could he stand here with me casually, knowing what he had done? Whether he had been involved in Alex’s murder or Hazel’s disappearance, he had still lied, and I was going to force him to admit it.

“I’ve never been to your apartment before,” I said, leaning forward. Bradley’s eyes were glued to my chest. “For a while I wasn’t even sure if you had one. We always used to have sex in the car. Or the woods.”

Bradley’s lip twitched into another smile. He placed his drink down beside him on the counter and I did the same.

“There were extenuating circumstances back then,” he said. “Roommates, and whatnot.”

And you being a fucking predator, I thought, refusing to let it show on my face. Had he looked at Alexandria the same way he looked at me before they fucked? Had she too been hidden and screwed in the Camry like I was? The thought gave me a weird kinship with Alex, and I couldn’t place how I felt about it.

I didn’t like sympathizing with her. It was easier for me to justify what I had done with the book when I thought about Alex in her worst moments. But then, every now and again, I’d remember the memories I had with her before 2010 and feel insanely guilty. Sure, Alex was a bitch, but she was also the girl who took me to buy tampons for the first time, and sat on the edge of the tub instructing me on how to put one in. She had taught me how to French braid my hair, and never let a birthday pass without bringing me a vanilla-bean Frappuccino. She was the girl who had loved my brother so much that when he got into college, she hand painted the University of Florida logo in washable paint on the back windshield of his car. It was sometimes hard to reconcile the two Alexes in my brain. It was easier to hate the one-dimensional version. Even so, picturing her being manipulated by Bradley the way I had been made her feel more rounded.

“Well, we don’t have those extenuating circumstances anymore, do we?” I asked, pouting a little. Bradley looked like he was about to start panting. I watched his gaze drift over my body again.

“No,” he said, moving closer to me. “We don’t.”

Then he was standing right in front of me, his hips pushing into mine. His hands reached out and touched my thighs. He took his time sliding them up to my waist. I kept my face very even as he touched me, focused.

“I’ve actually missed you a lot,” he whispered, his mouth hovering over mine.

“I bet you have,” I said, and felt his hand slip into my shirt, grabbing my breast. His touch felt familiar, though not arousing at all.

“Seven whole years,” I mocked, letting Bradley settle against my body, his hands roving greedily. “You poor thing. Have you been forced to masturbate to pictures of me on Instagram?”

Bradley snorted. “God, you’re exactly the same.” He chuckled. “Quick-witted and sexy as hell.”

Like I was in high school? I thought, digging my nails into the countertop instead of speaking. I wanted to let him relax a little more. I wanted to catch him completely off guard.

“I’ve matured quite a bit since then,” I whispered.

“I can see that.” He reached for me, pulling my mouth to his. His kiss was frenzied, too eager. I locked my hands behind his neck, responding as enthusiastically as I could.

I moved my mouth to his neck, sucking on it for a second before I let my teeth graze the skin. This, he seemed to like. He grabbed me, pulling me up so I was sitting on the countertop, and fitting himself between my legs. I could feel his erection pressing hard into my thigh, making it clear how badly he wanted this to happen.

I let Bradley’s hands explore my body for another second, his breathing becoming rabid with want.

“So, tell me,” I said softly, as his lips moved to my neck. I reached my hand down and stroked his dick through his jeans. Bradley groaned, his eyelids fluttering. “What?” he asked, his lips pressed to my throat. His hand squeezed my breast again.

“How long were you going to lie to me about fucking Alex Hopely?” My grip on his penis tightened.

Bradley’s lips stopped moving on my neck. He pulled back to look at me.

“What did you just say?” he asked.

“You heard me.” I released my grip on his dick.

Bradley moved away from me quickly, taking several steps back. His face paled and his arms hung loosely at his sides. “I don’t …”

I felt anger coursing through me. I hated the terrified way he was looking at me. “Well? Were you sleeping with Alex or not?”

He stared at me silently. We both knew the answer. The veins in his neck were bulging and his mouth was pulled into a line.

“Who told you that?” he asked, avoiding the question.

I pushed myself off the counter, readjusting my top so that I was covered. Bradley was under no more delusions that he’d be getting me into bed tonight.

“I spoke to Victoria Hopely today,” I told him. “Did you know she caught you and Alex hooking up? It’s weird that you never told me that, or the police for that matter.”

Bradley held his hands out defensively. He looked nervous. “Listen, Rose—”

“Were you sleeping with her or not?”

“Yes, but listen, please—”

I cut him off. “Then why didn’t you tell the police? Or me?”

Bradley’s face shriveled with desperation. “Because it would have made me look guilty!” he said loudly, his hands knotting in his hair.

For the first time since I’d gotten here, I felt a flare of panic. I didn’t like the way he was watching me. I realized that I never actually thought he killed Alex, or Hazel. I had been under the delusion that Bradley was disgusting, but not a murderer. I had come here for a confrontation, because I was angry and I wanted answers, but what if he had actually done it?

What if I had come over here, alone, to the apartment of a murderer? What if I had slept with their murderer? I’d been with Bradley more times than I could count. I’d thought I knew him, but I realized I didn’t know him at all. I had been a teenager, and it had been years since I last saw him. It was the first time I’d ever considered that I had put myself in actual danger.

There was nothing to do but double down.

“Where were you the night of Will and Alex’s graduation?” I asked gently, trying to find the most innocuous way of phrasing it. Bradley’s eyes narrowed in disbelief, understanding exactly where I was going with this. He ran his hands over his face, looking exasperated.

“Are you serious right now?”

“Answer the question.”

Bradley’s mouth hung open. “Holy shit, are you afraid of me? You’re shaking.” I didn’t realize that I had been, but I looked down and saw that my hands had started to quiver. “You are. Look at you!”

My jaw set. “You lied about sleeping with Alex. You had every reason to want her dead. And now with Hazel missing, it’s suspicious as fuck, Bradley. Did Hazel come asking about this too? Did you—”

“This is why you came over here?” Bradley asked, stepping toward me again, looking more emboldened. “To pretend you wanted to have sex so you could accuse me of murder?”

I crossed my arms and didn’t answer, and Bradley shook his head. “You’re fucking crazy … actually crazy.”

“At least I’m not a serial predator.” My rage was palpable. “How many girls came after Alex and me? How many were there before us?”

Bradley’s lip twitched and I knew I was right that there were more. There were always more. Men like him didn’t stop.

“I didn’t kill Alex,” Bradley said defensively, switching gears. “Or Hazel. I can prove it.”

“How?”

He wiped his face with his hands. “I cannot believe I have to explain myself to you, of all people.”

I crossed my arms.

“I wasn’t even in the state when Alexandria was killed, Rose. I went to the graduation and then I went to the Fort Lauderdale airport. I flew to Tennessee to see my parents. My grandfather’s funeral was the next day.”

He gave me a pointed look, and I knew why. An airport was an ironclad alibi. There was no way that was something he could lie about. There’d be flight information, manifests, and receipts. Things the cops could check.

“And you just happen to remember that?”

“My dead grandfather?” Bradley snapped. “Yeah, it stuck out. Especially when I found out what happened to Alex.”

“What about when Hazel went missing?” I pressed.

“Rose, seriously—”

“Where were you?”

Bradley groaned, slamming his hand against the fridge beside me. It rattled.

“It was a Monday,” he said, frustrated. “I had classes until three forty-five and then film club. We screened two of the Back to the Future films. I didn’t leave until almost nine.”

Hazel had gone missing sometime between 3:45 and 7:00. My father had already called the cops by eight. Bradley had another ironclad alibi. There’d be witnesses, students, and other staff.

“I didn’t kill Alex or Hazel,” Bradley repeated for emphasis. “And I can’t believe that you would spend even a single second thinking I did.”

“Anyone makes more sense than Will,” I said, both relieved and disappointed. I was glad that I hadn’t spent months sleeping with a murderer, but I was still no closer to figuring out what had happened to Alex and Hazel.

“I think you might need psychological help,” Bradley said, shaking his head as he reached for his seltzer.

As if Bradley, of all people, could be questioning my actions.

I scowled. “That would hold a lot more weight if it weren’t coming from a man who repeatedly fucked high school girls.”

Bradley narrowed his eyes at me, giving me a withering look that was cut short as someone knocked on his door. He shook his head in irritation. I reached for my phone. It was still thankfully recording, and I shut it off. I’d decide what to do with it later. I had options. So many ways to punish Bradley for what he had done. He was finally going to face some consequences.

I followed behind him as he headed for the entrance. I was beyond ready to leave this apartment.

“Can I help you?” Bradley asked as he opened the door.

“Yeah,” a voice said firmly. “My name is Detective Dominick Pullman and I wanted to ask you some questions about the disappearance of Hazel Dearling.”

Pullman stopped short, his eyes widening as he looked from Bradley to where I stood behind him. Shit.

“Rose?” Pullman said, blinking in confusion. “What are you doing here?”

“I can explain,” I said.
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Pullman’s mouth was set into a tight line as he looked between me and Bradley. He gave me a dirty look, and I gave him one back. Why the hell was he here?

“I’m going to need you to come by the station to answer some questions,” Pullman said, shoving his card unceremoniously into Bradley’s chest. “Tomorrow.”

Bradley didn’t ask any questions. His gaze just darted from Pullman to me, trying to read the situation. His eyes were tight and beady with stress.

“Fine.” Bradley nodded.

“Great,” Pullman said darkly.

He looked at Bradley with disgust, and I instantly realized that for all of his faults, Pullman must have deduced exactly who and what Bradley was. I had to give him credit for that at least, even as he grasped my upper arm and pulled me unceremoniously from the apartment.

I waited until the door had fully slammed closed before I spoke. “Listen,” I started, but Pullman was already shaking his head.

“No,” he said. He nodded toward Bradley’s apartment door, his eyebrows raised suspiciously. “Not here.”

His eyes swept the second floor of the complex and lingered on the parking lot below and the neon sign illuminating the Chili’s situated behind.

“You feel like a drink?” he asked, pointing in its direction.

“Are you asking me if I want to go to a fucking Chili’s right now?”

Pullman looked annoyed. “You and I need to talk. So it’s either there or in my cruiser. Your choice.”

I sighed, knowing that he had the upper hand here. I needed to explain myself, and I didn’t relish the idea of doing it in the back seat of a police car.

“Fine,” I said, the irritation spreading over me. “Lead the way, Officer,”

The restaurant was decently busy for a Friday night, too full for our conversation to be overheard. Pullman had flashed his badge to the hostess, whispering something in her ear that made her smirk back at him. She had led us to a booth in the far corner of the bar, backing up to the kitchens. The TV screens were all blaring various sports channels. The one closest to our heads announced the Buffalo Bills’ newest draft pick, and that seemed to enrage the people nearby.

Pullman kept quiet while we sat down, speaking only to give the perky waitress our drink orders.

“Just a Diet Coke for me,” he said, flashing her a more genuine smile than I’d ever seen him wear around me or my family. The waitress blushed. Out of the context of an interrogation room, I guessed he was a little cute.

“And you?” she asked, turning to me.

“Tequila and soda,” I told her, flashing Pullman a dirty look. If he expected me to talk about this, in a chain restaurant of all places, I would need alcohol, and lots of it.

When she returned with the drinks, I grabbed mine, taking a grateful sip. The cheap alcohol burned, but it was comforting and the glass gave me something to do with my hands.

Pullman watched me, a dazed expression on his face, lips parted, eyes focused. For half a second, I caught his eyes drifting down to my chest. The tank top I was wearing was tight and low cut, meant to entrap Bradley.

It was at that moment that I knew Detective Pullman wanted to sleep with me. He wouldn’t, of course. It was a conflict of interest, and he half thought I was clinically insane, but the desire was there. If we had met randomly in a bar, he would have been all over me, and we both knew it. I wondered what he would be like in bed. I’d never been with a cop, but one of the women in my writing circle had. “Copaganda romance,” as she called it, sold well. Cop characters were firm and strong and knew what they were doing. She’d slept with a few NYPD officers over the years, “all in the guise of research,” she’d said coyly, but also confided that she’d found herself disappointed. Most of them had small dicks and only ever wanted to do it doggy-style. I stared back at Detective Pullman and wondered if that was how he would be.

He was waiting for me to speak. I didn’t take the bait.

“Do you want to tell me why you were at Bradley Myers’s house?” he finally asked.

“I want to know why you were there,” I said, genuinely curious at how Bradley had gotten on his radar.

“I received a call from Victoria Hopely this evening,” he said, as my lips wrapped around my straw again. He focused on them momentarily before continuing. “She told me that she was concerned about a potential connection between Hazel’s disappearance and Alex’s murder. She informed me that Bradley Myers and Alex were sleeping together before she was killed and that I should investigate him. As a suspect in Alex’s murder.”

Despite myself, I was shocked that Victoria had felt strongly enough about Will’s potential innocence that she would formally suggest the cops look into someone else.

“Good,” I said, not clueing Pullman in on this. “You finally decided to do your job.”

Pullman ignored my jibe. “She also told me that she told you the same thing and was concerned you might enact some vigilante justice on him if I didn’t get there first.” I pursed my lips and he cracked a slight smile, knowing he was right. “After what you told me about Hazel looking into all of this, I figured she was probably right.”

I tried very hard not to give anything away with my face.

“I read your book cover to cover,” Pullam continued. “I could read between the lines. Myers was the teacher, right? And he was inappropriate with you too?”

I said nothing. I didn’t have to. Pullman understood. His expression softened. “I’m sorry,” he said slowly. It was the most compassionate I’d seen him since I met him.

“I wasn’t there about that,” I continued. “I needed to know if he killed Alex.”

“So you went alone to the house of a man you suspected of murder?”

“I needed to talk to him,” I said, reeling from how stupid it sounded. Not that I’d give Pullman the satisfaction of admitting it.

Pullman rolled his eyes. “I gathered that.”

“Then why did you ask?”

“Because I don’t understand, Rose,” he said, putting his hands down on the table. “A couple hours ago you were screaming at me, telling me that you wanted to help your sister—only to immediately put yourself in harm’s way. It’s reckless and unhelpful.”

His outrage was understandable, but also infuriating.

“I’m an adult,” I reminded him. “I don’t have to explain myself to you, Pullman. I have my reasons.”

“Except you do. Because I’m the police.” Pullman fixed a firm gaze on me. “It’s my job to look into these things,” he said finally. “Not yours. You’re a writer, Rose, not a detective.”

I took another sip of my drink to keep from rolling my eyes. “I couldn’t risk telling you and waiting to see if you would act on it,” I snapped, aware that nearly half my drink was gone already. “I don’t trust the police after what happened to Will.”

“That isn’t fair,” Pullman said, giving me a look that bordered on hurt. Suddenly I could see him as he was outside of work. Someone’s brother. Someone’s boyfriend. It was unnerving. I didn’t want Pullman to be a real person. I preferred to hate him like every other inept cop I’d ever dealt with. “I have been completely devoted to your sister’s case. I’ve followed every lead, including all of the insane ones you’ve suggested.”

I scoffed and Pullman sighed, leaning back against the booth, his arms crossed in frustration. “Well, turns out Bradley wasn’t involved,” I said, deciding not to wait for him to continue his lecture. “He has a solid alibi. For both Hazel’s disappearance and Alex’s murder.”

“Yeah, well, I’ll be confirming both of those.” He took a handful of tortilla chips from a basket that had just appeared and pushed it toward me begrudgingly. “You know this whole investigation would move a lot faster if you trusted me with information.”

I cocked my eyebrow. “Right. Because your department is so receptive to my suggestions?”

Pullman shook his head. He looked frustrated with me, and I guess I couldn’t really blame him.

“I want to ask you a question,” he said. “And I’d like it if you were honest with me.”

I snorted. “Is this an interrogation, Detective?”

He rolled his eyes. “Hardly. This would never hold up in court. We’re in a restaurant for one, which is inappropriate. Combine that with you being under the influence, and nothing you say would be admissible in any way.”

“I don’t think one drink qualifies as ‘being under the influence.’”

“It does in a courtroom, and besides, that’s not the point,” Pullman said. “What I meant is that this isn’t an official meeting. I could already be sanctioned just for being here with you. It’s a conflict of interest.”

This intrigued me. “So why did you suggest it?”

Pullman chewed on his lower lip. “Because you’re not exactly a regular witness, are you, Rose? So I’m not going to treat you like one. I’m hoping we can be more upfront with each other about the case. Okay?”

“I’m listening.”

“I’ve been thinking about what you said earlier.”

“You’ll need to be more specific.”

“About Will’s potential innocence,” Pullman said. Was this a trick? Why would Pullman suddenly start listening to me? I stared at him, trying to figure out where he was going with this.

“You think Will is innocent?” I asked in disbelief.

“No,” Pullman said. “But I have some things I want to run by you. Some questions about back then. I think your perspective could be helpful.”

I felt a lump of discomfort form in my chest. “You’re going to ask me about my father again, aren’t you?” I couldn’t help but snap, still mad they had put him through that.

“He’s a person of interest, Rose. That’s all. One among many.”

“I’d love to know why,” I said, crossing my arms in annoyance.

“I can’t tell you that,” Pullman said. “It would be interfering with the investigation. Which I think you’ve done enough of already.”

“So why am I even here?”

Pullman sighed. “Because you want to find your sister. Just like I do. And in order to do that, I need you to let me in. Work with me instead of against me. Please.”

It wasn’t as if I had much of a choice. I was fresh out of leads, and Pullman did seem like he was trying to be genuine and helpful.

“Fine. I’ll try. Happy?”

“Ecstatic,” Pullman said, and he actually looked it. “Let’s get into it—after I go to the bathroom,” he added, pushing his nearly empty soda cup away from him. “Don’t go anywhere.” I watched him rise from the booth, giving me one last look before he slipped out of it and headed toward the men’s room.

I didn’t know how to feel. On the one hand, I had always hoped more people would listen to me, would consider the possibility that Will was innocent. It was what I had spent the last eleven years of my life trying to accomplish. But now, it just felt like a last-ditch attempt from Pullman to make sense of Hazel’s case. Which meant he had nothing.

I didn’t want to sit with the thought. I opened up my phone, searching for the local school superintendent’s email. I found it in seconds and opened up a new message to him on my email then attached the recording I had taken at Bradley’s and typed out a quick message about who it featured. I clicked the Send button before I could change my mind. There, I thought as the word sent flashed across the top of my screen. There was no way they’d sweep this under the rug. There would be HR meetings and professional consequences. Bradley would have to answer for sleeping with me and Alex, and whoever had come in between and after. I might not be able to do anything for Hazel, but I could at least protect the girls that would come after her. It made me feel slightly less useless.

I was about to close out of my phone when I decided to open a new tab on my browser and typed “Dominick Pullman” into the search bar. If Pullman wanted me to be open and honest with him, I was going to do a little digging on who he was first. The first few pages were all links to the sheriff’s department website and Palm Beach Post articles where he had been quoted about the job. He didn’t have a large online presence, mostly work stuff. I scrolled through some of the more boring pages until I found his Facebook profile. It was set to public. I found his birthday: He was thirty, and a local. He had gone to Palm Beach Gardens High School and then FAU. I kept scrolling through his page until I stumbled upon a comment from another officer under a photo of Pullman. He was smiling in front of a bag full of toy donations for the sheriff’s department toy drive. The other officer had written, Thank you for the donation. Way to go, Nick!

Nick. I froze. I had been so focused on the “Nicholas” angle that I had never considered that the name might be a nickname for Dominick.

What were the fucking chances? Heart racing, I scrolled back up and checked his graduation year. Class of 2011. I scrambled back to my email, searching for the ten or so unopened yearbooks I’d requested from Classmates.com. I stopped when I found one buried between emails from Marta and my publisher.

I opened the link. By now, I had done this so many times that it felt useless, but my fingers were shaking anyway as I opened the search bar and typed in “Dominick.”

And then there he was. Nick from the mall.

My fingers hovered on the screen, zooming in on the photo of the floppy-haired, dimpled boy I remembered from that day. My teenage memory had made him more attractive, the way we had always seen older boys. Looking at him now, eleven years later, he looked more average. But there was no question it was him. There was something about his face I couldn’t place.

And then I stopped cold, realizing the reason he looked so familiar.

Mall boy’s full name, written just under his picture, was Dominick Pullman.
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I immediately left the booth, not caring if I stuck Pullman with the bill. I just wanted to get out of there as fast as I could. My heart was pounding in my chest as I pushed through the restaurant, past the hostess, and through the double doors into the humid Florida night.

Pullman was Nick.

Pullman had known Alex—and me—this entire time. Alex had given him her number. Had he used it? Had the two of them been sneaking around together?

Had he killed her?

If he had, he also had the perfect cover. I pictured Pullman’s thick, large hands wrapped around Alex’s throat, squeezing the life out of her in our backyard. Who would suspect anyone else with Will sleeping only twenty feet away?

I felt a wave of nausea roll over me. Pullman had read my book, “cover to cover,” he’d said. He knew I remembered him from the mall, yet he had kept quiet. Why else would he have done that if he wasn’t involved? Had he insisted on being put on Hazel’s case too? Had he been using the investigation to cover up his tracks for both crimes? The questions raced through my brain.

I felt like such an idiot. I had almost agreed to work with this man. To tell him everything I knew. I had to admit I had been charmed by him slightly, and I was now revolted by myself. But this feeling was followed by a strike of real, genuine fear as I jogged through the Chili’s parking lot toward my rental car. It was still two lots away, in Bradley’s visitor spot.

I broke out into a run. I didn’t know how long I had before Pullman got back from the bathroom and realized I was missing, but I wasn’t going to still be here when he did. I hoped he thought I was just being evasive. The way I had been this whole time.

I didn’t relax until I was in the car, doors locked, and speeding back to Loxahatchee. My phone rang twice during the drive. It was Pullman. I pulled over to the side of the road when I saw his third call flashing on my screen.

I had no fucking idea what to do. He was the homicide detective on this case. Who would I even go to with this information? It wasn’t as if Detective Newbury would take me seriously. If Pullman was involved, he could have already destroyed any evidence. I needed to be smart about this.

My phone rang for a fourth time, and this time I picked it up. I needed to calm myself down and make sure Pullman wasn’t suspicious.

My body was completely rigid as I answered the phone and tried to put on the best performance I could.

“Hey.” I kept my voice soft, contained.

“Rose, where are you?” He sounded relieved to finally reach me. “What happened? Why did you leave?”

He could be a murderer. He could have killed Alex and Hazel. And now he could be pretending to investigate the very murders he committed. I swallowed my disgust.

“I’m sorry. This is so embarrassing,” I lied, trying to sound more humble than I ever had before. “But I had to go. I got my period, and I bled through everything.”

“Oh, yikes.” Pullman’s tone changed immediately, accepting the lie. Men were so fucking weird about periods. But I still needed to sell it.

“Yeah, it was like the elevator scene from The Shining. It was getting worse by the minute. I needed to get out of there and change. Sorry I stuck you with the bill—I can Venmo you.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Pullman said. “I’m just glad nothing happened to you.”

I felt a lot better about my chances of nothing happening to me now that I was nowhere near him. “Yeah. Thanks for checking.” The words tasted bitter.

“Of course,” Pullman said. “Listen, the community search for your sister is tomorrow. At the park. We’re going to check out the county land and the nature preserves. Your family’s going. Can we talk then?”

The reality of the search was that it was a search for Hazel’s body, and that tore me up inside. But it was also an opportunity, a very public place where I could confront Pullman. Lots of people and cops and witnesses who couldn’t brush it under the rug if something happened.

“Absolutely,” I lied, hiding the venom in my voice.
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I awoke to voices talking loudly in the kitchen, with the sounds of cabinets opening and utensils clattering filling the in-between. Hearing my family together like this was unsettling and gave me déjà vu. My room was still dark. I reached for my phone and saw the screen light up with the usual series of notifications, the time reading 5:52 a.m.

The search. It started at eight, but I imagined there was probably a lot to do beforehand. It made me feel hollow. I had slept like shit, tossing and turning with nightmares where Pullman was chasing me. I didn’t think I needed anyone to interpret that dream.

I started to get ready for the day. Eventually, I was going to have to tell my family about my book and what Hazel had been doing in the weeks before she went missing. Especially if we didn’t find her later. The thought tightened the knots in my stomach. I still had three chapters left of Hazel’s annotations to read, and I was avoiding them. I didn’t want the book to end. It was the last connection I had to her. But then again, I figured after today, when I publicly confronted Pullman, they’d all find out anyway.

When I entered the kitchen, almost everyone was already there, apart from Steve and my mother’s other kids. My parents were standing at opposite ends of the island, not looking at each other as Tommy talked deliberately with my father. I hadn’t spoken to Tommy since yesterday, when he’d snapped at me about Will. I was still angry with him for it. My dad looked exhausted, and I couldn’t help but wonder what mystery piece of evidence Pullman and Newbury were keeping that had them looking at him as a suspect. It had to be more than just Hazel’s bike, right?

Maybe it was nothing. Maybe Pullman was bullshitting to cover himself.

Suzannah was whispering to my mother. My usually pristine sister-in-law had dark circles under her eyes, and her hair sat in a greasy ponytail. I felt bad for noticing. On top of the stress of this week, Suzannah had two kids. She had been jumping back and forth from helping us look for Hazel to being a mom to her own children. It had to be a lot. I realized I missed spending time with her. I looked at Daisy and Felix, both sitting on barstools, entertained by an open box of Dunkin Donuts.

“Auntie Rose!” Daisy squealed in delight, her face a spitting image of Hazel’s. “I saved your special donut for you!” She pointed enthusiastically at a pink one in the box. “Gramma Lyla told me not to touch it. She said it’s for you.”

Everyone in the room looked up, noticing me for the first time. My mother’s eyes lingered the longest, scanning me up and down. We were wearing nearly identical outfits. The same Lululemon leggings and tank tops, though she had thrown a tight long-sleeved workout jacket over her look. Her eyes kept moving to the pink donut. My favorite. The same one she had bought me every Saturday for years as a child. I knew it was a small, fried, sprinkled peace offering. An apology for yesterday. I decided to take it.

“Oh, did she, Daisy?” I asked, going over to plop a kiss on the top of my niece’s head. “That was nice of her.” My mother’s mouth twitched slightly, like she wanted to smile.

Daisy nodded enthusiastically, wrapping her arms around my waist. “I didn’t eat it, even though I like the pink ones.”

I reached into the box and broke the donut in half, handing part of it to her. “Here, we’ll split it. How about that?”

Daisy grabbed her half of the donut with one of her chubby hands, sticky with frosting. I took a bite of the donut. It tasted like processed sugar and nothing else, and the familiarity of it overwhelmed my senses so much that I left most of it for Daisy. My mother looked at us, her face unusually full of longing.

“Hey, Fee,” I said, kissing the top of Felix’s head as I passed. He was ripping a donut to shreds on the counter and didn’t look up from it. He was a quiet kid. Just like Tommy had been.

Suzannah walked over to me hesitantly. “Hey, Rose.” She lightly touched my shoulder. “Are you coming searching today?”

I nodded. I felt emotionally bereft. I didn’t know what to say to my family anymore.

“How’d you sleep?” Suzannah asked. “Your dad said you came home kind of late.”

I had stumbled into the house after ten, my face red and puffy from crying the whole way home. I hadn’t told any of them where I had been and still didn’t plan to.

“It was a crappy night,” I told her, and she looked at me sadly. She opened her mouth to ask something else but was interrupted.

“It’s time,” my father said. We all got ready to go, gathering stacks of missing-person posters, maps, cases of water. Tommy buried his face in his hands as he walked toward the door, and Suzannah reached for him. “How are you feeling?”

He blinked abruptly, giving her a nasty look. “How do you think I’m feeling, Suzannah?”

I faltered. It was a tone Tommy never used with his wife. In fact, it sounded more like me than it did him. Suzannah’s eyebrows shot up.

“I was just checking on you,” she replied, her tone making it clear that she was irritated. “This is a very traumatic situation for everyone. It’s okay to talk about how you feel and be aware of any triggers.”

Tommy and I both hated when Suzannah got all woo-woo. She had been raised in the type of family who shared their feelings at every meal and journaled. We had not, and it made us uncomfortable.

“Now is really not the time for the weaponized therapy terms, all right?” Tommy said. “My sister is missing. We don’t need to workshop it.” He stalked out the door.

I’d never seen Tommy and Suzannah fight before, and the sight was jarring. Granted, I wasn’t ever home to see if they did, but it still felt wrong. This was really getting to all of us. We needed a resolution, one way or the other. We couldn’t go on like this.

“Sorry,” Suzannah said, turning to me. “We’re all a little stressed out.”

I squeezed her arm. “I get it. I’ve done and said way worse.” She gave me a sympathetic smile.

The park was only a few minutes away from our house, a five-minute drive into the depths of Loxahatchee. Suzannah and I were silent in the back of the truck as Tommy and my father discussed strategies for our search from the front seats. I stared out the window at the tiny Methodist church and the pond I’d seen so many times.

My chest constricted as we got out of the truck and I noticed the volume of people around. There had to be close to two hundred. We headed toward a spot in the middle of the field that was densely populated with people, tables, and cops. I was used to crowds—living in Manhattan made them a daily reality, but the crowds there had an anonymity to them. No one knew me or recognized me, and everyone was free to do exactly what they wanted.

Here, everyone in this crowd knew me. Personally. These were groups of people who had grown up with me and now made it part of their personality to dislike me. People who hated Will and believed he was a coldhearted killer and I a mentally disturbed, money-hungry opportunist. But they were here now because of Hazel. She was the best of us all. Beautiful. Kind. Philanthropic. She loved animals and volunteered. She always said please and thank you, and was polite to the people who loathed us.

I walked behind Tommy and Suzannah. My father was taking his time locking the truck and inexplicably fiddling with the key fob.

“Go ahead,” he called, rooting around in the glove compartment. “I’ll come find you.”

I wondered if he was hanging back to avoid the people looking at him. Was it common knowledge that he was a suspect?

“Come on, Rose,” Tommy said, nudging me forward across the grass. It seemed like Hazel’s entire school was here. Several of the girls were crying. They all had their phones out. From the corner of my eye, I saw the familiar golden hair of Victoria Hopely. She stood on the edge of the park, in a matching lavender workout set, talking to a man I didn’t recognize. We made eye contact for the briefest second, her lips pursing. She had to be here for Hazel, not for me. Not that I blamed her. But I had a new respect for her after what Pullman had told me.

Pullman. Or should I say Nick. Just the thought of his name straightened my spine, and I started searching the crowd for him.

People were lining up to grab water bottles, fliers, maps, and colored strings from the cops seated at the table. It took me a few minutes to realize they were dividing everyone into groups to search different areas. I was distracted, looking past people’s faces for the detective.

“ … so, take this,” the cop nearest to me was saying. “There’s a code on each piece of paper. It takes you to an app for group messaging. Yup. Please text that number if you find anything. We’ll be reconvening here at twelve for lunch. Yes, that’s right. Publix is catering. Yup. So take that purple string … Yup, you’ll be searching there in that purple quadrant. Yes, thank you so much.”

I didn’t see Detective Pullman, or Newbury for that matter, anywhere. Should I try to find another officer to talk to about what I knew? Suzannah interrupted my thoughts before I could decide, handing me a colored bracelet.

“Come on, you’re with Tommy and me,” she said. “Let’s go.”

I had a difficult time with the search. It was so hot that the air felt like it was both full of water and simultaneously on fire. We scanned the ground as we walked and checked the bases of the trees, tapping into my true-crime intel. Anytime I saw anything on the ground, I felt a sharp stab of excitement, quickly followed by fear and panic and disappointment when it ended up being nothing. Just a clump of bushes or pinecones. Two hours in, we found an abandoned shoe. I almost threw up before Tommy pointed out it was size eleven men’s.

By the time noon rolled around, my arms were covered in scratches and my scalp was sunburnt where I’d parted my hair.

“Doesn’t make you miss Florida, does it?” Suzannah asked as I poured water on the top of my head and shuddered at the coldness of the droplets on my scalp. It was so unbearably hot but it was still only April.

“Not at all.”

I didn’t want to stop for the scheduled group lunch—I doubted I could stomach anything anyway—but Tommy reminded me it was important to be present. People could have information.

What he didn’t want to say was that people also wanted to observe us. As payment for helping us search for Hazel, they wanted front-row seats to our grief. And if giving them their very own tragedy porn would keep them engaged and searching, I couldn’t argue. We needed to cover as much ground as possible.

I’d been jumpy the whole morning, searching for Pullman around every corner, and I was starting to get fed up with his absence. It seemed like I was going to have to go to the station and confront him there directly. Maybe it was finally time to loop my family in to what I’d found and what Hazel had been doing. If I could convince them to come with me, maybe the sheriff’s office would take us more seriously.

I was walking back from the park bathrooms, contemplating this very idea, when I almost barreled straight into him.

“There you are,” Pullman said. “I’ve been looking for you everywhere.”

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

The bathrooms were pretty far from the search party’s lunch spot, positioned back behind the flag-football fields. We were at least one hundred yards from the pavilion where everyone else was, and separated by a long, steep hill. This was not where I wanted to have this confrontation. He couldn’t kill me here, people could see us from below, but he also could say whatever he wanted to, completely unheard. I felt a shiver of fear run down my spine. Real fear.

I tried to stare him down and play it cool, but I just kept thinking of his real name. Nick.

“How’s the menstruation going?” Pullman asked, a sly grin spreading across his face.

It felt like he could see right through me. I was an idiot to think confronting him was a good idea. I needed to get to the other officers. To Detective Newbury. To someone else I could tell about what I knew.

“Stay the fuck away from me,” I said, inching sideways, away from him.

Pullman blinked. “What?”

“I’m serious. Get away from me.”

He looked confused. “That’s some serious PMS you’ve got, huh?” He took a step toward me, his bulky body blocking me from everyone else.

“Back up!” I shouted, my eyes searching for anyone close by. Or at least anyone close enough to hear me scream.

“Rose, are you okay?” Pullman reached for my arm and I shoved him.

“Get the fuck off of me!”

“What is wrong with you?” he asked frantically, and I tried to bolt, shoving him again as I tried to run around him. But I didn’t make it a foot before he restrained me. I thrashed and screamed as he did. “Help!”

“What is going on?” Pullman demanded, as I screamed louder, holding me against his chest in a vise-like grip. “Why are you screaming?”

“Stop it! Help me!”People were starting to look up now.

“Why are you screaming? What’s wrong?” Pullman struggled to keep me upright as I continued to kick and thrash. I wanted to claw his fucking eyes out, but he had both arms around me in a protective cage.

I could see my family now, standing up and watching in horror. I didn’t care if I caused a scene. I didn’t care if all the people who hated me were watching.

“It’s fine, it’s fine!” Pullman called out to an approaching cop, still holding me tight. “I got her. We’re fine!”

I thrashed again, this time my kick landing between his legs. Pullman groaned loudly, his face turning pink as we both went down to the ground, his body on top of mine. He managed to wrestle me onto my stomach, pinning my hands behind my back. He waved off the other cops coming to see if everything was okay. “It’s the sister. I’ll take care of her.” I twisted my head and realized his face was right next to mine. I forced myself closer to him and bit down on the skin of his neck as hard as I could.

“Ow!” he roared. He instantly moved away from me. “What the hell?”

He yanked me upward onto my knees. I was crying now, fat tears sliding down my cheeks as I stared at him. I was aware that my entire neighborhood was at the bottom of the hill, watching a cop put cuffs on me. My family was arguing with the police down below, trying to come to help me.

“You have to calm the fuck down, all right?” Pullman looked oddly calm considering I had just bitten him.

Was it because he didn’t know that I knew? Who he really was and what he had done? I had to play this smarter if I didn’t want to end up with the same fate as my sister.

I nodded my head. I quietly sat on my knees in the grass, my hands cuffed behind my back. My face was soaked with tears.

Pullman sighed, wiping his hands on his face. He crouched so he could face me directly.

“Are you calm now?” he asked.

“Yes,” I lied, as my brain raged, telling me to bite his nose off.

“Good,” Pullman said. “Now, tell me what’s wrong. Why are you shouting and causing a scene?”

I sat in silence, staring him down. How could he have lied to me so easily? How had I not recognized him?

In fairness, his hair was completely different, the floppy hairstyle I remembered now shaved and cut short. He was at least a decade older.

Pullman looked annoyed. “Okay, if you’re not going to tell me here then I will take you in.”

I’d actually have rather he took me to the station. But there was no guarantee that once he put me in the car, that was where we’d actually go. I couldn’t risk it.

“I’d rather stay here, Nick,” I snapped, watching Pullman’s face drain of color. He went silent.

“Tell me,” I said, my voice low and furious. “Does your entire station know that you’re featured in that best-selling book about the case they fucked up? Or did you lie to all of them too?”

“Rose.” Pullman shook his head. “Just listen to me.”

“It is you, right? Dominick Pullman,” I said, angry tears sliding down my face. “The guy from the mall. The one who asked for Alex’s number?”

“Yes,” Pullman said quickly. “But I—”

I couldn’t take it anymore. “Did you kill Alex?” I asked desperately. “Did you kill my sister?”

“No!” Pullman said, his face twisted in pain. “Oh my god, no. I never even met your sister. I—”

“I don’t believe you!” I said, struggling against the cuffs.

“Rose, I swear. On my life.”

“Then why didn’t you tell me it was you? At the mall?”

“Because at the time, it didn’t matter. Alex’s killer went to prison. I was a teenager. Alex and I only texted twice after we met and then never again. That’s it, end of the story,” Pullman said. He wore a frustrated expression on his face but his voice was calm. Calmer than I would have expected after being confronted with this knowledge. I had expected a wild panic. This seemed too mundane. Was it possible he was actually telling the truth?

“This is all very convenient.” My body still thrummed with adrenaline.

“Well, I’m not lying,” Pullman said.

“That still doesn’t explain why you didn’t tell anyone you knew me. Or Alex,” I reminded him, struggling uncomfortably against the cuffs. Pullman looked sympathetic for a second, and I ignored it. “Or why you’re still on this case. Isn’t this a conflict of interest?”

Pullman’s cheeks turned slightly pink. “It might be considered one, yes, which is why I didn’t say anything. I worked my ass off to be a detective. I was randomly assigned to Hazel’s disappearance. It’s my first big case. I didn’t want to jeopardize it by recusing myself. It didn’t feel significant.”

I hated how reasonable that sounded. “So you just lied to me and my entire family instead?”

“Yes,” Pullman said sheepishly. “And I’m sorry about that, but I felt like I could really help. Because of my connection, not in spite of it. I had a vested interest in helping you find Hazel. Which I still want to do.”

He sat down beside me. I didn’t say anything and he sighed. “Look, Rose, I’m sorry for giving you any reason to doubt my intentions. If you want, you can call Newbury over right now and tell him. But I’d prefer it if you didn’t. I want to help find your sister. And I think I can.”

I considered his words for a minute, not sure if I fully believed him. It did make sense, in a weird way. And nothing Pullman had done so far suggested that he had known Alex well. As much as I hated cops, he had listened more than the others. He had come to investigate Bradley, on his own, after Victoria suggested it. He was going out of his way to find a lead.

I had no choice but to trust him.

“Can you uncuff me, please?” I asked, still annoyed.

“Depends. Are you going to keep your teeth to yourself?”

“Yes,” I said, narrowing my eyes. Pullman smiled slightly and reached behind me to undo the cuffs. He was so close that I could see just how deep my teeth had gone into his neck. It might even scar.

“I can’t believe you bit me,” he said, shaking his head. I could smell his cologne: sandalwood.

“You had me pinned to the ground like a criminal,” I said, as I felt the cuffs give away. I shook my hands, grateful to have mobility again. “Be happy that’s all I did.”

I gave him a dirty look and the corners of Pullman’s mouth twitched, like he wanted to smile but refrained. I wiped my hands on the thighs of my jeans. They had been sweating in the cuffs.

“You know,” Pullman said finally. “Bradley came by the station this morning. That’s why I was late. His alibi checked out. Though we will be investigating him to make sure there have been no instances of relationships with underage students.” I felt his gaze on me, and I avoided his eyes.

“Hey!” My father was approaching now, with Steve and Tommy behind him. “What the fuck are you doing?”

He was humming with anger, his finger pointed at Pullman.

“Why was my daughter in handcuffs?” he shouted. “Why was she shouting at you?”

“It was a misunderstanding, sir,” Pullman said, looking to me.

“Misunderstanding my ass,” Tommy snapped at him.

“That was excessive force,” my dad added. “I’ll have your badge.”

“You need cause to detain her,” Steve piped up.

Pullman raised an eyebrow, giving me a look that said, Can you rein them in?

I sighed. “I did bite him.”

Both my father and Steve blinked in disbelief. I wasn’t ready to explain the full story to them yet.

Pullman’s face remained expressionless as he looked between my father, stepfather, and brother. “I’m going to get back to the search,” he said, and his gaze turned back at me. “Are we all right?”

Are you going to keep my secret? he seemed to ask with his eyes.

“Yeah,” I said, shaking my head. I was as convinced as I was going to be. But it also all meant I was no closer to finding my sister.

I sighed as I watched my best lead walk back to the rest of the waiting officers.
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The search continued the rest of the day. Hours later, the sun had long since set and some of the groups, tired, had gone home for dinner. The police drove by and passed out flashlights for those of us who wanted to keep looking. No one in the family wanted to stop yet.

It was nine when we decided to give up for the night. My entire family, minus my niece and nephew, had decided to go back to my father’s house. And when we got there, my mother was already in the kitchen. There were two large takeout containers on the counter, filling the kitchen with a tart, garlicky odor.

“We ordered in,” my mother said, seeing the look on my father’s face. “Italian. I thought … I don’t know, after everything, I thought it might be nice to eat all together.”

I looked at the containers. She had ordered the family meal deal from a local place we had frequented when I was younger. Paper plates and plastic cups were stacked up on the dining-room table. Even Megan and Mallory were present, not an iPad in sight. It was hard to reconcile all of this with the conversation I’d had with my mother at Denny’s two days ago. But from the way my mother looked at my father now, it was clear she wasn’t still suspecting him. Had my parents spoken? Had she run her theory by Tommy or Suzannah and realized how ridiculous it sounded? Or had Pullman told them all about what Sam had seen back then?

Maybe the reality of today had scared them into seriousness. We all had to be coming to the same conclusion that no matter how much we wanted the opposite, it was looking more and more like Hazel was gone. She had been missing too long.

We all made our way to the dining table. I took a seat beside Suzannah. Tommy was still avoiding looking at me, choosing instead to stare at the food, which Mom had started to dole out. Someone had placed a large two liter of Diet Coke in the middle of the table, alongside a couple of bottles of cheap red wine that I knew came with the meal deal. I reached for one and cracked the cap. I felt so dead inside, and I needed something to make me feel again. I let the wine gurgle out of the bottle into my glass, making an obnoxious slurping sound as it poured nearly to the top.

“Really?” Mom asked, eyebrows cocked in annoyance.

I brought the drink to my mouth, chugging back a sip that was inappropriately large. Tommy reached for the bottle and poured himself a glass too. He handed it to Suzannah, who followed suit, and soon the bottle was empty. Steve shrugged and cracked the second bottle, pouring a glass for himself and then my father. “I think we all need some after today,” he reasoned. My mother sighed as she was handed a glass too.

It felt like we were in mourning. The entire scene was so surreal. I kept picturing the family dinners and breakfasts we used to have before the arrest. It felt light-years away from the one in front of me now. Where did the time go? I could see it all like it was yesterday, practically tasting the memories. I could picture Hazel sitting in the corner, her tiny little arms reaching over the booster seat for a sip of Tommy’s or Will’s soda, a Nutella sandwich in her hand.

That baby was now nearly an adult. A fully grown person who wasn’t in her bedroom where she belonged, but presumed dead.

I choked out an unexpected sob. I wiped at my eyes, well aware of the glances coming my way. Suzannah reached out and stroked my shoulder. Her face looked pained.

Mom’s lip trembled. “I need to get more ice,” she said abruptly, the beginning of tears forming on her wrinkled face.

“How was the drive to Miami yesterday?” Steve said finally, taking a sip of his wine just as Dad chugged his own. He was scrambling for conversation. It seems Tommy had told everyone I’d gone to see Will. That was annoying.

“I hate Miami drivers,” I said.

Steve’s mouth turned up at the corners. “I mean, even Miami drivers hate Miami drivers.” He was trying, whether to make an effort or provide a distraction, I didn’t know, but I didn’t want to be ungrateful. I just couldn’t do the back-and-forth right now.

I couldn’t sit here and not talk about what I knew anymore. Too much time had passed. Maybe one of them knew something about it that could help the police. It was time for us to all be on the same page.

I got up from the table, walked to my purse in the hallway, and pulled out the copy of my book. The Publix receipt I was using as a bookmark stuck out of the top, indicating the handful of chapters I had left. The ones I planned on reading tonight.

My mother was back at the table when I reentered the dining room. She looked up at me and stiffened when she saw the familiar neon cover clutched in my hands.

“Why do you have that?” she asked, her voice eerily faint. I could see the rage simmering as she tried to process why I would bring this book to the table. There were few things she hated more.

I had to keep calm. I wasn’t going to get anything across rationally if I got upset.

Everyone around the table had gone quiet, all looking in my direction. I took a deep breath. “I have to tell you all something.”

“If it’s about that book, I don’t want to know,” my mother said, her eyes moving back down to her plate. “I am focused on finding my daughter.”

“This isn’t my copy,” I said. ‘“It’s Hazel’s.”

“What?” My father put down his fork. He stared at the hardcover like it was a bomb about to detonate. “I forbade her to read it. Hazel and I had a great routine here. She respected the rules.” He paused. “Did you give it to her?”

It felt like he had slapped me. His automatic assumption of the worst. I had always respected his wishes to keep Hazel out of it. It was part of why we’d grown apart as sisters. I couldn’t talk to her without wanting to talk about Will and what happened. It consumed me.

“I found it in her locker at the McCulloughs’ , ” I continued. I flipped through the pages so they could see. “She’d been annotating it.”

My mom was shaking her head. “No, no, no,” she said plainly. “Why would she be doing that?”

I took a deep breath. “Because she was investigating it,” I said quickly. “Hazel was looking into Alex’s case. That’s what she was doing the last few weeks before she disappeared.”

“Excuse me?” my mother hissed.

“What?” my father demanded. Tommy brought his fingers to his temples in frustration. Suzannah reached for him, squeezing his arm comfortingly.

Steve got up from the table. He reached for his daughters. “Girls, let’s go into the other room,” he said, ushering them from the table and toward the bedrooms. They followed him without complaint.

I sat back down in my seat, reaching for my glass of wine and taking another sip, desperate for the liquid courage. My father stared at me.

“She was making notes and investigating leads,” I continued. “She’d called Will and was asking him about everything that happened. And she had gone to see both Victoria and Sam Hopely. She was trying to narrow down suspects—”

“Do the police know about this?” Suzannah asked, her mouth hanging open in surprise.

“Pullman does,” I said, even though he didn’t know about the annotated book itself. I’d have to tell him now.

“Is this what you’ve been running around doing?” my father demanded. “Following a naive child’s investigation?” He spoke firmly, his face completely distraught. “Will killed Alex, Rose. It’s high time you acknowledged that.”

Across the table, my mother gave him a strained look. It was hard to forget that two days ago, she had been questioning that very thing herself. Had even considered the unthinkable. That my father was involved.

“You really don’t think her looking into all of this proves someone else was involved?” I asked, feeling the hot tears forming in my eyes. “They could have found out what she was doing! They could have tried to stop her!”

“And let’s say for a second that you’re right, Rose, and that’s exactly what she was doing,” my mother snapped. “Maybe she offended someone with her questions. Did you ever think of that? She could have gotten herself killed asking the wrong person the wrong thing.”

“Yeah, maybe the person who killed Alex!”

“Then it would be your fault, Rose! Is that what you want?” my mother reminded me tensely. “It would be one more life that your god-awful book took. It has tormented one man, and killed another. Or have you already forgotten about what you did to Mr. Hopely?”

She tossed the hardcover off the table and onto the floor, where it landed cover up.

The wine was rushing to my head. I couldn’t stop the words. “There was absolutely nothing good about Mr. Hopely. I know that firsthand,” I said.

Mom crossed her arms, her eyebrows raised in displeasure. “And what is that supposed to mean?”

“What do you think it means?” I replied.

The energy in the room became painfully awkward as the silence hung in the air. I could feel myself at the edge. The silence was forcing my hand. I was going to have to say something. Everyone watched as I downed the rest of the wine.

Tommy seemed to understand first. “You don’t mean …” he trailed off. “Did he do something to you?”

I had always expected to feel embarrassed if anyone found out. Humiliated, even, the way I had been that night. But now, those feelings were gone. So much worse had happened to all of us.

“You could say that.” I turned in my seat to look at my mother. Her expression shifted from rage to confusion. “I made Gary the murderer in my book because he deserved it.”
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Then: June 2010

The lunch at Longhorn was the most uncomfortable meal I had ever had. Will sat beside Alex, barely speaking. He just reacted to the conversation around him with short one-word answers. Alex stared at him for the entirety of lunch, biting her bottom lip and tracing the heart necklace he had given her. If she did look away, it was to glare at me. Our parents were too busy with their own conversation to notice. When the meal was finished, Will asked Alex if they could go to the beach to talk, and she agreed.

I went home with the Hopelys at Cassandra’s insistence, even though I no longer wanted to. I had promised her I would stay overnight. We spent the next two hours swimming in the pool with Victoria, while I tried to ignore the absence of Alex and Will. The longer they were gone, the more worried I became. If they were still talking after all this time, what did that mean? Had Will forgiven her? Had Alex convinced him that I was the liar?

The Hopelys were deciding what to cook for dinner when the front door finally opened. I stiffened as Alex walked into the room, trying to read her expression.

“How was the beach?” Mr. Hopely asked, taking a sip from his wine glass. He had already refilled it twice during the afternoon and his tone was clipped. Alex didn’t give anything away. She just said, “Good.” She sat at one of the empty chairs in the kitchen, texting someone on her phone and chatting with her sisters about the graduation. A pit formed in my stomach. Alex seemed totally fine. Had Will really believed her that easily? What kind of bullshit had she fed him over the last few hours? It shouldn’t have surprised me as much as it did. She was his first love. She had the Alex Effect. Of course she had convinced him that it was all one big misunderstanding. I felt like such an idiot.

After dinner, I followed Cassandra back to her bedroom and felt someone grab me in the hallway. Alex’s skinny hand was wrapped around my forearm, her bright eyes lit with rage.

“I hope you’re happy,” she seethed. “Will broke up with me.”

The rock that had formed in my stomach dissolved. Will had believed me? He had dumped her?

“Alex, I—”

She cut me off. “I really hope you enjoy your sleepover with Cass tonight,” she said, dropping my arm. She tucked a piece of her long golden hair behind her ear. “Because after I tell her what you did to me, it’s going to be your last here.”

I had been an idiot not to think about this. Of course Alex was going to tell Cassandra. Why wouldn’t she? Everyone was going to ask her what happened between her and Will, and she couldn’t lie to all of them. And Cassandra was going to side with Alex. There was no question about it. Why would she want the girl who’d ruined her sister’s relationship hanging out at her house? Alex was vindictive. If she had publicly humiliated Victoria, her own sister, what was she going to do to me for ruining her relationship? Losing my best friend might only be the start of it.

I tried to enjoy what felt like borrowed time with Cassandra that night. We stayed up late eating Oreos and flipping through magazines. By twelve, she had turned off the lights and fallen asleep. I could hear Cassandra snoring from my spot beside her in her trundle bed. But sleep evaded me. I just kept thinking about what I had done. I had thought I was doing the right thing. I had thought Will deserved to know the truth, but had I accidentally ruined everything for both of us? Will was heartbroken and alone, and I was about to lose my best friend. The tightening in my chest got worse as I tossed and turned, too anxious to doze off.

I periodically heard stirrings from Victoria’s room, but as another hour passed, everything quieted. When I got up to pee, I noticed that Alex’s bedroom light was still on, so I avoided the bathroom next to it and headed for the guest bath off the kitchen. We used it whenever we went swimming because it had a separate door to the pool and patio.

I crept quietly into it, turning on the light and reaching behind me to shut the door. A hand stopped it from closing, wrapping around the edge. My stomach tightened. Alex. Now that we had time alone, she had probably come to let me know exactly what she thought of me. I felt a mix of relief and confusion as the door opened and I realized it wasn’t her.

It was Mr. Hopely.

He opened the door wide enough to slip inside with me. I could tell that he was drunk. How much more wine had he had after dinner? His eyes were glazed over, and he was stumbling.

“Mr. Hopely?” I whispered. He closed the door fully, leaning his frame against it. He was wearing fancy striped pajama bottoms and a white T-shirt.

He smiled lazily. “Mr. Hopely. So formal.” He burped a little. “You can call me Gary, you know. You’ve known me for a long time, Rosie.”

I would never call him Gary. Even if he had been one of my friends’ parents that I did like, it still would have felt disrespectful. Gary smiled, waiting for me to correct myself.

“Mr. Hopely is fine,” I said, a little firmer. He didn’t take the bait.

“You’re up late, aren’t you?”

“Oh … uh … I guess.”

“Big day.” He nodded. “Everyone’s growing up.”

I waited for him to say more, but he just stared at me.

“Mr. Hopely,” I said, my voice so small I could barely hear it. “I … um … I kind of have to pee.”

He made no indication of moving. His fingers turned on the lock instead, twisting the little gold knob to make sure it wouldn’t budge.

“You know,” he said, his words slurring, “I couldn’t stop noticing earlier, at the graduation. You have such perfect tits.”

I waited for him to laugh, to land whatever joke he was trying to make, or to correct himself. I had to have misheard him, right? But he doubled down.

“I couldn’t help noticing that dress you wore to the graduation. You’ve got a body on you, don’t you?”

I shivered. “Mr. Hopely,” I managed, my voice cracking. “I … I think you should leave.”

“And I think you shouldn’t tell a man what to do in his own house,” he snapped. “Especially when he’s complimenting you.”

Mr. Hopely was blocking the main door still, but as he moved a step closer, I let my eyes find the door that led to the pool. It was on the other side of the room, past the toilet and the shower. Could I make it?

As I considered the possibility, my head turned slightly in that direction. Gary took a quick step forward, shoving me over the bathroom vanity. His large hand clamped over my mouth, and he breathed into my ear as he pressed himself against me.

“Shh,” he ordered. “It’s okay.”

The scent of wine coming off his breath was so strong that I almost wished he’d covered my nose too. It filled my nostrils and made me want to be sick. Mr. Hopely kept me pinned between him and the counter, half bent over as one of his hands slipped under my shirt, grasping at my right breast. I could see him in the mirror in front of us. I could see his look of dazed pleasure as he squeezed me again. He pinched my nipple, and I let out a muffled cry of pain. His hand instantly tightened over my mouth in response. My eyes filled with tears.

“Be quiet,” he whispered. “It’s okay. We’re all right.”

He pushed himself even harder into me from behind, and I felt paralyzed. I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t push him off me. He was too heavy and his hand on my mouth was too tight. I was trapped between him and the vanity. I shivered as he continued to touch me.

“You’re a beautiful girl,” he whispered, low and guttural.

I felt like I had detached from my own body and Mr. Hopely was touching someone else. It couldn’t be me. This couldn’t be happening.

His hand moved down out of my shirt, grazing my stomach. I took a deep breath, relieved that it seemed to finally be over. I waited for him to remove his hand from my mouth, to let me go now that he’d clearly gotten what he wanted, but instead his hand slipped lower, into the waistband of my shorts.

“Shh,” he hissed as I struggled against him. “Stop … moving.”

My body betrayed me and I froze. I couldn’t focus on anything. I squeezed my eyes, not wanting to watch in the mirror as he kept going. Tears were streaming down my face. I could feel them sliding down my cheeks.

I tried to drown it all out. The pain. The sounds. It had to end soon. The quieter and more unresponsive I was, the sooner it had to end. And it would end. I would run straight for the door. I just had to be patient.

I didn’t know how long it had been, seconds or minutes. Time was bleeding together the longer I felt his hands on me. And then—

“Gary?” Mrs. Hopely’s voice from the hallway, coming closer. “Are you in there?”

Her voice sobered him. Mr. Hopely’s eyes widened in the mirror and he quickly pulled away from me. I was still clinging to the bathroom counter, shaking profusely.

“One second, Deb!” he called loudly. “I’m pissing!”

I came back to myself, my eyes looking toward the second door, the one to the patio. I didn’t hesitate this time. I bolted, wrenching it open. I could feel Mr. Hopely watching me, his stoicism a warning: Stay quiet.

The Hopelys’ patio was completely dark. I stood and asked myself whether I wanted to go home or back inside their house. My entire body resisted the idea of going back in, screaming for me to leave through the backyard and run to my house. But I knew if I did that, I would have to tell my parents why I had come home. Cassandra would wonder why I left early. There would be no way to hide what had just happened. I tried to picture walking into my home and telling my mother what Gary had just done to me, but the words caught in my throat.

I couldn’t tell them now, not like this. And Cassandra? She was going to hate me enough already after what had happened with Will and Alex earlier. I couldn’t put this on her too. I had to go back into the Hopely house and wait it out.

I could get through the rest of the night and leave first thing in the morning. I would figure out what to do tomorrow. I wiped the tears from my eyes until I was sure all was quiet inside. I crept my way back to Cassandra’s room.

Cassandra was waiting for me, awake and staring at her door. We were both silent for a moment looking at each other.

“Are you okay?” she asked, surveying me. There was something strange about her expression. I nodded, still shaking, and crawled back into the bed beside her.

“I’m fine,” I lied.

It was early the next morning when Cassandra and I were woken up by a loud conversation. Somewhere deeper in the house, we could hear tense voices.

“What are they going on about?” Cassandra asked, rolling over sleepily.

“I already checked everywhere in the house!” Mrs. Hopely was saying. “And the pool and the backyard.”

“Did you call the Dearlings?” Mr. Hopely asked, voice rising. “Maybe she’s over there?”

The sound of his voice made me shudder, reliving what had happened the night before, but Cassandra didn’t notice. She was listening to her parents intently, trying to figure out who they were talking about. Her entire body was still.

“I already did,” Mrs. Hopely snapped. “She’s not there. They broke up last night.”

“Oh … Well, what about her other friends?”

“I already called them all. She’s not with them. Her car is still here, Gary. So is her phone. And her bed is still made. Why would she leave without her phone?”

“She snuck out last night.” That voice belonged to Victoria. “I saw her leave.”

“Excuse me?” Mr. Hopely’s voice was a roar. “And you let her?”

“We were fighting,” Victoria said. “I told her I wouldn’t cover for her. But I thought she’d come home.”

“What time was this?” Mr. Hopely roared again.

“I don’t know. Eleven? Midnight?”

“Where was she going?”

“I didn’t ask. Maybe to see Will?”

“I’m telling you, she didn’t make it home,” Mrs. Hopely insisted. “I don’t think she slept here!”

Gary went silent and then said, “Victoria, go wake up the girls.”

A second later, Cassandra’s door swung open and Victoria’s pale face appeared in the doorway.

“Get up,” she said quickly, clearly tense. “Alex is missing. Mom and Dad can’t find her anywhere.”

The next few minutes passed like seconds. Cassandra and I pulled on shoes and jackets and headed outside with the rest of the family, screaming Alex’s name. Mr. and Mrs. Hopely argued about what they should do next, and I tried very hard to avoid Mr. Hopely. I couldn’t focus on my own pain or shame, not right now. Not when Alexandria was missing. And while I knew it was like her to sneak out from time to time to see Will, she was always back in bed by morning. She knew how strict her father was. She would never risk getting caught. Something was definitely up.

Sam grabbed me roughly by the shoulder as Cassandra and I looked in the side yard. “Rosie, go home and get your parents. We’ll need help looking.” She said this just as Mrs. Hopely said, “I’m going to call the police.”

I didn’t wait. I saw Mr. Hopely’s eyes narrow at me, watching as I took off into the woods, running down the familiar path that led to my own backyard.

I stopped at the edge of our patio, bent over and trying to catch my breath. I had a stitch in my side from the run. Too many things were weighing on me: Alex was missing, and Mr. Hopely had assaulted me.

I knew which was more pressing. I pulled myself up and realized I had left my keys in my bag in Cassandra’s room, but when I yanked on our back door, it was unlocked. That seemed a little weird, but I had enough to worry about. The door made the usual chirping alarm noise as I opened it, filling the silent, darkened house.

I have been assaulted. I couldn’t shake the thought as I stumbled back into the safety of my own home. Mr. Hopely forced me over the sink and touched me.

I felt tainted. Only yesterday, everything had been fine, and now I felt broken, used, and discarded. But I couldn’t do anything about that right now.

Will was in the kitchen with my mother, both of them speaking quickly and loudly, panic written across their faces.

“Did they find her?” he asked me as I walked into the room. “Her parents called. They said they think she left the house last night and didn’t come home.”

I shook my head, unable to find the words.

“What the hell is going on?” my father asked as he came down the hallway. Tommy followed behind him. They both rubbed sleepily at their eyes.

Mr. Hopely, I thought. That’s what’s going on.

But what I said was “We can’t find Alex. They’re all out looking for her.”

My family sprang into action at my words, throwing shoes on over bare feet and heading for the back door. But still, all I could think as we headed outside was Mr. Hopely attacked me.

Within ten minutes, we had found Alex’s body. Victoria spotted her first. Her scream led the rest of us to her.

I couldn’t move, the horrific sight twisting and solidifying into my brain. The girl I had known my entire life was now stiff and unmoving. Her eyes were open, and her clothes were practically torn from her body. No longer a girl, but a corpse left in the woods.

I watched both my family and the Hopelys grieve. Will broke down in my mother’s arms. Alex’s sisters were numb with pain. I heard her father’s guttural sobs.

Alex was dead and Mr. Hopely was her grieving father. I couldn’t say anything about what he’d done.

Within a week, at the Hopelys’ insistence, the police had zeroed in on Will. If I had said anything then about what Gary had done to me, it would have looked like retaliation. Who would have believed me?
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The book had been a stroke of genius. I was a year away from graduating Dartmouth and still reeling from Will’s first failed appeal. I’d always been a good writer and Dartmouth’s BFA had made me an even better one. I wanted to get Will out of jail, and in order to do that, I knew I’d need to drum up interest in his case. I realized that a novel was the way to go. I could craft something that would make people pay attention. A tell-all would have been great, but if it was nonfiction, I would have had to tread lightly. If I wrote a fictionalized version of our story, however, I could say whatever I wanted. You can’t sue someone for fiction—or at least not easily. I knew Gary would never let his family take it to court. He’d never risk me telling the world what he was doing the night that his daughter died.

I pored over the details of the case. Every time I sat down in front of my computer, the words spilled out of me, the blank page becoming my safe space. The only problem with the book came at its climax. I knew Will hadn’t killed Alex, but I didn’t know who had. None of my research had led to any outstanding suspects.

I couldn’t write the novel without naming a killer. That’s the reason people bought mysteries, for the big reveal. And what good is saying someone was innocent if you don’t know who else to blame? No one likes an unsolved case, so I made an executive decision.

Gary would kill his daughter. The more years that passed, the more the assault began to eat me from the inside out. I had refused to tell anyone about it, but it had completely changed the way I perceived men and sex. Everything that followed—my slutty high school years, Bradley—was his fault. And he deserved to be punished for it. In print. Whether readers believed me or not, it would make Gary a villain. A suspect. After all, his alibi was no better than Will’s—he was asleep, a fact corroborated by Mrs. Hopely alone.

And it was just like the police said: Families lie.

I knew he would understand. The moment he found out how he was characterized, he would know why I’d done it. He had molested me, and this was my revenge.

The night the news broke, I was back at my loft after fucking some guy in Alphabet City, a little drunk and very unsatisfied. I was standing in the kitchen balancing on my uncomfortable heels and hate scrolling through Facebook when I saw the headline from the Palm Beach Post: “Gary Hopely, father of murder victim Alexandria Hopely, dead by suicide at age 57.”

Even before the hateful messages started rolling in from the Hopely sisters, even before Mrs. Hopely was interviewed by ABC about the impact of my book, I knew I was the reason.

The pen is mightier than the sword, and my pen had killed Gary Hopely.

I opened the champagne my editor gave me when I made the New York Times bestseller list, and drank the entire bottle in one go. It was the first time I felt real joy since before Will was arrested. Justice had been served, at least in this instance. I waited for the guilt to hit me, but it never did.
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The dining room was so quiet you could hear a pin drop. Uncomfortable silence filled the air as I finished telling them all what happened the night Alex was killed. No one interrupted me. No one asked a single question. Tommy’s face was white. My father was crying. When I looked at my mother, her bottom lip was trembling.

“I made Gary the murderer for a reason,” I finished evenly. “He got to live free for eleven years while Will rotted away in prison. I’m glad he killed himself.”

My mother’s face contorted into something unreadable. I reached for the wine bottle and took a swig straight from it. I pushed my chair back from the table and bent down to pick up my copy of The Smileys Next Door from where it still lay on the floor.

“Rose.” My mom reached a hand out toward me. I stormed past her to my bedroom.

No one followed me.

I didn’t go to bed.

I meant to, but instead I stomped around my room, slightly drunk and radiating with anger. I couldn’t go back out there. To look at the faces of my family members right now would be unbearable.

They might feel bad. Bad that they never asked me about what happened that night, or looked closely enough at my behavior following Alex’s death. It had been so easy to say that Will’s arrest and his alleged murder of Alex were responsible for the monster I became in my teen years. That was easier than investigating the truth.

Maybe they wouldn’t believe me. I could see it happening. What was one more lie when they already believed that I’d written over a hundred thousand words of them?

Now, as an adult, the weight of what had happened that night came slamming down on me. I felt furious at all the men who had ever taken advantage of me. First Gary, Bradley, and then even Will, who allowed my pursuit of his innocence to continue even when he himself wasn’t trying to help. These men who had come into my life and taken what they wanted with no regard for what it would do to me.

I heard the front door beep, the sound of it opening and closing. I didn’t know who had left, whether it was my mother and Steve or Tommy and Suzannah, but I didn’t care. I grabbed Hazel’s copy of my book and walked down the hall to Hazel’s room. I was finally going to finish it.

I could hear voices coming from the kitchen as I sat on Hazel’s rug, my back pressed against the foot of her bed. I started reading. The last chunk of the book covered the trial, keeping most of the facts the same, but blaming Gary’s character instead. Hazel’s commentary here went: Oh my god! Why did the Hopely girls lie about Will and Alex having sex? Where was Gary that night? And the most painful one: Why didn’t Sam say anything about seeing Will that night?

I clenched my teeth. It was upsetting to see that something I’d been trying to ignore for days had been plaguing her too.

Sam had seen Will out there with Alex.

Without any other suspects to go on, it was getting harder and harder to ignore that piece of evidence. Was it possible that I had been completely wrong about all of this?

I slammed it shut and threw it against Hazel’s bookshelf. It smacked the middle shelf, knocking over some picture frames and tchotchkes as it fell to the floor.

I instantly felt bad for destroying any piece of her room. I immediately got to my feet, picking up her glass horse figurines and photos. I put the horses back on the shelf as carefully as I could, and then reached for the picture of Hazel and Tommy. The same one I’d looked at a few days ago.

I almost dropped it again.

Earlier this week, the picture had looked completely innocuous to me. Just a photo of Tommy and Hazel in their matching McCullough Farm T-shirts. A snapshot from a summer that could have been one of any number of normal, boring days.

But now it felt like the frame was burning my hands. I couldn’t unsee it now, a thousand childhood memories floating back in a millisecond. Just how much Tommy had looked like Will that summer, after his growth spurt. Tommy’s potent dislike for Alex. How often he had worn that farm T-shirt, mostly because it had a horse on the pocket that delighted Hazel. And, like all of the McCullough merchandise, it was bright orange.

Hazel had looked at this picture every day. She had come back to her bedroom after talking to Sam and seen it. That was why it had been turned down the day I’d come in here. She hadn’t wanted to look at it anymore, not after she’d pieced it all together. Hazel had figured it all out.

It wasn’t Will that Sam had seen out there with Alex.

It was Tommy.

I stumbled backward and vomited all over Hazel’s bedspread.
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I don’t know how long I stared at the photo but eventually Hazel’s door opened, and my father walked in. It could have been minutes or hours since I’d fled the dining table. Time had lost all meaning to me.

“Rose, are you—” My father stopped, his face stunned by the scene in front of him. The tears rolling down my face and the mess I’d made. I had somehow made it to the floor but I sat surrounded by the vomit that hadn’t landed on the bed. “Are you okay?”

Okay? It was a ridiculous word. I’d always hated it. I hadn’t ever been okay. I’d lived my life in two hemispheres: Before and After. The happy life before Alex was killed, and the bitter, resentful one after. I could feel a third era emerging now. Before, After, and This. This awful fucking discovery. This heinous third act I didn’t write and never saw coming. I would never be okay again. How could I be?

I was an idiot. Completely blind. I had spent the last eleven years defending Will with every ounce of my being. I had slept at night comforted by the idea that I was defending my innocent brother. I knew my brother couldn’t be capable of this. Turned out, I was only half-right.

“Rose?” my father asked again. He was crouching in front of me. It had been years since I’d seen him sit like this—his knees weren’t great. His sweatpants skimmed the small pools of vomit as he put both hands around my face and made me look at him. “What the hell is wrong now?”

When I didn’t answer, he shouted for my mother. “Lyla!”

My chest rose and fell as I ran through the evidence in my head. The unlocked back door. The alarm that woke mom up. Pieces of evidence that just as easily applied to Tommy as to Will. Tommy had the same alibi. And who would possibly suspect Tommy when Will was right there? Will was Alex’s jilted, angry ex-boyfriend, the person she had most recently had sex with.

Why would it be Tommy? I’d refused to accept that Will had done it, and I wanted to extend the same loyalty toward Tommy, but if I was sure that the same person was involved in both Alex’s murder and Hazel’s disappearance, then I couldn’t cross Tommy off the list. Will couldn’t be involved with Hazel. He was locked up. And Tommy … I shuddered.

He had been here. If Hazel had put this all together, she wouldn’t have hesitated to confront him—they were so close. He would have had a motive.

“What is going on in here?” Mom’s voice rang out loudly. Her eyes widened in surprise once she saw me. “What’s wrong with her? Keith, what’s going on?”

“I don’t fucking know, Lyla. I came in here to check on her and found her crying, practically comatose, and covered in vomit.”

I looked up and saw my mother looking terrified, with Suzannah just behind her. My sister-in-law, my lovely, generous sister-in-law. Did she know? Did I have to tell her?

“Where …” It was all I could manage. I stopped and wiped my face and tried again. “Where is Tommy?” I asked carefully.

“He just left to pick up the kids from my parents’,” Suzannah said. “We’ve been cleaning up downstairs, and I’m going to meet him at home.”

“He isn’t here?” I felt a moment of relief as Suzannah shook her head, replaced with panic as I realized he was with my niece and nephew.

“Suzannah, was Tommy working from home the day Hazel went missing?” I asked.

She looked confused. “What. Why?”

“Answer the question.”

She glanced from my parents to me. “Yes. I think so. He pretty much always works from home,” Suzannah sputtered, trying to figure out where I was going with this.

It felt like my chest had cleaved in two, cracking my ribs open to expose my frigid heart.

“Were you with him?” I pressed her.

Suzannah still looked confused but was becoming more scared by the second. She spoke slowly. “No, the kids were with my mom that day so I could run a bunch of errands. Why?”

I felt another wave of pain rush over me. Pullman had told me that Hazel had been spotted on the west side of town—which was where Tommy and Suzannah lived. Had Hazel confronted him there with what she’d figured out?

My mother was in front of me now, shoving my father to the side.

“Rose, baby. What is going on?” It was clear she understood that something had happened.

My voice turned shrill. “I think … I think Tommy killed Alex,” I said, barely getting the words out through my sobs. “And I think Hazel confronted him about it.”

Suzannah jumped backward, like I had hit her. “No.”

My father shook his head. “What are you talking about?”

I could barely breathe. I could hardly form the words.

“Sam Hopely told Hazel that she saw Will out there with Alex that night,” I managed, struggling to catch my breath as my parents made eye contact. “She never told the police because she said she felt guilty, like maybe if she’d done something she could’ve stopped what happened.” I swallowed. “But she also told Hazel, and then me, that Will was wearing a bright orange T-shirt.”

I picked up the photo of Hazel and Tommy and handed it to my father. “I found this face down on Hazel’s bookshelf.”

My father said nothing, staring down at the framed photo.

“Oh, come on,” Suzannah said, frantic. “It’s a T-shirt, Rose! That doesn’t mean anything!”

“Keith …” My mother trailed off, reaching for the frame. My father handed it over without a fight.

“I think that’s why she was on the west side of town,” I said, more tears falling as my parents processed what I was saying.

“No!” Suzannah shook her head. “No, no, no. I … This isn’t possible, Rose.”

“But the shirt,” I said, my whole body shaking. “They looked so alike back then. Hazel must’ve thought—”

“You don’t know what Hazel thought!” Suzannah seethed. “And there has to be a better explanation for all of this besides the color of a T-shirt!”

She was pacing, her face growing more and more angry. “For someone who’s spent her entire life defending Will, you sure feel pretty comfortable accusing your other brother of the same thing!” The insult stuck and she kept going. “I’m sure Will had an orange shirt too. Or they shared that one. My god, this is hardly a slam dunk.”

Maybe. It would be so easy to believe that. I too had thought of his University of Florida merch. But one of them had to have done this. And if Hazel’s and Alex’s cases were connected, the way I knew they had to be, then it had to be Tommy.

“I’m calling him,” I said, scrambling for my phone in my pockets and realizing I left it on my own bed. My mother was still clutching the frame. My father was frozen beside her.

Suzannah let out another cry of frustration. “This is ridiculous, Rose!”

“Then he can tell me that!” I said. I had flat-out asked Will this question a thousand times, in a thousand iterations. Did you hurt Alex? Did you kill her? Every time, I had believed him.

I had never asked Tommy. Never had any reason to before now. But I needed to confront him now. To hear his voice when he answered my question.

My father’s phone was sticking out of the pocket of his sweatpants. I reached for it, thankful he didn’t believe in passcodes. I scrolled to his recent calls. Tommy was the second to last. I pressed the button, holding the phone to my ear.

“Do you have any idea what this is going to do to him?” Suzannah’s voice was shrill. “What you’re accusing him of?”

I ignored her, focusing on the click as Tommy answered on the second ring.

“Dad?” Tommy sounded panicked. “What’s wrong?”

“It’s Rose.” My voice was stronger than I expected it to be.

“What happened? Where’s Dad?” Tommy was worried. I felt my resolve weaken. This was Tommy on the phone. My little big brother.

I clutched the phone. “Where is she, Tommy?”

Tommy’s voice was panicked. “Who? What are you talking about?”

It sounded so sincere. Could he honestly not know? Was he lying? Would he forgive me if I was wrong?

“Hazel,” I said carefully. “Where is Hazel?”

There was a moment of silence on the other end of the line. A flicker of hesitation. My chest constricted in pain.

“Rose—” he said quickly.

“Did you kill her, Tommy?” I asked, my voice breaking in two. I didn’t even know which girl I was asking about. Hazel or Alex.

Suzannah reached for the phone, trying to pull it out of my hands. My father held her back, a few steps away from us. The silence on the other end was unbearable.

“Did you kill Alex?!” I shrieked into the phone.

More silence, broken only by Daisy and Felix’s chirps in the background.

“Tommy, please,” I said again, desperate now. “Is Hazel alive?”

I could hear his breathing turning heavy, like he was preparing to cry.

“Rosie.” Tommy’s voice was breaking now too. I could hear him crying. “I’m sorry. God, I am so sorry.”

He hung up. The phone fell into my lap. My sister was gone.

“What did he say?” Suzannah’s voice was quiet.

“He … he said he was sorry,” I choked.

Suzannah ripped herself from my father’s grip, yanking her own phone out of her jeans and frantically dialing. I heard the familiar voicemail greeting. Hey, it’s Tommy. Leave a message.

I picked my father’s phone back up and scrolled through his contacts with shaking fingers until I found Detective Pullman.

“Hello?” Detective Pullman’s voice was clear. “Mr. Dearling?”

I could hardly think. “It was Tommy,” I said. “He killed Alex and Hazel.”
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I lay there on the soiled rug. I could hear voices and doors slamming, but I didn’t care. Nothing mattered anymore.

My sister was dead. My brother had killed her, and he’d also killed Alex. I had been right all along. Will had been innocent. But none of that made it hurt any less. None of it made me less numb.

The world moved in and out of my consciousness. I heard officers enter the house. I heard them console my mother. I heard them speak to my father. I just lay there. Eventually someone guided me to my feet and out of the room. They were saying my name. They were asking me questions, but I couldn’t respond.

I found myself in the back of a police car with my father, who was completely silent. My mother and Suzannah were being taken to another one. Suzannah was inconsolable. An officer said my name again. He pressed a phone to my ear. It was mine. Someone had retrieved it for me.

I heard Pullman’s voice on the other end. “We’re at Tommy’s house,” he said firmly. “Your brother has barricaded himself inside with the children. I understand you’ve been through a lot in the last hour, but I need you to come here, all right? Tommy is refusing to communicate with us, and there are weapons in there.”

“Weapons?” I asked, my first words in probably hours.

“The home has two firearms, registered to Thomas and Suzannah Dearling.” I felt even more dismay. I didn’t know Tommy and Suzannah had guns. How the fuck had that never come up?

“My colleagues are going to bring you here,” Pullman repeated.

The officer turned on the cruiser’s lights and we sped through the dirt-packed back roads toward Royal Palm Beach, where Tommy and Suzannah lived. The drive normally took ten minutes, but we made it there in five.

Their place was a starter home. A small red ranch-style set back from the road on a quiet street. I’d never been there in person, but I’d seen countless photos and videos of it. The street was packed with cop cars, various cities and counties scrawled across their sides. Officers were standing all over the yard, treading on Suzannah’s perfectly planted flower gardens.

I could see several vans with sliding doors left open, cops funneling in and out of them. I stiffened when I noticed the word SWAT written across one of them. These cops were dressed like they were going to war.

This couldn’t all be for Tommy, could it? And then I remembered why we were here. What Pullman had said to me on the phone. These people were here to catch a murderer, whatever it took. I shuddered.

An officer opened the door of the car for me, taking me by the shoulder and leading me through the circus.

Detective Pullman met us halfway. “That’s close enough to the house,” he said, holding up a hand to stop us. He looked too young for this crisis situation. He was barely older than me.

“Are you all right?” he asked me, his expression full of pity. There was no way to answer him.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“We’ve got a hostage negotiator coming,” Pullman said, gesturing at a megaphone on a folding table. “Tommy’s not answering our regular outreach.”

My mother suddenly approached and put her arms around me. It was an unfamiliar gesture. She hadn’t hugged me in years. I didn’t even care that we normally couldn’t stand each other. I let my head drop onto her shoulder, letting myself feel little again.

“I can’t believe this,” I said to her. “How can this be happening?”

“I’ve been looking into him as a suspect for days,” Pullman continued. “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about last night. The more you insisted on Will’s innocence, the more I considered it. It seemed glaring that no one had ever taken a close look at Tommy. He was right there, you know? And we all suspected that whoever took Hazel must’ve been close to her. Once you told me that Hazel had been looking into this, I realized he’d have motive to keep her quiet too. And when I found out where he lived …” Pullman stopped. “I just needed more evidence.”

I felt blindsided. How could the cops, of all people, have been so far ahead of me on this?

I noticed the curtain flutter in the window of Tommy’s house, shortly followed by a shrill ringing: my phone. The name displayed on the front of the screen was his.

“Wait a second,” Pullman hissed. He pulled out his cell phone and turned on audio recording. “We haven’t got your carrier’s permission to record yet,” he said gruffly. “Answer and put it on speaker.”

My hand was shaking as I clicked the button, my gaze drifting up to the window. “Tommy,” I said.

“I need to talk to you alone,” he said. I could hear the kids in the background and something on the TV. “I have to explain it to you, Rosie.”

“I’m here.”

“No, in person.” Tommy didn’t sound like himself. He sounded like someone I had never met.

“I don’t think I can.”

Detective Newbury and a member of the SWAT team were by our side now. Pullman had motioned them over with a gesture of his hand.

“I’m not talking to anyone but you,” Tommy insisted.

There was silence as Pullman and Newbury exchanged a look.

“Tommy,” Newbury said, taking the phone from my hand. “This is Detective Newbury. I know you want to talk to your sister. We’re going to see if we can make that happen, okay?”

“Okay,” Tommy said after a moment.

“All right,” Newbury said easily. “That’s good, Tommy. Really good. I’m going to put us on mute. Don’t hang up.”

Tommy said, “Okay.”

“Okay, I’m muting it now.” Newbury pressed the Mute button and turned back to me.

Pullman was already shaking his head. “We cannot send her in there like this. Look at her.”

I shot him a look. I’d been through a huge ordeal. How did he expect me to look?

“How do you feel?” Newbury asked. “Could you go in? If we put you in a vest, would you feel safe doing it?”

My mother grabbed my arm. “No way. You are not sending her in there.”

“She’s the only one he’s asked to talk to,” Newbury said. Pullman tried to protest, but once he saw the expression on Newbury’s face, he fell silent.

The question took me a couple seconds to weigh in my mind. Would I feel safe going into the house with Tommy? I wanted to say yes, without any hesitation. Tommy was my brother. He wouldn’t hurt me, surely. But then I remembered how we’d gotten here, and my chest tightened in fear. He could absolutely hurt his sister. He already had.

“I’ll go,” I said, nodding. Newbury didn’t waste a minute.

“Tommy?” he called out. “You still there, bud?” I knew Tommy would hate that.

“Yes,” Tommy said.

“Good,” Newbury replied. “Listen, we’re going to send Rose in there to talk with you, all right?”

Tommy took a deep breath. “Thank you.”

“But if we’re going to do that for you,” he added casually, “you have to do something for us, okay? We’re going to need you to send out the kids. Suzannah’s here and she wants them with her.”

“I would never hurt my kids!” Tommy shouted into the phone.

I recoiled at the fury in his tone. I couldn’t match it to the brother I knew. The violence that seemed to keep emerging from him.

“No one said you would,” Newbury clarified quickly. “But there’s a lot going on, and it would be better if they were out here. So if I send in your sister, you need to send them out, all right? We’ll do an even trade. Does that sound okay to you?”

There was a long pause. I dug my nails into the knees of my leggings.

“You promise you’re coming in, Rosie?” Tommy asked, sounding like a child himself.

I tried to pull myself together. I thought of Marta and all that media training she had forced down my throat. Deep breath. Count to three. Never let them know what you’re thinking. I had a poker face, and it was time to use it.

“Yeah, Tommy.” My voice was strong. “That’s what we’re gonna do.”

“Okay,” Tommy said again.

“That’s good, Tommy. Very good. Get ready for a knock,” Newbury said.

“Fine,” Tommy replied, and the line clicked off.
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I tried to shut off my brain as Pullman and Newbury got me ready. We were in one of the cop vans down the street, out of sight of the house. As Pullman strapped the wire underneath my shirt, I thought of Tommy and me as kids arguing over the practicality of Jurassic Park 3. As they fastened the straps of the bulletproof vest over my shoulders, I remembered his skill at claw machines, always winning me whatever cheap stuffed toy I was fixated on. My lower lip trembled.

A female cop gathered my hair in her hands, pulling it into a low bun. “It’s better to have it this way,” she assured me, securing it with an elastic hair tie. “Trust me.”

One last tug on the straps on my vest from Pullman, double-checking it was secure, and I was ready. Two SWAT cops would lead me to the door. I would knock. Tommy would send out Daisy and Felix. I would take their place. The wire would record our conversation. My goal was to keep him talking and deescalate the situation. They wanted Tommy to admit his crimes. What he had done to Hazel and Alex. Then they wanted him to come out and surrender.

“It’s bulletproof,” Pullman reminded me. The vest felt stiff and uncomfortable. My arms looked tiny sticking out of it. “He may want you to take it off, but it’s better to keep it on, if you can. Please.” I nodded.

“We’re going to be listening to everything you say. If things get bad in there, if you feel unsafe, you’re to say, “I can’t believe this,” and then lead him to the window. Somewhere we can see you.”

I grasped the implication and immediately felt nauseous. I bent over, the vest pressing uncomfortably into my chest.

“Look at me, Rose,” Pullman said assertively. He took my face in his hands, holding it up. His thumbs brushed against my cheeks comfortingly. “I need some assurance that you can handle this.” His eyes were wide, concerned.

“I’ll try,” I whispered, and he let go of my face. I wiped my nose with the back of my hand. At that moment I realized I actually trusted him.

“Well, I guess that will have to do,” he said.

“Can …” I stopped and tried to catch my breath. “Can I speak to Will first?”

I didn’t know I was going to ask for it until the request came out of my mouth. But then I realized it was what I wanted. I wanted to speak to my sibling, a person who knew Tommy like I did, who’d get how absurd this was. Someone who could understand what this felt like. I wanted to hear my big brother’s voice.

Pullman and Newbury locked eyes.

“I don’t think that’s such a good idea,” Newbury said. “We need to get you in there as soon as possible. Sometimes in situations like these the suspect changes their mind and tries to renegotiate. We need to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

“Yes, okay.” I was trying to muster my resolve. It was my brother in there. I would talk to him, I would look at his face while he spoke to me, and we could figure this whole thing out.

The detectives led me out of the van and back to Tommy’s yard. Two officers, each holding a huge gun, walked with us. I briefly caught a glimpse of my parents sitting in another nearby van. They were both crying. Suzannah was sitting morosely in the back of an officer’s car.

“You ready, Ms. Dearling?” the closest SWAT officer asked as we approached the house. The two of them stopped when we got to the front door. The one on the right nodded for me to knock. My hand shook as I tapped it against the door.

There were a few seconds of nothing before the sound of a lock clicked and the door cracked open, exposing Daisy’s little face. She looked exhausted and scared. Someone behind her gave her a gentle push forward. She hesitated in the doorway.

“Auntie Rosie?” she called, her eyes wide as she looked between me and the officers at my sides.

“Hi, Daisy chain,” I said, keeping my voice light. I bent down slightly. “Are you okay?” She nodded. I could see Tommy behind her now. He had a gun in his right hand, his left holding Felix to his hip. He made eye contact for a second, and I almost lost my resolve. He didn’t look any different, not that I really expected him too. He still looked like my older brother.

“Go, Daisy,” he said. “Go to Auntie Rosie.”

“It’s okay,” I reassured her. “These are my friends, and they are going to take you to your mom.” Daisy stepped hesitantly out of the doorframe, and I gripped her shoulder, pulling her faster toward me. One of the officers scooped her up and moved her out of the way.

“Tommy,” I said very carefully. “Hand me Felix.”

Felix had a pacifier in his mouth, his head resting on my brother’s shoulder. Tommy stiffened, taking an involuntary step back. I reached forward, my hands outstretched.

It took a second of maneuvering. Tommy kept the gun in his right hand as he transferred the weight of his toddler into my arms. I turned my back to Tommy, handing my nephew to the officer behind me.

“There,” I said, very aware of the fact that I was standing between them and Tommy. “I’m going to go inside now. Please leave.”

I took a step inside and closed the door behind me.

“Rosie.” Tommy looked relieved. His shoulders sagged, and he took a deep breath. “Thank god.”

Tommy’s relaxed expression filled me with rage.

“What the fuck’s going on, Tommy?”

He ignored me, staring at my chest. “Wait, why are you wearing a vest?”

“Are you kidding me?” The words slipped from my mouth before I could stop them. “Why wouldn’t I?”

He looked surprised. “You think I would hurt you?” He seemed genuinely offended. He took a step back, still clutching the gun. Then he came quickly toward me. I braced myself—for what, I didn’t know—as his frame towered over me. But he wrapped me tightly in a hug. I could feel the gun resting across my back as Tommy threw his arms over my shoulders. I didn’t move. I just stood stiffly as he cried, too angry to comfort him. Too scared to react. How different this hug felt from any other we’d ever had.

“I’m so sorry,” Tommy sobbed, his breath on my ear. “I don’t … I don’t know what to do.”

My hands were shaking so badly that I was afraid to reach up and touch him. Tommy seemed to sense my hesitancy. He pulled away. He looked like a wild animal. Skittish. My presence was no longer comforting. He went rigid, taking several steps back from me.

Was I afraid? A rational part of my brain understood that I was in danger. But still, the grief overwhelming me seemed more prominent.

“Sam Hopely saw you outside that night with Alex,” I said, willing my body to stop shaking. “In your bright orange shirt. She told Hazel, and then Hazel confronted you about it, didn’t she?”

He didn’t say anything, but I could see it on his face. The guilt. He didn’t deny it.

“How?” I croaked. “How could you have done all of this? How could you have kept silent this last week when you knew exactly what had happened? How could you have stayed silent all these years?”

I felt emboldened. I didn’t care who I was with. I didn’t care about the gun in his hand. I shoved Tommy in his large, hard chest. “How could you let Will go to prison for this?” I shoved him again.

“Rosie, I’m sorry. I never meant for any of this to happen.”

“Bullshit!” I yelled. “Murder doesn’t just happen, Tommy!”

I couldn’t stop myself. I had spent eleven years completely consumed by what had happened to Alex. Every decision I had made, good and bad, had been in the name of Will’s innocence. Tommy had seen all of it. He had let me do it, knowing exactly what had happened all along. He had gotten to live his life. He went to college. He got married. He had children. All while the rest of us suffered with the aftermath of what he had done. And when faced with the opportunity to fess up—to admit what he’d done when Hazel had uncovered it—he had killed her too. He had to be a sociopath.

I remembered the wire taped to my chest and looked at Tommy. I watched him sink to the floor, still holding the gun as he slumped down in front of the leather sectional. Nervously, I lowered myself to the floor beside him.

“I never meant to hurt anybody,” Tommy cried. “I never meant for any of this to happen. I promise.”

“Tell me what you did,” I begged as I reached for his arm, gently grasping it. “Please.”

I had to know. After years of defending Will, of swearing up and down on every news station in the country that my brother was innocent. After years of searching for suspects when the real one slept a room away from me. After a week of searching for a sibling who had long since been dead. I had to know.

Tommy’s face twisted in pain as he reached out and stroked the side of my head.

“You’re going to hate me,” he said, and then he began.
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Tommy: June 2010

Alex Hopely was a bitch.

Everybody knew it. It wasn’t exactly a state secret. They saw the way she acted at school and the way she treated her sisters. But she was pretty and popular, and apparently those things meant more than being nice.

For as long as I had known her, Alex Hopely had only one good thing going for her: She loved my brother. And my brother adored her back.

Except for the day of his graduation. The day Rosie told him what Alex had done. From the moment he found out about Alex’s cheating, Will had looked cold. Which was out of character for him. He was such a happy, good-natured guy. Exactly what you would want in a big brother: funny, lighthearted, fiercely loyal. And I was a weird kid. I never had a lot of friends. Never dated—something Alex loved to bring up. I was different from Will, but that never mattered. He was so good to me, so generous in every way.

Watching him suffer made me sick. After the graduation, Will and Alex had gone to the beach to talk, and they were gone for a really long time. I waited for him at home because I figured he’d want to debrief, but when he got back, he looked like he’d been run over by a truck. There was no light left in his eyes. He told me they broke up, but he wouldn’t say any more. He looked broken, laying down on his bed and just staring at the wall.

“How are you doing?” I asked, sitting down beside him.

Will was hugging his pillow, not looking at me. “I want to fucking die,” he said, his eyes closing.

His words made my stomach turn. I’d never heard him speak like that.

“Do you want to talk about it?’ I asked him.

“No,” he snapped. “I just want to be alone, Tommy.”

I left his room, giving him some privacy, unsure of what to do with myself. Rosie was still at the Hopelys’, so I had no one to talk to. I went to my room and stewed. The longer I thought about it, the angrier I got with Alex. She was the person who had caused this mess. Per usual, her thoughtless actions had hurt everyone else and she probably didn’t even give a shit. I was sure she would have a new boyfriend by the time college started, while Will would go into his freshman year heartbroken. I was sick over it.

I was still up around midnight when I heard Davis howling in the living room, scratching at the back door, so I let him out. The house was quiet. Everyone had gone to bed hours ago. Mom and Dad had known something was up with Will—he’d avoided them all evening—but they’d given him his space, just like I had. I was in my pajamas by then, a pair of flannel pants and that horse shirt from the McCullough Farm that Hazel liked. I slipped on a pair of Will’s slides that were by the back door and went outside with the dog.

I stood in the warm summer night watching as Davis took his sweet time to pee. He started wandering toward the path between the Hopelys’ house and ours, and I was getting tired.

“Davis,” I called. “Can you hurry up? Please?”

And then I heard a voice say, “You know he doesn’t understand you, right?”

I looked around and spotted Alex. She was standing on the path in between the trees, her hands on her hips. She was wearing a weird outfit for that time of night—tiny jean shorts and a tank top that pushed up her boobs. It was dark but she seemed to be wearing makeup too. Unfortunately, it didn’t cover up how ugly she was on the inside.

“What are you doing here?” I asked.

“I’m going to see Will,” she said, in a tone that was haughty, like I should be thankful she deigned to speak to me.

It didn’t surprise me. This was how she always spoke to me when Will wasn’t around.

“He doesn’t want to see you,” I said, which was true.

Alex laughed, and it infuriated me.

“He always wants to see me,” she said. She crossed her arms and popped out one leg, her flip-flop kicking up the dirt.

I looked at her, smirking back. “He used to.”

She was pissed. Her eyes narrowed into slits. “You have no idea what you’re talking about,” she fired back.

“Yeah, I do,” I said. “I spoke to Rosie. She told me everything.”

Alex laughed again. “Right. Your little sister told you something, so you think it’s true?” She shook her head. “Come on, Tommy. She wants attention and you’re both giving it to her. She’s lying.”

I remembered Rosie’s face earlier at the restaurant. She was practically in tears. She would never. “My sister doesn’t lie.”

Alexandria kicked the dirt again. “Rosie is a little bitch.”

“Well at least she isn’t a whore like you,” I said, moving toward Alex and shoving her hard on the shoulder. I hated listening to her talk about my sister like that.

That was all it took for her to unravel. She came at me, pushing into my chest.

“My god, you’re just jealous, aren’t you?” she hissed.

“I don’t even like you, Alex,” I said, turning on my heels to walk back toward our house. I heard her behind me, her flip-flops smacking against the ground.

“Oh, please,” Alex snorted, her voice rising. “You’re just insecure because you aren’t as cool or good-looking as Will. You want to be him so bad, and you know you’ll never be. You’ll never get to fuck a girl like me because you’re just a fucking loser, Tommy.”

I turned around again to face her and she smacked me hard against the chest. She kept hitting me, her small hands slapping my face and arms, so I shoved her again. Hard.

She fell backward, tripping over her loose flip-flops, and hit the ground. I must have knocked the wind out of her because she was gasping. It took her a couple of seconds to sit up.

“Are you insane?” she shouted, trying to get to her feet. “You realize I’m going to tell Will you hit me, right? God, I can’t believe you two are even related. He’s going to be so upset when I tell him what a fucking psycho you are.”

I felt myself come undone, fueled entirely by rage. I pushed her back down in the dirt, pinning her down with my knees. I grabbed her by the throat, and I started squeezing. I just wanted her to stop talking. To stop saying all those vile things about my family. It took a few minutes for her to stop squirming, but finally she went still. I took a deep breath, relieved to have some quiet.

But then Davis started barking. I looked down and realized Alex’s eyes were open. She hadn’t passed out. She wasn’t taking a break from the conversation. She was dead.

I scuttled backward. I couldn’t breathe. I was ninety percent sure I was having a panic attack. I started pacing.

Alex was dead. I had killed her.

I knew I had to get her off the trail. I grabbed her by the arms and dragged her. She was heavier than I thought she’d be, and her legs were getting scratched by the rough ground.

I could feel the tears sliding down my cheeks as I pulled her into the woods. I realized quickly that I couldn’t carry her much farther. I shoved her in between some trees and tried to catch my breath. If I was going to leave her there, I needed to make it look like something really bad had happened. Like someone had followed her and raped her and that was why they killed her.

I remembered she told Rosie that was what she would say happened at that party. So why couldn’t that have happened here? I bent down and unbuttoned her shorts, yanking them down by the waistband, the edge of her lacy underwear ripping as I did. Then I yanked her shirt all the way up, tearing it slightly. It looked convincing enough.

She didn’t look beautiful anymore. Her hair was all messed up and tangled in twigs. She had purplish marks blooming around her neck. And that was when I spotted the necklace. The one Will had given her.

Will had been so proud of that gift. He’d spent so much money on it. And here she was still wearing it, even though she’d cheated on him and he broke up with her.

I picked it up, reading the custom engraving: To My Dearling, Alex.

It was sweet and clever. Romantic even. Exactly the kind of thing Will would do, and Alex didn’t deserve.

I ripped it from her neck.

I slipped the necklace into my pocket and went back to the house.
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Tommy was talking through the sobs. “I was in a blind rage. I didn’t plan it, I promise. You have to believe me.”

I squeezed my eyes shut. I was ashamed that I had spent so much time criticizing Alex. Sure, she was a bitch. She had cheated and lied and hurt people, but she was only eighteen years old. Practically the same age as Hazel. She should have had years to grow up and change and grow out of it. And even if she hadn’t, she didn’t deserve to die. To be killed in that way. Worse people than her were still living.

Tommy’s gaze was on me, while his hand still rested on his gun. “Say something,” he begged. “Please. Anything.”

“How could you let Will take the fall for this?” I demanded. “Even if you didn’t plan on hurting her. Even if you did it because of what she did to Will, which is bullshit, by the way. How could you then let our brother suffer for what you did?”

His answer shook me to my core. “I didn’t at first! I didn’t know they would think it was Will. I didn’t know they had slept together that morning. I thought they’d think it was a stranger.”

“And when you realized they thought it was him?”

“I was scared! I didn’t want to go to prison. I knew I wouldn’t survive there.”

“So you let Will go instead?! You let them take his entire life away from him for something he didn’t do?”

“He was older. And bigger. More capable.”

“Of suffering?”

Tommy stiffened, his gaze darkening. “I should have known he was the only one you’d care about in this whole thing. He’s all you’ve ever cared about. Even before Alex.”

I was about to deny it, but he wasn’t wrong. Will had always been my idol, the golden boy of the family. No one could deny that.

Tommy’s grip on the gun tightened. His stress was palpable. The tears were slipping down his cheeks. I needed to keep him talking.

“And what about Hazel?” I pressed, though I wasn’t even sure I wanted to hear it anymore. If what happened to her was even a fraction of what had happened to Alexandria, I wasn’t sure I’d make it out of this house without killing Tommy myself. “What did you do?”

Tommy looked away. “She rode her bike here the day she disappeared, and she sat me down. She told me she knew what I did. She figured it out just like you said. She was going to tell the police and said she hated me. It broke my heart. I’ve always been here for her, the only sibling left after you moved. I was here when you left and never looked back. She loved me, and for once, I was the family favorite. She didn’t even remember Will. And then she turned on me.” He reached over and took my face in his hands. He ignored the way I flinched. “I’m so fucking sorry, Rosie. I love you all so much. You know that, right? I loved our family more than anything.”

Words. These were just words. They meant nothing. And I’d know. I’d spent so much time begging people to listen to me, written a whole book begging the world to exonerate Will, and it never made any difference. We had still ended up here.

“I’m going to kill myself,” Tommy told me firmly. “You don’t have to deal with me anymore.”

“No.” I grabbed his arm tightly, holding him to me in a hug. I needed to know where Hazel was. How he had killed her. Where he had put her body. My right hand reached around him for the gun, which he’d now placed down on the table behind him. I had never held one, and it felt heavy in my hands. “You can’t.”

“I have to. I can’t live with this anymore.”

“You don’t get to create this mess and leave me, all of us, to deal with it again!” I screamed at him, suddenly bringing the gun to my head. I knew holding it to him would mean nothing. He wanted to die. The question was whether he would let me die.

It was a risk I was willing to take. For Will. For Hazel. Wire or not, I knew how long legal proceedings take. Even with Tommy dead, Will might never get out. And what did it matter, really? Even if I did shoot myself in the head, would it really be worse than living with this? With everything he had just told me? I positioned the gun at the side of my temple, and Tommy shifted away from me.

“If you move again, I will shoot,” I told him.

“Rose,” he pleaded.

“You have a wife,” I said, desperately. “You have children. Be a fucking man and own up. For everything you’ve done. If you love me—or Hazel or Will, or any of us—you will walk out that fucking door and take responsibility for the girls you killed.”

Tommy stared at me. “Girls?”

“Women, whatever. Alex and Hazel,” I snapped.

“But Rose,” Tommy said. “I didn’t kill Hazel.”
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There was a hideous noise as the door shattered against the frame, splintering onto Suzannah and Tommy’s floor.

“Put the gun down, Ms. Dearling,” the officers shouted. I lowered it slowly onto the coffee table and raised my hands. There was a ringing in my ears.

They moved fast, wrangling my brother face-first onto the carpet and cuffing him. He was apologizing as they yanked him up to his knees.

Pullman came toward me, helping me up from the floor. “Hey, it’s okay. It’s okay. It’s all over.” His hands were gentle.

Newbury was beside him. The older man’s bulletproof vest strained across his stomach.

“It’s all right,” he echoed. “You did good. We know that was hard.”

They forced Tommy out of the house. His shouts of apology continued down the front drive. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” Suzannah’s screams came next, louder than the rest.

We moved slowly into the yard. I didn’t feel like I could walk on my own. My legs were weak. It was dark outside, but the street was illuminated by the moonlight and the flashing lights from the cop cars. I blinked as everything slowly came into focus. Reporters were at the fence and property line. The same carnivorous news vans that had been at our house just a few days ago. Half of them were screaming in Tommy’s direction, where he headed toward a deputy’s car. The other half were yelling at me.

But as I listened to them, I realized it wasn’t just my name that they were screaming. “Hazel! Rose! Hazel! Rose!”

I stopped listening to them. My gaze moved to the far side of the yard, where some blue and red flashing lights belonged not to a police car but to an ambulance.

My parents were kneeling in the dirt, their arms wrapped around each other and someone else. I stopped in the middle of the lawn.

I didn’t kill Hazel. Tommy’s words echoed through my ears.

Standing between my parents, her dark hair mussed and matted, her shirt and leggings covered in stains, and with dark bruises around her throat, was my sister. Crying. Alive.

I felt like I was going to pass out. The world was pressing down around me. Hazel was alive. She looked up, her tear-stained face finding mine.

“She was in the neighbors’ shed,” Pullman said behind me. “One of the officers was walking the perimeter and heard her screaming.”

I blinked. Tommy and Suzannah’s neighbors were snowbirds and had a large shed for all of their outdoor activities right behind Tommy and Suzannah’s yard. Their properties were big. How could anyone have heard Hazel’s screaming if they weren’t already patrolling the property?

“They’re taking her to the hospital next,” Pullman said beside me. “I have to go to the station. We’re going to book Tommy. And, Rose, we’re sending a couple of officers to Miami. To talk to Will.”

Will. I watched as Hazel was loaded onto a gurney and into the ambulance. Tommy hadn’t killed her. He had kept her captive. But that didn’t change that he had killed Alexandria.

“I can have them bring you along. If you want to be the one to tell him.”

Will knew none of it. He had no idea of what had happened eleven years ago, or even this past week.

“Rose,” Pullman pressed. “Where do you want to go?”

To the hospital to see Hazel, or to the prison to see Will? It was the same choice I had faced a hundred times over the years. Hazel or Will? Who was more important? Who needed me more? I had chosen Will every time. He had always been my first priority.

“Hospital,” I whispered.

This time I had to choose Hazel.






38


I rode to the hospital in the back seat of a cop car with my mother, my head resting on her shoulder like I was a small child again. It was more affectionate than either of us had been with each other in years. It was unspoken, just natural. Her hand clasped mine. Dad had gone with Hazel and Detective Newbury in the ambulance. My mother and I sat in stunned silence. What could we say? There weren’t any words. I wondered where Suzannah was now. Poor Suzannah. How would she ever survive this? And the kids …

I wanted to ask my mother if this made any sense to her. If she hated Tommy the way I did right now. If she was sorry for condemning Will all this time. If she had ever suspected that Tommy was capable of something like this. But I didn’t. It felt like too much right now. I wasn’t sure either of us could take it.

Upon arrival, we were escorted into the hospital through a side door. There was apparently a unit in Palms West for those who had experienced trauma. A closed floor where they could have privacy.

The nurse led us to a room where we found Newbury and my father sitting around Hazel’s bed. She was wearing a flimsy paper gown, still with unbrushed hair and dirt on her face. It was not surprising considering she had spent the last week in a shed. I couldn’t believe she was here. But she was agitated.

“No!” she was shouting at both my father and Detective Newbury. “You don’t understand!”

“Hazel, please,” my father said, touching her arm. “Don’t yell at him, he’s just trying to help.”

“But you’re not listening to me,” Hazel said, wiping her face. She looked so young. She was so young. Her wrists were covered in beaded bracelets. Friendship bracelets. It yanked on my heart.

“It wasn’t Tommy who put me in that shed!” Hazel’s voice was rising with frustration.

“Then who did?” Detective Newbury asked her, looking wary.

Hazel looked between all of us, her expression desperate.

“It was Suzannah.”
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I couldn’t process what she was saying. Suzannah had put Hazel in the shed? My sweet, maternal sister-in-law was involved now? Had Tommy made her do it? Was that why they had been bickering? My mother had her hand pressed to her mouth.

I bent down toward my sister. “Hazel,” I said, trying to sound as calm as I could. “Tell us exactly what happened after you confronted Tommy.”

Hazel nodded. She reached out and grabbed one of my hands, and I let her.

She took a deep breath. “It was all from your book, Rose. It gave me everything I needed to put it all together. And when I figured it out, I rode my bike to Tommy’s after school. He was there alone, and when I told Tommy what I knew, he didn’t argue,” she said. “He didn’t fight me or try to lie. He just broke down and started crying. He told me it was a big mistake, and that he had regretted it ever since.” She paused and looked at our parents, both of whom were stricken.

She swallowed and kept going. “And then he asked me what I was going to do about it. And I got upset. I was shouting at him and telling him I couldn’t just live with it, that I had to tell Dad and the police, and you.” She gave me a sympathetic look. “I mean you were right, and Will was sitting in prison … It wasn’t fair. He begged me to keep quiet, and I told him I couldn’t do that, and he started wailing, you know? I got scared and I ran from the house, but Suzannah ran after me.”

Hazel’s eyes filled with tears. “She had just gotten home and overheard us. I expected her to be horrified, but she wasn’t. She had the weirdest look on her face.”

Hazel bit her lip. “I told her I was going to go to the police. I asked her if she could drive me to the station. It was, like, five thirty by then and getting kind of dark, and she nodded and told me to follow her, except when I turned around, she had pulled a fucking gun out of her purse. She told me if I didn’t do what she said, she would shoot me.”

My mother reached for Hazel, burying her against her chest. For a minute, Hazel sobbed in her arms. I watched them, feeling rage coursing through me. Suzannah pulled a gun on Hazel?

She’d better hope the cops got to her first, or I was going to kill that bitch myself.

“She made me walk to the neighbors’. She had a key to their shed because she would sometimes let their gardeners in and out while they were gone. She forced me inside. I was screaming, but the shed was so far back from the house that I knew no one could hear me. She left me there for like a whole day before coming back with food and water. I had to pee on the floor and everything.” Hazel’s face twisted in pain.

My rage worsened.

“She always had the gun on me, no matter what. She kept telling me it was just for a couple of days until she figured out what to do. I asked her why she wouldn’t turn Tommy in. Why she wanted to protect a murderer. And she told me that she already knew. That when Daisy was, like, two, she found Alex’s necklace tucked into a pair of socks hidden in a box of Tommy’s old stuff in the garage. But she didn’t tell anyone. She didn’t want Tommy to go to prison.” Hazel trembled again and I had to dig my nails into my palms.

What a crazy fucking bitch.

“I asked her where Tommy was. Why he wasn’t coming to talk to me too. She wouldn’t answer. I could tell he didn’t know I was there. I really thought she was going to kill me.”

Hazel was sobbing. “I’m so sorry! I should have come to you guys, to the police, and none of this would have happened. I just wanted to make sure. I knew what happened to Will. I didn’t want to do the same to Tommy. I wanted to be wrong!”

I touched Hazel’s arm, seeing in her face the four-year-old I used to comfort.

“None of this is your fault,” I said. “This was all Tommy.”

I had questions for her. A lot of them. But for now, I just wanted her to recover.

“Are we going to be okay?” Hazel asked. “Are we going to get past this?”

I couldn’t imagine what she had gone through. What the past week had been like for her. She was too little to remember the shitstorm from last time.

“Yes.” I tried to sound convincing. “We’re all going to be okay.”
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The news broke immediately that Hazel had been found alive.

Thomas “Tommy” Dearling was arrested for the murder of Alexandria Hopely, and Suzannah Dearling arrested for the kidnapping and imprisonment of Hazel Dearling. From what Pullman told my parents, Suzannah had given them a full confession in exchange for a lighter sentence. She presented the same story as Hazel, including more details, like the fact that she had been the one to load Hazel’s bike into her SUV and return it to my father’s house before he got home from work. In the days she had kept Hazel hostage, she had never told Tommy the truth. He really had no idea where she was. That part, at least, brought me some comfort. That Tommy hadn’t been lying about his concern for her. He really had been looking.

The media latched on to the story. Reporters crowded outside of the hospital, Tommy’s house, my parents’ house. We couldn’t step outside without a camera being thrown in our faces or someone shouting at us.

And Will was once again in the public eye. The detectives had gone to the prison the same night Tommy and Suzannah were arrested and updated him on the case. He was so upset that they’d had to sedate him. He spent twelve hours sleeping it off in the prison infirmary.

The district attorney held a press conference a few days later, promising to do everything she could to expedite the process, ensure the real perpetrator was brought to justice, and secure Will’s release. Tommy had made it easy. He was going to plead guilty. There would be no massive trial. None of us could have taken another one

The media coverage on me was mixed. Sure, I had been technically correct: Will was innocent. But one of my brothers had killed Alex. Nothing I did to the Hopelys in the wake of Alex’s murder could be excused, especially accusing Gary, which had now been proven completely untrue. And until I shared what he had done to me with the rest of the world, no one would forgive me. My brother was still the monster, and so was I.

Four days after Tommy’s arrest, I was at the house alone. My parents had taken Hazel to a counseling center for therapy. Steve and the kids had gone back to Tampa, and Mom was going to follow once the dust settled here. From the whispered conversations I’d overheard, it seemed she was planning on taking Hazel with her too. Even with Tommy out of the picture, Loxahatchee felt cursed. I had not seen or spoken to my niece or nephew yet, who were now living with Suzannah’s parents.

I spent half the day wandering in and out of the rooms of my father’s house thinking about all the happy memories we made here. Before any of this had happened.

I answered my phone only for calls from Flannery or Marta, both of whom had been frequently checking in.

I found a bottle of vodka in the freezer. I took it to the backyard, over to the Adirondack chairs we had near the fire pit. From here, I had a good view of the Hopelys’ house. There had been a flurry of activity over there the last few days, as they were preparing to reacquaint themselves with their grief. We had all caused them so much pain.

I took a long gulp straight from the bottle, closing my eyes, letting the sun beat down on me. It reminded me so much of childhood: The feeling of Florida’s heat never leaves you.

“You’ve got the good stuff,” a voice said.

I kept my eyes closed. I recognized that voice, even though it had been years since I had heard it. Despite the fact that it sounded older, and weathered.

I opened my eyes to look at her.

“Hi, Cassandra,” I said softly.
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Cassandra had grown up so much. The wide-set shape of her face, which had been awkward when we were young, now looked striking. Her long golden Hopely hair was now cut short, bringing out the blue in her big eyes.

“We all came home as soon as we heard,” she said. “My mother would be furious if she knew I was here right now.”

I didn’t know what to say. I wished fleetingly, stupidly, that I had done something other than sleep the last few days. I was in desperate need of a shower, and this wasn’t the way I wanted to look when seeing Cassandra for the first time in years.

“You look awful, by the way,” she said, reading my thoughts.

“I’ve had a rough couple of days.”

Cassandra raised her eyebrows. “Like I haven’t?”

“I didn’t say that, Cass.”

She crossed her arms. Her face was so familiar and so foreign at the same time. It was hard to reconcile her with the girl I’d spent so many hours of my childhood with.

She turned and looked toward the path between our two houses. She shuddered. “I always knew it happened here, but it was so hard for me to picture it. I guess I know why now. It wasn’t Will. I was trying to picture the wrong person.”

“I always told you he didn’t do it.”

Cassandra gave me a resigned look. “Please. I don’t think you get to claim the moral high ground here, Rose. You didn’t suspect Tommy either.”

“Nobody did. And do you really think I would have acted the way I did if I thought he’d done it?”

“I don’t know what you would or wouldn’t do.” Cassandra shook her head. “I don’t know you.”

She was right. We hadn’t known each other since we were children. After the last few days, I felt like I didn’t know anyone anymore.

“What are you doing here, Cass?” I asked her.

Cassandra bit her lip. “I miss her, you know,” she said, ignoring my question. “I miss her every day.”

“I know. I’m so sorry.” I really meant it.

She perched herself on the arm of the chair across from me. “I need to ask you something, and I need you to be completely honest with me.” I couldn’t fathom what else she could possibly ask.

“What happened … that night? With my dad?”

I nearly dropped the bottle of vodka.

Something about her expression gave me pause. I remembered the way she had looked at me when I’d come back into her room that night. It was the same look she was giving me now. Something akin to pity.

“Did you know?” I asked.

Cassandra shrugged her shoulders and looked away as her eyes watered. I knew then that she did.

“I saw it on your face,” Cassandra said. She wiped at the mascara that was smudging. “My dad used to talk to me about you all the time, often when he was drinking. He used to say all these really awful things about you and your body and …” She was crying now. “I heard him in the hallway that night and then you came into the room, and I looked at your face and I just knew. I was going to talk to you about it but then Alexandria was missing and …” She put her head in her hands.

I wanted to comfort her, but I also didn’t know what she needed. So instead, I let myself cry too. We could sit together and come to terms with the horrible truth that would forever bind our families. Finally, Cassandra wiped the snot from her face and looked at me.

“He read your book, you know,” she said. “Mom did too. She was furious about it. She threw it at the wall when she got to the end. She called you every name under the sun. But when my father read it, he was quiet.” She paused, staring ahead. “I didn’t really get it at first. Why he wasn’t mad. You made him her murderer, so surely he should be furious, right?” She turned to me. “I figured it out a few weeks later. Deep down, he knew that it was his punishment. For what he did to you.”

At least one person understood why I did what I did.

“Of all the things you said in your book, it was that you should’ve mentioned,” Cassandra said harshly.

I didn’t know how to respond.

She stood to wipe her hands on her jeans. “I have to go home. Everyone’s a mess. Reliving everything all over again this week hasn’t been easy. But don’t worry, I’ll tell them the truth one day. They should know. And you should be able to heal from it.”

I was shocked but relieved. With every person who found out what really happened, a bit of weight lifted off my shoulders.

Cassandra had started to walk away, but then she paused. “And I’m glad Hazel’s okay. She never deserved any of this.”

“Neither did Alex,” I told her. “If I could take it back, the things I said and did, I would.”

The corners of Cassandra’s mouth twitched. “Thank you for saying that. And I’m sorry too about Will.” She stopped, considering her words. “He’s actually the most innocent of us all.”

She turned back toward her house without saying goodbye.






42


I stood in Pullman’s office, feeling impatient.

It had been a week since everything happened, and things were starting to settle. Hazel was back home, and my father was making arrangements to rent an apartment in Palm Beach Gardens for them, finally ready to sell the house. Both of them had decided it was the best course of action. Hazel needed a fresh start. A new school and a new environment. And Palm Beach Gardens was only twenty-five minutes away from the old house, close enough for her to still visit her friends and the McColloughs. Plus, it was closer to where my mother lived, who wanted to start visiting Hazel more frequently.

I was planning on going back to Manhattan the next day. My flight was booked for the afternoon. I needed some distance from all of this. And tragedy or not, I was on deadline for my next book proposal, and I needed to get back home and work on it.

But Pullman had texted me as soon as I woke up to ask if I could stop by the police station sometime today, refusing to tell me what it was about. He’d now kept me waiting for thirty minutes.

Pullman held up his hands as he finally opened the door. “I’m late, I know,” he said.

He was wearing a suit, light gray and more fitted than his usual. It looked designer. Maybe he had been on TV today or at a press conference. It occurred to me that our family’s tragedy had probably made his career, something that wasn’t unfamiliar to me as the best-selling author of The Smileys Next Door.

He ignored the annoyed look on my face. “How are you holding up?” he asked.

It was such a loaded and simplistic question that I didn’t know how to answer it. How did you explain the overwhelming anger and grief and regret and sense of closure that came with a situation like this?

“I’m okay,” I said. “Considering.”

“You did the right thing,” he said. “Alexandria and Hazel deserved justice.”

“I know.” I took a deep breath. “So is he … okay?” I needed to ask but also didn’t want to know the answer. It felt like opening a drawer my mind had tried to lock.

“He’s … talking. He seems to have accepted what’s going on and is very cooperative. For Will’s sake.”

“That’s good, I guess.” I both did and didn’t want Tommy to suffer. It was hard to make sense of my feelings toward him anymore.

“Thank you for driving over,” Pullman said. “I brought you something, but it’s a little unorthodox.”

I raised an eyebrow as the door to his office opened. A uniformed officer was escorting someone behind them. Someone in a faded brown uniform. There were cuffs secured around his wrists. I stopped, unable to move or breathe. Will.

“Thank you, Officer Stevens. I’ve got him from here. I’ll bring him back to you in ten minutes, all right?” Pullman nodded at the officer, who went to stand outside the door.

Pullman took a key off of his ring, unlocking Will’s cuffs, as we exchanged excited looks. “I had to pull a lot of strings for this, so please don’t jump out the window, okay? Because it’s my ass on the line. I’m going to sit right there …” He gestured to a chair on the other side of the room.

“Will,” I said, unable to believe that he was here, unshackled. I had visited him in prison, but this felt different. For the first time in over a decade, I could hug him.

Will smiled, a sight I realized I’d forgotten. “Hey, Rosebud.”

I threw myself into his arms, burrowing my face into his shoulder as his arms wrapped around me. The feeling was overwhelming, a hug so wildly overdue.

“What are you doing here?” I asked, crying into his shoulder.

“Pullman thought you might need a pick-me-up,” Will said, chuckling. He dropped his voice. “He was concerned about you. I think he might, like, like you, Rosie,” he teased.

“Shut up,” I said, smacking Will playfully as we broke apart. Over his shoulder, Pullman was watching our interaction with a subtle smile. His eyes locked on mine.

I’d deal with that later. I turned back to my brother. It was like looking at a ghost. For eleven years, I hadn’t seen Will outside of the prison walls or a courtroom.

“I wish this reunion were under better circumstances,” I whispered.

“You and me both,” Will said bitterly.

“How are you holding up?” I asked. We’d talked on the phone since Tommy’s admission but it had been brief. We hadn’t gotten into any of the details. It was all too fresh.

“How do you think?” Will’s lip quivered as he fought tears. “I spent all those years in jail for something I didn’t do, after losing one of the people I cared about most in the world, just to find out my own brother did it?” I flinched, and Will reached out to hold my hand in his.

I looked down at his uniform, really seeing it for the first time. “You know we’re going to get you out, right? I’ve been on the phone with everyone from Tallahassee to DC all week.” It turned out getting the wrongfully convicted out of prison was a lengthy process, even when you had an alternate suspect.

Will looked a little sad. “These things can take years, Rosie. I’ll be lucky if you’re not in your thirties by the time I get out.”

I rolled my eyes. “The prison-industrial complex is so completely fucked.”

Will squeezed my hand. “It’s okay. Our good friend Pullman over here told me he’s going to help you work on my release.”

I looked back at Pullman with disbelief. I cocked an eyebrow. “Is he now?”

“Yes, I’m going to make it my mission to single-handedly restore Rose Dearling’s belief in the criminal justice system,” Pullman said.

Will and I laughed in tandem.

“Good luck with that,” I said.

Will and I had only ten minutes together before the rest of my family joined us. Pullman had called them too. My parents and Hazel each hugged Will and comforted him. There were a lot of whispered apologies for not believing him or me. And Will, being Will, was loving and gracious through it all. My mother hugged him the longest, crying as she asked for forgiveness over and over in his ear. She didn’t move until my father physically removed her for his turn. She let him and made her way to me. I was standing off to the side.

“Rose,” she said carefully, wiping at her tears. “I’m not going to lie and say that I agree with every method you took over the years …”

“But?” I added, and a small smile appeared on her face.

“But …” she said. “I acknowledge that you were right, and that if I had been more open to listening to you, there might’ve been a world where it didn’t need to come to this. I’m willing to admit my faults.”

These were the words I had waited eleven years to hear her say. But they didn’t feel like vindication now. After everything that had happened, I didn’t want to be right. Or to fight with her anymore. I just wanted to fix it all. Everything I could, apart from Tommy.

No one could fix what he had done.

“It’s okay,” I told her, letting my mother pull me into a hug.

“Thank you,” she said finally, hugging me tighter. “For helping your brother. Especially when I couldn’t.”

I nodded, and when we broke apart, I watched her go back to Will, wrapping him in her arms again.

My family had a long road ahead of us. A road full of therapy and reconciliation, but it was possible. I was going to make damn sure.






Epilogue


Twenty Months Later

“That guy was definitely looking at me, Rosie.”

Despite having legs infinitely longer than mine, Will walked so much slower. He had yet to master the way New Yorkers navigated crowds. He moved out of the way of people, thought that everyone was looking at him; he took offense when people pushed past.

“He was not looking at you,” I told him. “He was looking at me.”

Will snorted. “Do you think you’re more famous than me, Rosie?”

“I know I am. I’ve been a public figure for years now. I’ve been on television, remember? And where have you been? Oh yeah, that’s right: in prison.”

“I don’t think those are things I can forget!” Will said, making light of it. From the moment he was released four months ago, he had eased his transition with humor. And therapy. Lots of therapy.

We were lucky he’d gotten out so quickly. Sixteen months was practically unheard of, and in many ways was thanks to Pullman and the Hopelys. I hadn’t spoken to any of them since Cassandra’s visit to my backyard, but I had a feeling she had rallied them. The three sisters had even released a statement on Twitter, urging the Florida governor to release Will as soon as possible.

I had sent them each a letter. Only Victoria ever responded, but it comforted me to think that they all knew I was grateful.

Will had been released with a hefty settlement. Florida issues fifty thousand dollars for every year someone has been falsely imprisoned. After eleven years of imprisonment, his settlement had been well over half a million dollars. The state didn’t share this news publicly; I could only imagine the outcry if they had. In the wake of Tommy’s arrest, people had trouble separating Tommy and Will. Rewarding Will was the right thing to do, but some people might feel like it was rewarding Tommy too. It didn’t matter that none of us had spoken to Tommy in over a year.

Since Will’s release, the family had made a conscious effort to see one another more. We all, me and Dad included, spent Thanksgiving in Tampa with Mom and Steve, which turned out to be surprisingly fun. We tried to make it special for Will and Hazel, and figure out how we were going to make our new family dynamic work. We never mentioned Tommy if we could avoid it. It wasn’t easy. Suzannah’s parents had taken their kids and moved to North Carolina. They had gotten full custody after Tommy’s life sentence and Suzannah’s thirteen years. My parents wanted to fight it, at least for visitation rights, but we were all exhausted. Suzannah’s parents answered only half of our texts and wouldn’t let anyone visit. It was killing my parents not to see their grandkids, but some part of me wondered if it was easier this way. For now, those kids probably needed a more stable environment than any of us could provide.

Tommy wrote us all frequently, and I kept all of his letters unopened in a drawer in my desk. I knew I would look at them eventually. Despite all of the horror that Tommy had caused in our lives, he was still my brother. But I needed time, and I didn’t know how much yet.

“Hazel texted me,” Will said now, smiling down at his phone. He was impressed with the latest iPhone I’d bought him. “She said she’s coming up next Thursday.”

I smiled. “I know. I just sent her the flight info yesterday.”

I had made good on my promise to reconnect with my sister. Despite my hatred of Florida, I had already been down three times to visit her and had flown her up here one weekend every other month. We kept up with each other over texting and social media. I had also paid for her therapy, picking the most well-respected and expensive trauma therapist I could find down there. It was the least I could do.

Will and I had recently signed a seven-figure deal for a joint memoir. The real story of what happened in 2010, and the years following. We were going to explore everything this time: what Gary had done, Tommy’s involvement, life behind bars. We’d spent the last year and a half drafting it—with Hazel’s input, of course. Pullman would even write the afterword.

I had been hesitant to get back into it, but Marta had told me that if I didn’t write our story, someone else would. This was my opportunity to get it right. To tell the whole truth. It was to be my apology. To Alex. To Will. To Hazel. There was so much I hadn’t known when I wrote The Smileys. And with Will’s and Hazel’s added perspective, it was easier than I’d expected.

Will and I bought a beautiful townhouse in Harlem. New York seemed like the best place for him to live. It was easier to blend in amongst millions of people. Hazel still hoped to attend college in the city. She wanted to move in with us the following year. We were excited to welcome her.

“She just laughed at my excessive emojis,” Will said, frowning at his phone screen.

I cracked a smile. “Well, you’re out of touch.”

“It’s going to take me a bit to catch up on social media etiquette. Think I can get Hazel to teach me how to use TikTok, or should I ask Marta?”

“Marta will tell you not to use it. She takes my Twitter away from me every other week.”

Will grinned. “That’s because you tweet obnoxious things about true crime.”

“It’s my job,” I said.

“Our job,” he reminded me with a wink.

I looked down to check my phone. I had a text from Flannery about brunch plans for the next day, and under that a new message from Pullman.

So, the homicide conference I’m speaking at in Manhattan is next month, he wrote. Any chance you’d like to recreate our Chili’s dinner? Do they even have Chili’s in New York City?

I smiled and replied. They do, but we have better restaurants than that here.

His response came instantly. It’s for nostalgia, Rose.

If you really want to be nostalgic, I wrote, you could always cuff me again. I like it rough.

Great, he wrote back. Now I’m hard at a crime scene and it’s entirely your fault. Enjoy the podcast and call me later.

I had stayed in contact with Pullman after I returned to New York. Our late-night phone calls going over the case for the book had slowly turned into enthusiastic rounds of phone sex. He’d flown up twice now to see me, and I had relished telling my romance friend Candace that she had been enthusiastically wrong about cop sex. Beneath the rural detective persona, it turned out he was a deeply brilliant person. Annoyingly so. His talent was being wasted in a small town, and I told him that every day.

“I like him because he can keep up with you,” Will had said when he caught me texting Pullman one night. “He takes your shit and gives it back to you.”

I hated how cliché it was, to sleep with the handsome detective who’d been investigating my sister’s case. It was a book trope, but Pullman had gotten under my skin. He’d really pulled through for us.

“Stop texting Officer Handsome.” Will nudged my shoulder. “We’re here.”

I looked up from my phone. We walked into the grand lobby of a sleek apartment building, past the doorman. I pressed the button for the elevator, and we headed up to the tenth floor for our interview with true crime podcaster Heath Lye.

“Flannery wants to know what time we’ll be done,” Will said. “Do you have any idea?”

“Probably around four,” I said, still trying to shake the weirdness of his words. Will had recently met Flannery at a book event. He had liked her instantly and read all of her books so that he had something to talk to her about next time. They’d been dating ever since.

Flannery was the complete opposite of Alex: a smart and sarcastic writer who wore only black. She and Will were a good match, though it freaked me out to see him with a girlfriend when the last one I ever saw him with all but sent him to jail. But I had fought for Will to have a life and now he was living it.

When we got up to the penthouse, Heath was waiting with his door open. “The Dearlings!” he called jovially. “You made it!”

He reached out and shook each of our hands. “Nice to meet you, both. I’m so excited to have you on.”

“You too,” Will said. “I love the podcast.” He’d binged Two Truths and a Lye over the last two weeks when I told him Heath wanted to have us on to promote the book.

“Glad to hear it. Come on in.”

He ushered us through the apartment and into his private studio. After a few minutes of explanation and pleasantries, we started to record. We had promised Heath fifteen minutes, a teaser segment for the book now that preorders had opened.

“So, let’s start with Will,” Heath said, his alluring voice floating through our headphones. “Can you tell us about this experience from your perspective?”

Will took a deep breath. “I guess it started where all stories like this start. With my family. We were really close growing up …”

I took a deep breath. Will’s story was going to end the same way it had begun. With us: the four Dearling siblings.
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