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        Prologue

      
      September 5

      One dead body.

      Two.

      The bedroom blurs. The sharp scent of copper. A knife gleaming in the moonlight. Twisted bedsheets. Pajamas soaked in dark crimson.

      This is a nightmare.

      It has to be. Wake up, Charlotte.

      But it’s not.

      I know from the cold sweat on my skin, the sickness rising in my throat, the crack splitting my heart in two.

      My eyes sweep the bedroom, desperate for an explanation. Someone to tell me this isn’t real. That this isn’t what it looks like. That I can turn back time.

      Who could do something like this?

      An icy breeze slides through the open window. Is this how they got in, or how they escaped, or…are they still here?

      The thought paralyzes me.

      A creak.

      A footstep bending hardwood, bending my insides. Someone’s coming.

      I don’t breathe. I don’t think. I run.

      Out of the lake house, through the yard, and into the woods. My feet fly across the forest floor, broken twigs jamming into my bare skin.

      Behind me, the patio door slams open. His feet pound the steps like a bass drum, heavy, relentless.

      My lungs burn. My thoughts splinter. The crickets shriek in my ears. He’s gaining ground. I veer off the trail, into a thicket. Branches whip my face. Burrs cling to my legs. My foot smashes into a tree root, nearly taking me down.

      He tears through the underbrush behind me.

      Close.

      Closer.

      I won’t last much longer.

      Then I see it. The amusement park carousel—tilted, forgotten, spinning, alone, just like me. It shouldn’t be here, and neither should I. I drop low beside it, chest heaving, rain pinging against rusted steel. Why is this happening?

      Footsteps crunch closer. He smells me, senses me. Does he see me?

      Lightning flashes, illuminating the forest. The moment slows, and we lock eyes. He’s twenty feet away.

      A gasp catches in my throat. I recognize him…barely. But he looks through me as if I never existed.

      I bolt, but he has the angle. The air hisses behind me. The steel misses by inches.

      He stumbles, and for one blissful second, I think I’m free. Then—

      He catches my wrist, yanking me back.

      We crash into the mud, sliding hard.

      My breath punches out of me. Before I can scream, he’s on top of me, blade raised, expression blank.

      I close my eyes.

      And wait for the end.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 1

      
      Eighteen years ago

      I’m twelve years old, and I’m on top of the world.

      I sit in an open-air gondola, swinging around the Ferris wheel at the Minnesota State Fair with my best friend, Olivia. It’s one of those incomparable late-summer nights—warm, with a hint of dew in the air and a gentle fall breeze that tickles your hair. The meteorologist says there’s a full moon tonight, and from up here, it feels so close I swear I could touch it.

      An intoxicating scent of Pronto Pups, spun sugar, and fried dough rises from below. Our seat creaks back and forth as I watch families and hand-holding couples making their way through the fairgrounds: buying deep-fried Snickers bars, inspecting the latest tractor models, hugging goats at the petting zoo, throwing darts at balloons. Occasionally, I hear a bell ring from someone winning another overstuffed animal, but for the most part, it’s quiet—peaceful, even.

      I wonder if I could sit up here forever.

      I glance at Olivia, and I can tell she feels the same way. Her hazel eyes sparkle as she takes in the explosion of stars in the night sky, and I can’t help staring at her. She’s everything I’m not but want to be—her black hair shines and curls, unlike my stringy, fried blond locks. Her skin is a freckle-free brown, while mine is spotted pink. As she crosses her legs, her perfectly proportioned body moves with grace and agility, a sharp contrast to my lanky clumsiness.

      Sometimes I wonder why she’s even friends with me.

      The gondola swings through the bottom of its arc—our seventh spin around the wheel. Hordes of sunburned fairgoers wait to board the ride. I glimpse Olivia’s dad, Eric Parker, sporting a pink polo and driving moccasins, nibbling on a chocolate-chip waffle cone, talking to my mother. We breeze past him, and I take a moment to admire his toned arms and elm-green irises. He laughs at something my mom says, his eyes crinkling, dimples dancing. He’s the dad you see on TV shows—perfectly tanned, perpetually relaxed, the world orbiting around his effortless charm. Something stirs within me.

      Olivia catches me staring and smacks my arm. “Ew, stop looking at my dad like that.”

      Heat floods my face. “What are you talking about?”

      She laughs and shakes her head. “It’s so obvious you have a crush on him.”

      “Nuh-uh.”

      “Yuh-huh.”

      “Whatever.”

      “Whatever, whatever.”

      She shoots me a knowing squint but mercifully lets it drop. As we fly back up into the night sky, her lips break into a huge grin, and she wraps an arm around me and squeezes. I catch a whiff of her coconut conditioner.

      “It’s nice up here, huh?” she says.

      I tap my head against hers and sigh. “Yeah, it’s nice.”

      The Ferris wheel groans beneath us.

      I flinch, clutching the safety bar with taloned hands and glancing at the fairgoers below—tiny as ants—which only worsens my phobia.

      “OMG,” says Olivia. “It’s just the wheel turning.” She places a hand on my back. “Relax.”

      I force a smile and lean into the seat. “Sorry, the noise surprised me. I—I really do like it up here.”

      She sits silently for a minute, giving me a chance to settle back in, then taps my knee and points to the glowing moon. “See, CharBar, I told you there was nothing to be afraid of. Aren’t you glad I made you do this?”

      I blush. “Yeah, it’s pretty cool. Heights just freak me out a little.”

      “A little? I thought you were going to bail on me. I was ready to ride this thing by myself.”

      “Whatever, I’m fine.”

      She cocks her head. “Oh, so you’re saying you weren’t scared at all?”

      I throw her a defiant smile. “Nope.”

      “Ha, you are such a liar.”

      Before I can respond, she slides her legs from under the safety bar and stands on the cracked brown leather cushion. The gondola wobbles beneath her feet, the hinges screeching.

      I press myself against the back of the seat, eyes wide in disbelief at what I’m seeing. My chest tightens, and the muscles in my legs and arms cinch. “Olivia, what are you doing?”

      She ignores me and stands taller, spreading her arms out like she’s flying—her weight forward, face cutting the wind like a carving on the prow of a ship, proud and invincible.

      But she’s not invincible. I know better. This isn’t one of those newer, glass-enclosed gondolas. One shift, one wrong move, and she’s gone.

      “Olivia, sit down,” I say, my voice cracking.

      She closes her eyes for a breath, basking in the danger as we rise higher into the night sky and the supermoon closes in. A gust of wind kicks up, and she shifts her hips to find her center. I want to reach for her leg and grab her, but I’m afraid I’ll knock her off-balance. My palms sweat as I search for an emergency brake or switch I could pull to make this horrible machine stop.

      She spots my terror and winks, spreading her arms wider. “I want you to admit you were scared and wouldn’t have gotten on this ride if it weren’t for your pretty, funny, awesome friend Olivia.”

      I search the fairgrounds for help, but no one notices. My fingers clutch the seat cushion, knuckles white, stricken with panic.

      “Okay, I’m sorry.”

      She shakes her head and steps onto the edge of the gondola.

      The realization hits me: She’s going to balance on it.

      The sounds of the fair fade to a low hum.

      An impish grin crosses her face. “I don’t want you to say sorry. I want you to admit you wouldn’t have gotten on this ride if it weren’t for your pretty, funny, awesome friend Olivia.”

      Everything inside me tells me to grab her. Just lean over and grab her by the waist, pull her toward you, and don’t let go.

      But I can’t. I’m paralyzed.

      My nails dig into the seat cushion. “Olivia, please come down.”

      Her smile grows so wide that it takes up half her face, a sea of ivory. The Ferris wheel squeals beneath her. She wags her dainty finger at me and places her other foot on the edge, arms spread like a gymnast on a balance beam. The ride is reaching its apex now, and as mortified as I am, I can’t help but be struck by the beauty of what I’m seeing—this girl dressed in white, lit like an angel by the Ferris wheel bulbs below, framed by a glittering night sky.

      It takes my breath away.

      A spark of jealousy runs through me, watching how effortlessly she performs feats I couldn’t even dream of. I wish we could trade places for just one day.

      The shriek of the wheel snaps me back to reality, to the fact that my best friend stands on the precipice of death. “I’m sorry!” I scream.

      “Not good enough. You have to say, ‘pretty, funny, awesome friend Olivia,’” she says, raising one foot and lifting it to her hand like a ballerina. She pauses. “Or I could tell my dad you have a crush on him…”

      I frantically scan the ground for help. My dad and the Parkers chat away, oblivious, but a few spectators notice. A woman screams. My mom looks up now, her jaw on the ground, but she does nothing, like me, frozen by what she’s seeing.

      I turn back to her and clasp my hands together. I’ve been holding my breath for so long I can barely speak. “Okay, I wouldn’t have gotten on this ride if it weren’t for my pretty, funny, awesome friend Olivia.”

      She cocks her head, measuring my sincerity, waits a beat, then drops her raised leg, puts her foot back down on the edge of the gondola, and laughs. “That’s all I needed to hear.”

      I release a breath and run my hand through my hair.

      She begins to step down as the wheel reaches its apex and rotates back toward the earth. “See, that wasn’t so hard, was—”

      The wheel shifts; her weight wavers. Her grin vanishes.

      My mouth drops open, and my breathing stops.

      Her arms pinwheel.

      She reaches for me.

      I reach for her, but my limbs won’t move. I’m frozen, as though outside my body.

      All I can do is watch.

      Watch as her arms flail, and then…darkness.

      A gap in the film.

      The next thing I remember is the flicker of ambulance lights.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 2

      
      August 29

      The walls are closing in on me.

      Not literally, of course—I’m not crazy. But my career? Yeah, that’s on life support.

      I pace the ocean-blue hallway outside Tim Colby’s office. Overpriced abstract paintings lit by gold lamps line the wall. The sounds of keyboards tapping and computer mice clicking vibrate through the air, accompanied by the scent of warm copier paper. My tan leather flats tap against the granite floor as I walk.

      One, two, three, four.

      I count each stride, an old habit I’ve never been able to shake. Forty paces from one end of the hallway to the other.

      This is where the partners of Winthrop & Co. play masters of the universe. Each office boasts floor-to-ceiling windows and jaw-dropping views of Lake Michigan. I’ve been busting my ass for the last five years, hoping to make partner, a goal that seems to slip further away by the second.

      My gaze snags on the view of Navy Pier. To the families weaving their way down the promenade. To the vacation crowd sipping from mugs at the beer garden.

      To the Ferris wheel.

      For an instant, buried memories of Olivia skitter through my brain. Her fall. The two weeks she spent in a coma. Wondering if she’d ever be the same. I shove it back underground and return my attention to the here and now.

      Normally, I love it here.

      But not today.

      Today, this hallway feels like the plank of a ship, and I’m about to be tossed overboard. I pick a small piece of lint off my navy-checked pants and tug at the sleeves of my white silk blouse. Kelly from the tech practice breezes past me, eyes down, as if I’m radioactive. She’s heard the whispers, knows something happened, knows I’m in trouble. But she doesn’t know what. No one does.

      I’m not sure I do.

      The front-desk phone rings, each chime like a doomsday clock. I drift into memory, but not fully—just flashes. The conference room. Vivek’s expression. The scent of sweat, the moment everything changed. Watching, losing control, the blur.

      I play out the scenarios that await me in Tim’s office, but there are too many variables. Too many unknown factors that could influence his approach.

      People. Are. The. Worst.

      When I’m on a consulting project, everything is controllable. I can dig through the spreadsheets, swim in the numbers, identify a company’s problems, plan for how to fix them, and then cobble it all together into an eye-popping PowerPoint presentation. You need this many new customers. This is your cost per new customer. These are the sales channels. This is your strategy.

      That’s what I do. I eliminate problems.

      But people? People are irrational, unpredictable. They make decisions based on feelings and fears, not cold, hard facts. I watch Pete, our front-desk assistant, take a bite of a Twinkie, and I’m reminded that people often do the exact opposite of what’s good for them. And that’s how you get yourself into trouble.

      Tim’s office door snaps open, jarring me from my thoughts. Red runs through his chubby face. He looks over horn-rimmed glasses, clenches his jaw, and beckons me with his stubby hand. No hello, no smile.

      Not a good sign.

      “Have a seat, Charlotte,” he says as he flops into his plush leather desk chair. Tim speaks more in growls than in words. His suit is rumpled, his tie loosened. His gut protrudes, the product of too many steak dinners on clients’ expense accounts. He looks like he’s had a rough day.

      Another bad sign.

      I slide into my chair and sit ramrod straight, trying to project as much confidence as I can. I brush a stray chunk of hair from my face and paste on the warmest smile I can muster. My knee throttles up and down like an oil derrick. I clutch it to stop the drilling.

      He doesn’t acknowledge me. He just slumps in his chair, reading a document—presumably, the report of what happened. Or what people think happened. The honks and rumbles of Friday traffic seep through the double-paned glass, and I peek out the windows. The sun sinks, a reminder that fall is right around the corner. And a metaphor for my career.

      A giant flip board hangs over the couch, showing the number thirty-three. That’s the number of Fortune 500 companies in Chicago that Winthrop & Co. currently serves. Thirty-three out of thirty-five. I snagged two of those companies with the work I did on artificial intelligence. Tim says he’s not retiring until he’s bagged all thirty-five. Maybe he thinks my incident set him back to thirty-two.

      After what feels like an hour—but is actually thirty-two seconds (yes, I counted)—Tim rips off his glasses and tosses them on his desk. He massages his bushy eyebrows and recessed temples and looks at me with bloodshot eyes. I throw these signals into my mind’s social calculator, and it spits out a simple answer: You’re screwed.

      “First off, let me apologize on behalf of myself and The Firm for any distress this situation has caused you.” I note he says, “The Firm.” That’s what everyone at Winthrop calls it, as though we’re the only one—only Winthrop. As he speaks, his hands move in mechanical gestures, like something he learned at a corporate leadership seminar. “We have zero tolerance for misconduct, and we want everyone here to feel welcome and safe. You’re one of our top consultants. I’ve had multiple clients reach out to gush about you, and no one’s matched your charitable work. I see a bright future for you here at Winthrop. Before this incident, you were on the fast track to partner.”

      “Yes, I know, and thank you. I appreciate that.”

      I actually don’t appreciate it. Tim’s handing me what we call in the business a “shit sandwich”: Start with something positive, slip in something negative, and close with something nice. It’s standard practice when delivering bad news. I’ve used it myself—with a few exes. “You’re an amazing guy, and anyone would be lucky to be with you. That said, we need to break up. You’ll be much happier without me. Good luck.”

      Tim shifts in his seat, and I brace myself.

      “Now, I don’t have to tell you that our entire business model rests on the intelligence and professionalism of our consultants.”

      “Yes, I’m fully aware of that, but—”

      “Let me finish, please. I’ve read the report. You claim Vivek is responsible for what occurred. That’s your position?”

      I let out a snort. “It’s not my position. It’s what happened.”

      “And you believe you handled the matter appropriately?” Every question he asks is leading, like a prosecutor tying up a case.

      “I think it was proportional, given the situation.”

      “I see.” More temple and eyebrow rubbing.

      I lean forward, my voice steady. “Look, I know Vivek is the top rainmaker in the Minneapolis office—or maybe the entire U.S.—but integrity still counts for something.”

      Tim’s forehead creases, and he puffs out his chest. “No one is saying that. No one receives special privileges at Winthrop.” He points to a poster with The Firm’s values that hangs on the wall behind me and reads the third bullet: Ethics in the conduct of our work cannot and will not be compromised. “We are taking this extremely seriously. But Vivek denies everything, and the fact remains that the way you handled the situation wasn’t ideal.”

      My voice threatens to rise into a shrill octave that won’t help my case. “I didn’t have a choice.”

      Tim exhales sharply. “Come on, Charlotte. There’s always a choice, isn’t there?”

      I open my mouth, but his expression tells me nothing I say will matter. He’s made his decision.

      “So, what are you saying?”

      He rises and stares out the window at a tour boat puttering down the river, stuffed with gawking tourists. For a moment he looks like he’s considering whether, if he jumped right now, he’d make it to the deck.

      Without turning back, he says, “I’m going to have to suspend you.”

      I rise from my chair, levitated by anger. I saw this coming, but that doesn’t make it any less infuriating—if anything, it makes it worse. “Me? You’re suspending me?”

      He turns and crosses his arms. “The Firm is suspending both of you. I don’t know what happened in that conference room, but until we’ve done a proper investigation, I’m not comfortable with either of you serving our clients.”

      I take a deep breath and start the pitch I rehearsed last night when I realized this was inevitable. “Tim, how long have I worked here?”

      “Five years.”

      “In those five years, has anyone complained about me?”

      “Not that I’m aware of.”

      “Any client issues?”

      “No.”

      “And who do you put on your toughest projects?”

      He sighs. “You.”

      “So, don’t you think it’s unfair to suspend me when I’ve done nothing wrong?”

      “Yes, that would be unfair. But this…this is different. We need time to investigate. We can’t return to business as usual.”

      “I’m not saying go back to—”

      He places a hand on my shoulder. “You’re a terrific consultant, Charlotte. Think of this as a good thing. I looked at your file—you haven’t taken PTO since you started here. This will be a great opportunity for you to get some well-deserved R & R. See some friends. Spend time with your family.”

      “And what about Big Brothers Big Sisters? Can I still work with them?”

      He shakes his head.

      I search his eyes for an opening, but I’m met with steely resolve. I’m tempted to unleash, to explain the fifteen reasons he’s wrong, to elucidate everything they’ll miss when I’m gone—but as my mom says, “Sometimes you have to live to fight another day.”

      “Okay, I understand,” I say.

      He returns to his desk and places his glasses back on his face, pleased with himself. “Great, we’ll be in touch in a month.”

      As I exit, I mumble under my breath, “And that is how the shit sandwich is served.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 3

      
      I peel out of the parking garage of my office building and onto Randolph Street, taking my anger out on the accelerator as my nails dig into the steering wheel. I always thought they might suspend me, but part of me believed they’d have the guts to stand up for me. What a bunch of cowards.

      I fly onto Lake Shore Drive and zoom past the tired commuters meandering down the road. The late-afternoon sun beats on my left cheek—guaranteed sunburn—while Lake Michigan glistens to my right, big enough to be an ocean. I steal a glimpse of beachgoers soaking in the sun and playing volleyball. Nothing beats Chicago in the summer; it’s short, but the impermanence makes it easier to savor.

      As I drive, my mind replays my conversation with Tim, hunting for the spot where I went wrong. What could I have said differently? Did I talk too much, or not enough? What did Vivek tell them? How could I have played that better? The questions bubble up like a boiling pot of water, steam pressing against the lid.

      I hit the phone button on my car’s console and call my only release valve. My mom will know what to do—she always does.

      “Hi, Mom,” I say as she answers.

      “Hi, sweetheart. Happy Friday. How’d it go?” Her polished Boston accent is a melody to my ears.

      “Ugh.”

      “That well, huh?”

      “They suspended me.”

      A gasp on the other end. “They didn’t.”

      “They did. Won’t even let me do my pro bono work.”

      “Unbelievable. What was their rationale?”

      “Tim said he needed time ‘to investigate’ the issue.” I hit the gas and cut into the left lane.

      “What’s there to investigate? You told them what happened, didn’t you?”

      “I know, but they’re just covering their ass.” I slap my fingers on the steering wheel, picturing Tim Colby’s smug face.

      “I’m sorry, sweetheart. Bob Bernfeld will be at the conference this week. I’m going to buttonhole him and straighten this whole thing out. I’m pretty sure he’ll listen to the CEO of one of his biggest banking clients.”

      “Mom, do not buttonhole the managing partner of Winthrop. The last thing I need is the perception I went crying to Mommy. And who even uses the term buttonhole?”

      She laughs. “Old people, that’s who.”

      “Where are you seeing Bob Bernfeld?”

      “He’s presenting at the Business Roundtable this week.”

      “Then definitely don’t talk to him about my situation.”

      “All right, I’ll hold tight for now, but if I see him, I can’t be held responsible for what I might say.”

      “Fine. Enough about my problems. What are you up to?”

      “It’s funny you should ask. Your little leave of absence—”

      “Suspension.”

      “Tomato, tomahto. Whatever you want to call it, it may have been a blessing in disguise. The Parkers hosted me for a lovely dinner last night.”

      My foot eases off the accelerator as fractured memories of Olivia flick through my brain like a projector tripping on film: her shrill scream knifing through the air, the dead thud as her body struck the ground, the paramedics inserting the IV. But the film is grainy, fragmented, too worn by time to trust.

      “Oh,” I say. “How are they?”

      “They’re doing quite well. We had a delightful meal at their new house on Lake Minnetonka.”

      “In Minnesota?”

      “Yes, the Roundtable meeting is at Target headquarters. Anyway, Laelynn and Eric have eight-year-old twins now, and they were just telling me they’re looking for a little extra help when Laelynn heads out to her retreat in the Boundary Waters in a couple of days. They asked me to extend you an invitation.”

      “They have eight-year-old twins now? Aren’t they a little old?”

      “Well, they were so young when they had Olivia, and they got tired of the empty nest. Laelynn was only forty-two, so they gave it a shot, and voilà—two for the price of one.”

      I exit onto Fullerton Parkway and glide into my neighborhood. Lincoln Park’s sidewalks are bursting with yuppies knee-deep in happy hour; it looks like a blast, but you need to have free time and friends to enjoy a happy hour, a perk my job doesn’t offer. Maybe traveling to Minnesota isn’t such a bad idea. I certainly wouldn’t be leaving much behind.

      “I don’t know, Mom. I haven’t seen them since the State Fair, and I’m not sure they’re going to want to see me.”

      “Sweetheart, that was eighteen years ago. And it wasn’t your fault Olivia fell.”

      I slam on the brakes to avoid hitting the car in front of me.

      “I know. I just… I could have done more.”

      “Charlotte, you know how you told me to tell you when you’re dwelling too much?”

      “Yeah?”

      “You’re dwelling too much.”

      “Message received.”

      “Come up to Minnesota. It will be good for you,” she says, her voice casting like a fishing line. “You and I can eat dinner tomorrow and then boat to the Parkers’ for cocktails. The house is gorgeous, and it will give you time to escape the work chaos and recharge your batteries. Plus, their twin girls are absolutely adorable.”

      I pull into the overpriced, undersized parking spot outside my building and kill the engine.

      “Let me think about it. And I’ll call you tomorrow.”

      “I’ll take that as a yes.”

      “Take that as a maybe.”

      “All right, sweetheart, I’ve got to run. Have a wonderful evening. Kisses.” She hangs up.

      Summer at the Parkers’? I weigh the pros and cons in my head.

      
        	Pro: I would love to see Olivia again.

        	Con: I’m pretty sure Olivia’s mom, Laelynn, hates me.

        	Pro: Ending my summer at a gorgeous lake house.

        	Con: Since I’m hopeless with little kids, any babysitting gig quickly turns treacherous.

        	Pro: Eric Parker was easy on the eyes. I’d be lying if I said he hadn’t crossed my mind—I wonder how he’s aged.

        	Con: I prefer running away from my past, not revisiting it.

      

      After five minutes of weighing the pros and cons, one thing becomes abundantly clear: I need a drink.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 4

      
      As I step inside the bar, I’m temporarily blinded by the darkness. Maguire’s is one of those pubs where time stands still—no windows, no clocks, just walls that reek of alcohol and cigarettes.

      The music is always sixties rock played at a volume one notch above a whisper, and no one except me is under fifty. The bar and decor are nothing more than a sea of dark wood and framed Irish cartoons. It’s the kind of place where no one would bat an eye if you drank alone, but they might if you didn’t.

      I remember the first time I came to Maguire’s. I attracted some confused looks. What was a lanky yuppie businesswoman doing in a joint like this? Then I ordered a tequila straight, sat at the bar by myself, and they realized I was one of them. Someday I’ll talk to my therapist about why I’m more at ease around sixty-year-old alcoholics than my peers, but today is not that day. And honestly, I know why.

      I wave to Phil and Vince, two other regulars wearing trucker hats that have been on this earth longer than I have, and order them two beers on me. Phil, Vince, and I rarely talk, just wave. I slide in three barstools that are sticking out from the railing—no reason we can’t be tidy—and grab my usual seat at the end of the bar, the tenth out of ten. I throw my purse on the barstool next to me so that no one even thinks about sitting there.

      “How we doing today, Mami?” asks Carlos, the entirely-too-good-looking-to-work-here bartender. His come-hither voice still carries a hint of Spanish inflection from growing up in East L.A., and an indecipherable tattoo peeks out from underneath his formfitting black T-shirt, stretching across his left collarbone.

      He drops a napkin and a double tequila in front of me without asking. I remove the minuscule black straw (as Phil says, straws are for wimps) and straighten the napkin so its top edge is parallel with the bar.

      I’ve never understood why Carlos works here. He should be at a Magic Mike–style nightclub where bartenders rip their shirts open and flip vodka bottles behind their backs. I can never picture him doing anything mundane like running an errand or cleaning his house. He seems to exist for pleasure—for the night.

      I slam the tequila down and make my best effort not to screw up my face as the burning liquid rolls down my throat, a familiar warmth spreading; the frantic hum in my skull, the electrical storm of my thoughts, quiets, if only for a moment.

      “I guess that answers my question,” he says, refilling my glass. He closes his graduate Design Drawing textbook and sticks a highlighter behind his ear. He’s studying to be an architect, though this job gives him more practice as a therapist.

      I shake my head and take a small sip of glass number two. “We’re not doing well, Carlos. We’re not doing well at all.”

      He runs his long fingers through a mane of shiny black hair and squints. “Why’s that?”

      His dark, stormy eyes meet mine, his brow furrowed with a depth that feels more than professional. My face flushes—from the tequila or his gaze, I can’t tell.

      “I got suspended. One month.”

      A laugh escapes his throat. “Really? You? What’d you do, steal some office supplies?” A corner of his lip curls.

      “I wish. No, it’s a long story.”

      “I’m here all night.”

      “Thanks, but I’d rather not talk about it.”

      “Okaaay. So, what will you do now?” He grabs a rag and wipes down the bar as he listens, his rippled forearms flexing, always in efficient motion, master of his space.

      I take another sip of tequila. The knot in my chest loosens. “Ugh, I don’t know. Binge-watch Netflix? Take up knitting? I’m embarrassed to say this, but I’ve been working so much I don’t even have any hobbies right now.”

      He points to the worn mahogany bar. “This is a hobby.”

      “I meant healthy hobbies.”

      “You could travel?”

      “Yeah, funny you mention that. A family friend offered to host me at their lake house in Minnesota for the rest of the summer, but I’m not sure.”

      “You’re not sure? Sounds like a nice vacation to me.”

      “I know, but it’s complicated. I haven’t been back to Minnesota for eighteen years, and my time there was…difficult.”

      “Why?”

      I take another long drink of tequila until the glass is empty, hoping to drown the memory. “Long story short, I wasn’t the coolest kid growing up, and my dad had issues. Olivia, their daughter, was basically my only friend. But then she had a terrible accident, and shortly after, my family moved to Boston. She visited me, but it wasn’t the same; then she sort of disappeared from my life.”

      “Yeah, I know how that goes.”

      “I just feel like the whole thing’s going to be awkward.”

      He pours me another tequila and rubs his thumb and index finger along his collarbone, revealing a little more of his mystery tattoo.

      I point to it. “I’ve always meant to ask you—what’s that tattoo? You’re always touching it.”

      His face reddens. “You promise you won’t give me shit?”

      “I swear.”

      He pulls the T-shirt down, revealing a smooth, muscled chest with a woman’s face inked onto it. “It’s my mom. She passed when I was sixteen, and because I was a dumbass sixteen-year-old, I thought the best thing to do to remember her was slap her face on my chest.”

      “Aw, that’s sweet.”

      “Fuck off, and stop trying to turn the conversation back to me. Let’s talk about you. You’re being offered a free stay at a lake house for a month and you’re turning it down? The sun, the water, a little tequila—I’d take it in a second.”

      I sip my tequila and swallow hard. “So, if I decide to go, I assume that means you’d come with me?”

      He scans the room to ensure nobody is listening, then smiles and lowers his voice. “I’ve got work and school, so I couldn’t come for the whole time, but I could probably sneak out for a couple of days and visit you up there.”

      “Seriously? I was half joking.”

      “Seriously. It could be a fun adventure.”

      The hairs on my arms stand up, and I try to suppress a grin. I run my finger along the rim of the glass. “Hmm. Do I want to go to Minnesota? How would the Parkers feel about my inviting a strange man? I’ll think about it.”

      A smile spreads across his face. “Your enthusiasm is overwhelming. And I don’t know if I appreciate being called a ‘strange man,’ but I get it. Just let me know. If it doesn’t work, no hard feelings. I’ll be here when you get back.” He pours himself a shot and toasts. “To adventure.”

      I sense my cheeks rising as I clink his glass with mine. “To maybe.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 5

      
      August 30

      I wake up the next morning with my head ringing, the familiar sensation of the practiced drinker that tells me I did something I’m going to regret. I crack one eye open and check my watch—it’s 10 a.m. Sunlight spears through the picture window, scolding me for forgetting to close the blinds last night. Not a strong start.

      I squint and survey the room. Everything is minimalistic and organized, just how I like it. A friend once called my bedroom a hotel room; I considered that high praise. It consists of a king-size bed, two sleek bedside tables, a dove-gray dresser standing sentinel against white walls, and two stark black-and-white ocean prints I snagged on Etsy. No clutter, no mess. Just like my personal life.

      Speaking of…

      I roll over. The other side of the bed is empty; the sheets are cold.

      Thank God. At least I didn’t wake up next to a stranger.

      I glance down. I slept in my clothes—not ideal. But no mascara streaks, no mystery stains, no injuries, no unfamiliar jackets on the floor. So far, so good.

      I roll my tongue around my mouth and taste cotton with a hint of tequila. But no bile, no aftertaste of regret. Didn’t throw up. Two for two.

      I force myself upright and stumble toward the kitchen, tripping over the heels I’d kicked off in the doorway. I pour a glass of cold water, sprinkle in orange electrolyte powder, and lean against the counter as I chug it down, blinded by the bright-blue sky and willing the pounding in my head to subside.

      Then I see it—the blinking message light on my phone, like a bomb about to detonate.

      I brace myself and open my messages, expecting to see a 2:21 a.m. “u up?” text to a past mistake. But to my surprise, there’s nothing. I exhale. Another bullet dodged.

      Then I spot the message to my mother.

      Oh no.

      Fragments from last night rush back: my conversation with Carlos, talk of going to Minnesota, adventure.

      I open the thread.

      
        Hey Mama! I’m coming to Minnesota! 🏞🍸🚤🤍 Woohoo! Dinner tomorrow in Wayzata?

      

      Her response is immediate, enthusiastic.

      
        Fantastic! I made a reservation at 6 PM at Cov.

      

      Not only am I suspended from my job, but now I’ve apparently volunteered to haul my hungover self to a place I swore I’d never go back to…to stay with a family I haven’t seen in years. Perfect.

      My phone rings, setting off an explosion in my head. I clear the sleep from my throat. “Hello,” I say with the enthusiasm of someone being waterboarded.

      “Hi, sweetheart! Did I wake you?” asks my mother, perpetually cheerful.

      “No, I’m up. Just finishing packing,” I lie.

      “You haven’t left yet?”

      I run to my closet, grab my travel bag, and pull the zipper back and forth, letting the sound carry through the receiver. “Not yet, but I’m just zipping up my bag. I had a morning Pilates class that ran a little long. Walking out the door now.” Another lie.

      “Okay. You’d better hurry if you’re going to make dinner. You know how Chicago traffic gets.”

      “It’s Saturday, so I think I’ll be all right. But yes, I’ll hustle.”

      “I can’t wait! I’m so happy I get to see my baby.”

      I roll my eyes but smile despite myself. Thirty years old and I’m still her baby. “I’m excited too. Okay, I’ve gotta get going, but I’ll see you at six.”

      “See you then.”

      I hang up and collapse onto the bed. Nothing like driving six hours with a vicious hangover. Nice work, Charlotte.

      

      * * *

      Two hours later, after a shower and a quick stop for some gifts for my hosts, I’m roaring up I-90 on my way to the Land of Ten Thousand Lakes. I snatch one of the two cheeseburgers from my McDonald’s value meal—the ultimate hangover cure—and roll down the windows. It’s a stunning day: nothing but blue sky, sunshine, and bright-green farmland. There’s something grounding about the scent of fresh-cut grass and the sight of lazy cows meandering through pastures. I envy their slow, unbothered existence. The mile markers flick by—250, 249.

      The fresh summer air breezes through me, the headache softens, and suddenly this trip to Minnesota doesn’t seem like such a big mistake. I fire up my Adele playlist and sing “Hello” at stadium level with a cheeseburger chunk stuffed in my cheek, trying to ignore the drivers passing me and staring like I’m a psychopath.

      As I speed down the highway, music humming through the speakers, my mind drifts, faded memories rippling through me like waves across a lake.

      Our old house comes first: a white Cape Cod with baby-blue shutters and a rich green yard rolling down to the lake. I remember the creak of dining chairs, the scratch of forks on porcelain, the smoky tang of pine logs burning on winter nights. Cold air that bit at your face on Christmas Eve. The railing on the stairs that wobbled dangerously if you leaned wrong. Barbecue smoke and fireworks dazzling the sky. The creamy, salty flavor of hot dish—what Minnesotans call casserole.

      I remember my mother. Her strawberry-blond hair brushing my forehead as she kissed me awake in the morning. Cheering for me when I struck out at softball. Holding my hand as our skates sliced across the lake’s frozen surface. Her car screeching up the driveway, late again from the bank. Dozing off mid-equation at the kitchen table, sometimes just doing my homework herself, too tired to teach. Holding me when I cried. Telling me, “Mom will make it better.”

      And my father…before. His eyes used to shine like sunlight catching on a raindrop. A perfect curl always flopped onto his forehead, Superman-style, no matter how many times he pushed it back. I loved the scratch of his beard when he hugged me, the crisp aloe vera of his shaving cream. He called me “Cha-cha” and mussed my hair like it was our secret handshake. I’d sit on the landing steps outside his office, practically vibrating with excitement, listening for the rhythmic snap of his fingers on the keyboard. Then came the signal: ice cubes clinking in a glass, the glug of scotch. That meant he’d finished a chapter, and it was our time. Sunset boat rides across the lake. He’d point out birds, cast a line, though we both knew we wouldn’t catch anything—we liked the pretending. Later, we’d slump together on the porch swing, his arm snug around my shoulders, watching the sky go violet, waiting for Mom to come home.

      It was almost enough to believe we were happy.

      Almost.

      But even then, cracks ran beneath the surface, hairline fractures creeping through all of us. My parents knew it. And I knew it. I was the evidence.

      I rode the bus alone. Knees too sharp, arms too long, always tripping, always apologizing. I’d bury my face in my journal and try not to exist too loudly. The other kids called me Char-klutz. I never corrected them.

      At recess, I sat under an oak tree, doodling quietly while the rest shrieked and kicked up dust and ignored me. When someone spoke to me, I stared at my shoelaces until they went away. They always did.

      Kids can intuit that kind of thing—the shyness, the silence, the wanting-to-be-left-alone. It clings to you like sweat.

      Meeting Olivia saved me.

      I remember I was ten, the first day back after a long weekend. The cafeteria served chicken fingers on Tuesday, so needless to say, that was the highlight of my week. I sat alone, third table on the left, where I always sat. A bank of windows lined the wall there, so I could sit, eat my meal, and stare through the crossed panes, dreaming I was somewhere else. Occasionally, kids would throw something at me or fire off a snarky comment as they passed, but mostly they left me alone. I munched my chicken fingers and wondered if I could make it through another eight years of this.

      Then Olivia appeared, pure sunshine.

      She wore a neon-yellow dress that glowed against her black skin, with matching clips in her braids and sneakers splashed with the same bright hue. I still remember how everyone reacted when she entered, like a celebrity had walked into the cafeteria. The lunchtime din dropped to a hush. Boys stared slack-jawed. Girls adjusted their outfits, immediately feeling inferior in her presence. She was the sun, and we were orbiting planets.

      And it wasn’t just how she looked. It was how she carried herself—like she’d attended the school for years, like she was the most popular girl on campus. Not a trace of nervousness. No sideways glances, no fidgeting fingers or hair swipes. She knew who she was and exactly where she wanted to go.

      A smack hit my face, breaking my trance. Someone had thrown a clump of macaroni and cheese that hit me square on the forehead. Olivia, this goddess I’d never seen before, looked at me. I felt my face rush red. I expected her to point, to laugh, to join the rest of them, but she didn’t.

      She just looked at me and walked toward my table. I’ll never forget her striding in my direction—orange plastic tray in hand, broad smile, shiny cheeks, braids bobbing. I even glanced behind me, assuming she must be meeting someone else. But she sat down across from me, handed me a napkin, and said, “Hi. I’m Olivia. What’s your name?” To her, it was effortless and simple; to me, it was a lifeline.

      We were best friends from that day forward. We’d ride bikes together, swim in the lake together, have “crafternoons” together. She loved taking pictures and videos of everything we did.

      But the bond was always fragile. Because Olivia was so popular and I was so not, the relationship always seemed unbalanced. She was the star; I was the shadow, the sidekick, the afterthought. As much as I tried, I couldn’t squash the jealousy. Everything about her—her personality, her beauty, her smile, her laugh—seemed so big that I couldn’t help but feel small. Still, I’m not sure she ever sensed that. She always treated me like an equal, and I assumed we’d be friends forever.

      Until she fell. And everything shattered.

      I wonder what she thinks of me now. If she thinks of me now.

      A thrill runs through me at the thought of showing her the new me, the strong, independent woman I’ve become: tall, professional, in command. Still klutzy, but I can’t be perfect.

      Will she remember me as vividly as I remember her? Has she thought of me all these years, the way I’ve thought of her? I’ve considered looking her up online countless times, but something deep inside me prevented it—as though subconsciously I wanted to preserve the perfect memory. Is she the same Olivia I remember from her last visit? Does she still possess the same irrepressible verve for life, or has the world broken her since?

      I don’t know whether I could handle that.

      I turn the volume up on the stereo to scare away the dark thoughts. “Set Fire to the Rain” booms through the car so loudly my chest rattles. I roll down the windows, hoping the ninety-mile-per-hour wind will rip the questions from my mind.

      But they hang on.

      I might not be ready for this.

      But I’ve come too far to turn back now.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 6

      
      After a seven-hour drive through a seemingly endless expanse of farmland, I pull into the postage-stamp parking lot up the street from Cov. It’s five thirty. Just enough time to change clothes, slap on deodorant, and apply makeup. I find a parking spot in the least trafficked part of the garage, slide the driver’s seat back, and awkwardly shimmy into a pink-and-purple floral dress, scanning the garage to ensure no one’s watching. I pull down the vanity mirror and apply enough bronzer to mask my freckled, too-much-time-in-the-office complexion, and add concealer to hide the under-eye bags from my tequila binge last night. My hair is another story. The wind from the drive has created a blond bird’s nest. I brush my hair for five minutes until every tangle is gone. By the time I’m done, I look downright respectable.

      I grab the bag of gifts for Mom and the Parkers, leave the parking garage, tiptoe downhill into town, and take in the scene. I had forgotten how idyllic Wayzata is in the summer. Small apparel shops and trendy restaurants line Lake Street. Families disembark from speedboats on their way to dinner. Older folks sit in Adirondack chairs in the plaza watching the sun set over the lake. Kids slurp ice cream at Ben & Jerry’s. Teenagers gossip outside the local coffee shop.

      But the real jaw-dropper is Lake Minnetonka—a rich blue expanse with 125 miles of winding shoreline, fringed with thick oak trees and dotted with multimillion-dollar estates. I remember my dad telling me the name Minnetonka comes from a Dakota phrase meaning “big water.” Beside the lake, an old train track cuts through the trees, and the familiar ding of an approaching train floats through the air.

      My mind stutters, and a memory takes over. I’m back on that night on the train tracks with my father.

      It’s Friday. He’s seemed different lately—small things, subtle at first. His conspiratorial smile is there, but the twinkle is gone. When he’s writing, his fingers no longer dance across the keyboard like they used to; they slog. His drinks come earlier each day, the ice clinking by midafternoon, scotch, mostly, occasionally gin. Sometimes he gets angry.

      We sit down for family dinner at Gianni’s, in a booth with Moroccan-tile cushions and a waitress who calls everyone hun. We eat steak and creamed spinach and too many carbs, and then we follow our ritual: a walk along the sidewalk near the tracks. A family constitutional, my mother calls it.

      My dad has had four, maybe five scotches. Could be more. He tiptoes along the train tracks like he’s walking a balance beam, one foot wobbling in front of the other, arms out, cardigan flapping in the breeze. His glasses slide down his nose, a damp curl glued to his forehead.

      I laugh. I’m ten. Dad’s being funny.

      Then I hear the ding.

      Soft at first, like a neighbor’s doorbell, but it keeps coming, growing louder, higher-pitched.

      My mother stiffens beside me. “David,” she calls, her voice sharp but quiet. Pleading without panic. She doesn’t want to embarrass him.

      But he just keeps walking—left foot, right foot—wobbling, humming something tuneless. His shadow wavers under the streetlight, thin and unsteady.

      I keep waiting for the punch line, for him to jump off with a ta-da and a goofy bow, but it doesn’t come.

      Her hand grips mine tighter.

      The bells ring louder. A second ding, closer now. The low growl of something moving fast.

      “David. Get off the tracks!”

      Still, he walks the balance beam. Still, he hums. His beard has grown patchy and gray. He doesn’t look like my dad anymore. It’s the beginning of what he’ll become.

      “David!” Her voice cracks now and she runs to him, but she won’t get there in time.

      Then the horn. That awful mechanical scream.

      I feel it first—a vibration in the soles of my shoes—and then I see it: the eye of the train, a blazing white light searing through the dark.

      I scream.

      Praying my thin, desperate voice will break through the fog of his stupor.

      He looks up, and our eyes meet. His pale-blue, bloodshot eyes, wide, burning, like he’s been swimming in chlorine, or something worse.

      And for a second, he freezes.

      He’s going to let it happen. Just…let it end.

      Then, he calmly slides off the tracks.

      The train screams past us, a monstrous blur, wind howling, metal shrieking, horn blasting.

      He pivots toward me, smiles, raindrops squinting.

      Like it was a joke, like he’d meant to all along.

      But even at ten, I see it: the cracks behind his grin, the wreckage, a man grieving his own life.

      The here and now crashes back as a locomotive blurs down the tracks. But the fear remains; a throbbing scar. I flinch and shake off the memory, reabsorbing my surroundings.

      Perched right on the lake is a Hamptons-style restaurant clad in white-wood panels and royal-blue shutters. Just my mom’s style. Hopefully, it will help me forget.

      As I enter, I’m struck by how, unlike the town, this restaurant has changed. It used to be called Sunsets and was more of a sleepy village joint. Cov is a scene. Middle-aged singles crowd a white-wood bar that looks out on a devastating view of the lake. The sounds of upbeat jazz music and mingling fill the air, blended with an intoxicating scent of grilled meat and fish. The dinner crowd is a perfect balance of couples on dates and affluent parents and kids having forced family fun. It’s a long way off from Maguire’s.

      I’m greeted by four platinum-blond teenage hosts who look like they were pulled straight from the movie Mean Girls. One host flashes me a uniquely teenage smile—warm on the surface, but hollow underneath. The kind that says they’ll be mocking you the second you’re out of earshot. “Welcome to Cov. Can I help you?”

      “Yes, I’m—” I spot my mom sitting on the outdoor patio, linen-clad and radiating her typical stylish confidence. She removes her oversize Audrey Hepburn glasses and waves a long, bony arm, her strawberry-blond bob blowing in the wind. “Never mind.” The host shrugs and returns to her conversation with the others.

      I snake my way through the inside tables, knocking into not one but two low-tops on my path to the patio. Char-klutz.

      “Sweetheart. You look marvelous,” she says, the r vanishing from the word as she smiles, the freckles on her cheeks dancing with the motion. She gives me a hug and straightens the shoulder of my dress. I take a big whiff of her Ralph Lauren perfume. Ah, nothing beats the scent of Mom.

      “That’s very kind, Mom, but I do not look marvelous. Not after that drive.”

      “Well, I think you’re positively radiant. Come, sit, sit.”

      I join her at the table and place the gift bag next to me.

      She cranes her neck. “What do we have here?”

      “Oh, nothing. I got a little something for the Parkers to thank them for hosting me.”

      “You’re so sweet. What did you get them?”

      “It’s a surprise.”

      “Oh, you’re no fun.” She pouts her glossy lips.

      I grab a tin of Garrett Popcorn and place it on the table. “Or am I?”

      “You didn’t.”

      “I did.”

      She grabs the tin and gives it a loving tap. “Caramel-and-cheddar mix. My favorite. I don’t know if I can focus on dinner with this treat staring at me.”

      “You’ll have to try.”

      She leans over and plants a kiss on my cheek. “Thank you, dear.”

      We soak in the view. The lake gleams in the golden-hour light. Even my hangover seems to pause for it.

      The waiter arrives with an obscenely expensive bottle of sauvignon blanc and a basket of warm popovers with honey butter. My mom beams and gestures to the bottle. “I’m so delighted you’re here. I thought we should celebrate.”

      We toast. I melt into my chair and tear into a popover, the honey butter oozing onto my fingers. The sound of lake water slapping against the docks lulls me into a trance.

      “Honestly, I wasn’t sure I wanted to come back, but I’m happy I did.” I take a bite of the popover. “Mmm, so good. I haven’t had one of these since we lived here.”

      “They’re just divine, aren’t they? I’ll never understand why they haven’t caught on around the rest of the country.” She pauses to tie a scarf around her hair. With the sunglasses and the headscarf, she looks poised to embark on a convertible ride through the hills of Monaco. “Why were you unsure about coming to Minnesota?”

      I straighten my napkin so that it’s aligned with the table edge and place my wineglass in the dead center. “I don’t know. I don’t have the fondest memories of Minnesota. You know, with Dad, and Olivia and all that.” As I say that, I realize I don’t have many memories of Minnesota. Only flashes and slivers.

      Mom swallows hard and clicks her tightly clipped nails against the long-stemmed glass. “Yes, there were some challenges here.” A storm crosses her face, but she clears it with a practiced smile. “But whenever I come back, I block out those negative thoughts and focus on the good times we had together here. Those days on the lake. All the friends we made.”

      “You mean all the friends you made?”

      She raises a disapproving eyebrow.

      “I’m kidding. Yeah, this is pretty unbeatable,” I say, gesturing to the water. “I’ve been meaning to ask you—why did we move to Boston, anyway? I thought you loved it here.”

      She squints. “You don’t remember?”

      I shake my head.

      She takes a long sip of her wine, her eyes drifting away from me and toward the horizon. “Oh, it was nothing, really. Just…a job opportunity came up. Fleet Bank. They made a generous offer. The school year was about to start, and we figured it was better to move quickly than uproot you midsemester. And, well…your father wasn’t exactly thriving here. I thought a fresh start might help. For all of us.”

      We stare at the lake contemplating the irony of that sentence. The server stops by to take our order, and once she’s gone, my mom starts up again. “Anyway, that’s all water under the bridge. I’m so pleased you get to reconnect with the Parkers. You’re going to love their lake house.”

      “I’m sure. So, where is their house anyway? On Wayzata Bay?”

      “No, it’s on Big Island.”

      “Big Island? I didn’t even know there were houses on Big Island.”

      “Yes, most people don’t. Most of the island is a nature preserve, but a slice of it is private houses and cottages. It’s actually quite an interesting history. In the early 1900s, the island hosted an amusement park with roller coasters, carousels, the whole lot. People used to dress up in suits and gowns and steamboat to the park. Legend has it, a ghost still haunts the island.” She laughs and tops off her wine.

      “Ha, I will keep an eye out for that. Which bridge do you drive? Arcola?”

      “Oh, there’s no bridge. You can only travel there by boat. Eric’s going to scoop us up after dinner, and we’ll motor over.”

      “Seriously?” I slug my wine.

      “What’s wrong with that? I think it’s quite charming.”

      “I don’t know. What if I want to leave?”

      “Then I’m sure Eric or Laelynn will be happy to boat you back.”

      “What about my car?”

      “Eric said you can park it at the bakery. I’ll move it for you.” She raises an eyebrow. “You know you don’t always have to control everything, sweetheart.”

      I open my mouth to respond, but before I can get a word out, I glimpse something out of the corner of my eye that stops me.

      Inside the restaurant, standing at the bar, is Vivek.

      The Winthrop partner I had my “incident” with.

      My throat closes like a trap.

      My fists clench.

      He wears a crisp periwinkle shirt, showcasing his lithe, tanned frame, and he slicks his onyx hair to the side. He stands with his wife and two other couples doing his typical Vivek thing: arm draped over a stool, ordering a round of drinks, telling stories, slapping backs, charming people into doing whatever it is he wants them to do. I squint and see that he has a large bandage over his left eyebrow and a bruise running from his prominent nose to his right cheekbone. I remember the strength of his hands, the sting in my palm.

      My mom spots the blend of fear and fury in my eyes. “What is it?”

      I lower my voice to just above a whisper. “Vivek’s here, at the bar.”

      She scans the room and scowls as she catches sight of him. “What’s he doing here?”

      “I have no idea. He works in Winthrop’s Minneapolis office. It looks like he’s out with his wife and some friends. But it’s a crazy coincidence.” I study him, those long, elegant fingers commanding attention, conjuring spells as he speaks.

      “I’m going to have a chat with him.” She throws her napkin on the table and starts to stand up.

      I grab her wrists like I’m going to cuff her and throw her into a squad car. Silverware rattles. She drops back into her seat.

      “Mom, don’t you dare go talk to him.”

      “What? He deserves to pay for what he did.”

      I keep my hands on her hands. “Mom. I’m a big girl. I can handle this. I deal with guys like Vivek every day.”

      She leans her head back and looks down, assessing me for a beat. “Fine. Your choice.”

      I grab the wine bottle and refill our glasses. “It’s a beautiful night. Let’s just enjoy our wine and popovers and forget all about him.”

      We both sip. I exhale, almost convinced I can ignore him.

      But then I glance back.

      He’s staring at me.

      I watch as his eyes narrow and slide up and down my body. Then he disappears back into his conversation with friends, like the ghost that supposedly haunts Big Island.

      Dinner arrives. We talk and laugh. I tell her about Carlos—how I might’ve finally found a nice guy. She offers maternal wisdom disguised as disapproval. We eat, we drink, we pretend everything’s normal. Like we always have.

      But Vivek lingers.

      He’s here.

      In the same restaurant.

      This is not a coincidence; it’s a warning.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 7

      
      We close out dinner and drift from the restaurant patio onto the weathered gray dock that hugs the shore. My mind buzzes with wine and the image of Vivek standing smugly at the bar with his wife, a picture of self-contentment.

      What is he doing here? He lives in Minnesota, but the odds of us eating at the same restaurant simultaneously are astronomical. I run a quick calculation in my mind. There’s roughly a 30 percent chance he goes out on a Friday night. Wayzata’s about twelve miles from Minneapolis. There’s probably one thousand restaurants in the Minneapolis area. That’s like a three in ten thousand chance. Of course, it’s not a random distribution, but man, this seems highly unlikely to be a coincidence.

      Is he trying to intimidate me? Spying on me? Is The Firm involved in this? Did Tim Colby put him up to it? Hoping I’ll slip up so he can fire me and be rid of me? The Firm has been known for doing some pretty shady things, but this seems like a stretch, even for them.

      I force the thought from my mind and focus on the surrounding tranquility. I’m on vacation, after all. There will be plenty of time to stew over Vivek as I fall asleep tonight. If I fall asleep tonight.

      The sun slips behind the horizon line, the water painted gold by the fading light. Families shuffle onto pontoons and cabin cruisers, arms full of takeout bags and wriggling children. Geese fly overhead, heading home for the evening. Mom is a few paces ahead of me, her linen blouse fluttering in the breeze. I tell myself not to worry. We’re in Anytown, USA. What could happen?

      “There he is,” says my mom as she waves at a boat in the distance.

      I look up and spot Olivia’s father, Eric, at the wheel of a stunning navy-blue, wood-trimmed Chris-Craft that gleams in the setting sun, just as I remember him, if not better. He wears a summer tan, tortoiseshell Wayfarer sunglasses, and a white cashmere sweater that drapes perfectly on his lean, muscled physique. He looks like he’s been attending the Paul Rudd school of aging gracefully. His chestnut hair—with dashes of gray—flows in the wind like he’s a model in a luxury ad campaign, and I can see the bright white of his smile from here.

      I’m ready to buy whatever he’s selling.

      He waves at us as he pulls in, his gold Rolex reflecting the sun. He puts on a brave face, but I notice a tightness about him. A tension. I wonder if he’s as reticent about this whole idea as I am.

      “Hello, Hoffmans,” he says, voice like a news anchor, his o lingering an extra moment in the typical Minnesota dialect. He swings the boat into position in a single practiced move, then kills the engine, hops onto the dock, and ties a rope around the mooring post. That’s what I remember most about Eric. Everything he does appears effortless. He cruises through life as if it’s a test for which he’s been given all the answers. If I tried to execute that maneuver, I’d crash the boat and then trip and fall on my face as I exited. Then again, I bet Eric can’t do a present-value analysis and summarize it in a breathtaking PowerPoint presentation. We all have our gifts.

      My mom gives him a hug and a kiss on the cheek. I catch the scent of his cologne. It’s the same one he wore when I was a kid: an intoxicating blend of pine and leather, like a cabin in a forest. One whiff and I’m that awkward little girl all over again. He turns to me and smiles his boyish smile, perfect dimples on each cheek, a small scar between his chin and lower lip. He removes his sunglasses, his forest-green eyes meet mine, and we both enjoy the view for a beat. He gives me a hug, his buff chest and flat stomach pressing against me. Eric’s been keeping it tight. He pulls back and playfully shoves my shoulder.

      “Charlotte! I can’t believe it’s you. Last time I saw you, you were a little string bean.”

      My mom and I chuckle. I give a mock curtsy. She grabs my bony arm and waves it back and forth. “Yeah, and now she’s a big string bean.”

      I slap her on the butt. “Thanks, Mom.”

      He laughs—a velvety chuckle that hasn’t changed since I was twelve. Like a smile you can hear. He helps her onto the boat, then offers me his hand. His other lands on my back, gentle and warm. “Don’t listen to her. You look great.”

      “You’re too kind.”

      Mom and I plop onto the pristine white seats at the back of the Chris-Craft. Eric opens a cooler and pulls out two frosty lowball glasses and a metal shaker. He shoots me a mischievous grin and hands each of us a glass.

      “What is this?” my mom says.

      “It’s bootleg mix. I thought I’d introduce Charlotte to Minnesota’s official summer drink.”

      He gives the mix a quick shake and pours a cloudy drink dashed with mint leaves into each of our glasses.

      I take a sip. It’s sweet but not too sweet, with a whisper of mint and something else I can’t put my finger on. “Wow. This is phenomenal. What’s in it?”

      “You can make it a couple of different ways. The world-famous Eric Parker bootleg recipe is vodka, gin, a dash of simple syrup, frozen limeade and lemonade, soda water, and chopped mint.”

      My mom takes a drink and claps. “Well done, Eric. I haven’t imbibed a bootleg for years.”

      He bows. “Well, you know what they say. Never take a boat ride empty-handed.” He slaps a mosquito on his muscled forearm. I catch a small smear of blood from the crushed bug. “Okay, we’d better hightail it out of here before the mosquitoes feast.”

      “Sail away, captain,” says my mom as she leans back in her seat and closes her eyes. The wine from dinner has clearly kicked in.

      “Charlotte, can you do me a favor and untie the rope and give us a push?”

      I follow the captain’s order, and a second later we drive into the sunset. The motor purrs, and I turn to watch the boat cut a gentle path across the dark water.

      While my mom “rests her eyes,” I sidle up into the seat next to the captain’s chair. The wind whips stray hairs across my cheeks as the boat surges forward. I soak in the moment—lake spray kissing my skin, the crisp air filling my lungs, sharp and clean. The shoreline blurs past in a kaleidoscope of emerald trees, deep-blue waves, and a sunburnt streak of orange sky. For a breathless instant, everything else falls away.

      I watch Eric’s hands on the boat’s controls—calm, confident, like he’s done this a thousand times. The wind ruffles his hair just enough to stir something old in me. I can’t believe I’m looking at him again.

      When I was a kid, I used to imagine he was my dad. He had a warm, magnetic presence that made everything steadier. But it didn’t stay innocent for long. Pretty soon, I was scribbling Charlotte Parker in loopy cursive and bubble letters all over the margins of my journal.

      We will be together someday, I wrote.

      I just know it.

      It’s destiny.

      God. The delusion only a twelve-year-old could craft with absolute certainty.

      Whenever Olivia invited me over, I’d drift through their house in a fog, stealing glances at him like I was under some kind of twisted spell. And when she caught me staring, she’d wrinkle her nose and shake her head. Seriously? My dad? Ew.

      “Thanks again for doing this, Charlotte,” says Eric over the rumble of the motor. “I’ve found myself thinking a lot lately about when you and Olivia were kids. The fun times we had. It’ll be really nice to catch up.” I notice his eyes welling. I never realized Eric was such a softie.

      I nod, wondering if Olivia feels the same way.

      He clears his throat and smiles. “And selfishly, I don’t mind having a little extra help with the twins once Laelynn heads to the Boundary Waters.”

      I sip my bootleg. “It’s my pleasure. Thanks for hosting me. Full disclosure: I’ve never babysat in my life, so I don’t know how helpful I’ll be, but I’ll do my best.”

      “You mean they haven’t made childcare part of the management consulting curriculum yet?” He winks.

      “Not yet. Though if you need to calculate the return on investment of your kids, I’m your woman.”

      “Oh, God. That’s a big negative number I never want to see.” We both laugh. “I’m sure you’ll do fine. I’ve got a few tricks I could teach you if you’d like.”

      The wind kicks up, and I pull my hair back into a ponytail. “Really? No time like the present. Give me a crash course.”

      “Rule number one: Anything they don’t want to do, blame the government.”

      I choke mid-sip and start coughing. “I’m sorry, what?”

      The dimples on his cheeks peek out. “You heard it here first. Whenever I need them to do something they don’t want to do and they ask me why, I say it’s the government.”

      “For example?”

      “For example. Kids, it’s eight p.m.—time to go to bed. Why? The government says all children must go to bed at eight. My hands are tied. It’s the law.”

      “And that works?”

      “Of course. You don’t want Dad to go to jail, do you?” A honey chuckle.

      “Of course not.”

      He eases the boat in a wide arc around a sailboat heading to shore. A cool mist of lake water spritzes us.

      “Okay, what else you got?” I say, taking another sip of bootleg, my cheeks flushing from the vodka and gin.

      “I can go all night. Let’s see. Never, and I mean never, cut short physical activity. I don’t care if they’ve been swimming for six hours and all you want is to take a nap—don’t do it. Because if you do, you’ll be paying for it all night. The key is you’ve got to tire them out.”

      “Fatigue them. Got it. Like prisoners released for supervised time in the yard.”

      “Exactly.”

      He pushes forward on the throttle, zooming us through the bay.

      “I’m only half serious. The girls can be a little difficult, but they’re good kids.”

      The phrase sticks with me. A little difficult. But I say nothing.

      For the next five minutes, we coast beneath a sky streaked with orange and periwinkle. We pass lakeside mansions with immaculately manicured lawns, striped boat slips, and the stray weeping willow tilting over the water. Eric schools me on his unorthodox babysitting best practices, and I soak in the boat ride. After five years under fluorescent lights and in nonstop meetings, standing under open sky feels like a reset. I peek behind me. My mom is so at ease she may never wake up. Maybe we both needed the break.

      But then he taps me on the shoulder and the energy changes. He points in the distance. “There it is. Big Island. Isn’t it beautiful?”

      I shift my gaze and see Big Island rising like a specter from the water. But it’s not beautiful—it’s haunting. Mist creeps along the surface of the water and then drifts toward the sky, casting the island in an eerie veil. An impenetrable wall of trees guards the shoreline, their trunks twisted and bent. In the twilight, the sliver of land appears isolated, imposing. Black birds circle the canopy, their caws a warning cry. The air grows noticeably cooler. The lake, narrower and stiller. Darkness cloaks the landscape.

      I glance at Eric, but his face reveals none of my trepidation. It’s quite the opposite. His head is high, his chin is up, his eyes twinkle. “Look at that mist! Isn’t it charming? This season, it drifts in nightly. The water’s warm from the summer, then the cool fall air drifts over it, and boom.”

      I wrap my arms around myself to ward off the chill. “How did you all decide on Big Island?” I ask in the least judgmental tone I can muster.

      Eric flashes a self-satisfied grin as he pulls back on the throttle. “It was my idea.” He points to a waterway cleaving the center of the island. “You see that channel? My great-grandfather used to own the land on one half of the channel. I loved visiting as a kid. Back then, the island was even less developed than it is now. It was a paradise. There were animals of all different sorts. Sheep, goats, deer. You could literally walk side by side with the deer. I used to pretend that I’d been stranded on a deserted island. Like in Lord of the Flies.”

      “That didn’t turn out great for the kids in Lord of the Flies.”

      Eric chuckles, crescents in his kind cheeks. “Yeah, I think I missed that part of the book’s messaging.”

      “So, is that where we’re staying? Your great-grandfather’s place?”

      A deep line forms between Eric’s eyebrows. He stares into the fog as though searching for a memory. “No, my great-grandfather ran into hard times and sold the place to another family. Didn’t go over well.” His Adam’s apple bobs.

      “What’s going on over there?” I gesture toward a scattering of boats anchored in the bay opposite the island.

      “That’s Cruiser’s Cove. Used to go there every weekend as a teenager and tie up boats in one massive flotilla. Big parties. You should see it on July Fourth. You can walk from boat to boat for half a mile.”

      I smile, but a different memory of July Fourth flits through my mind. When I was eleven, a drunken boater ran over my classmate’s brother while he was swimming.

      The propeller split his skull in two.

      I shake the thought and return my attention to Eric.

      “It’s so isolated out here.”

      Eric grins, his gaze drifting over the water. “That’s the appeal. Only accessible by boat. Escaping all the modern distractions. Just being a family.” He gestures to the thick tree line. “And half the island’s a nature preserve. Adds to the isolation.”

      His words, meant to evoke freedom, instead encircle me in doubt. The promise of isolation feels more like entrapment now. The outside world can’t reach you here, but neither can help. We approach the island, and the caws of the crows crescendo.

      “But what if a storm hits? Don’t you want to be able to drive somewhere?”

      “No way.” Again, the long o. “That’s the best part. Here, you hibernate and shut out the world. You stop thinking about being somewhere else and just focus on being present where you are. It’s great to catch up with family and old friends. Don’t tell the kids, but one of my favorite parts is there’s no Wi-Fi and barely any cell service.”

      We press forward into the mist, and the chill engulfs me.

      “Where is the family, by the way?”

      “They’re hanging back at the house. It’s the twins’ bedtime, and you know Laelynn. She’s fanatical about staying on schedule.”

      I bite my lip and nod. Yes, I know Laelynn. She’s fanatical about everything.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 8

      
      Eric drives us through the mist, past the gloom of the forest, toward the inhabited part of Big Island. The trees lean toward the lake as if they’re reaching for us. Shadows slice through the water like blades. He points to a break in the tree line that reveals a sprawling lawn running down to the lake shore.

      “There it is. Casa de Parker.”

      The boat swings past the elms. Through the fog, the house comes into view. It’s a stunning gray shingle-style house with white trim perched atop a gentle slope overlooking the lake. Dense forest wraps around it. A white bench swing and a smattering of Adirondack chairs rest on a wraparound porch. In front sits a giant pile of firewood with an axe wedged into a chopping block. I allow myself to briefly imagine Eric shirtless and sweaty, chopping wood, then pull back to reality. Get it together, girl.

      Smoke curls from the stone chimney in soft, silvery ribbons. A narrow wooden staircase spills down from the house to the dock, dissolving into the lake. The only sounds are the soft splash of water and the occasional crow’s cry. Otherwise, everything is still. I draw in a deep breath, crisp air laced with the tang of barbecue smoke, and then I catch something else.

      A scent.

      Faint but unmistakable.

      Chrysanthemums.

      They’re everywhere.

      Through the fog, I spot a riot of color: brilliant blooms lining both sides of the house like a battalion, a multicolored army holding back the creeping forest. More cluster in front of the deck, anchoring it like a floral retaining wall. The earthy sweetness of the blossoms rushes up to meet me, and suddenly, I’m eleven years old again. At the Parkers’ old house. Olivia, grinning wide, gathering stems in both arms. She’d place them in a jelly jar by her window every August, like clockwork.

      They were her favorite.

      I understand now what Eric meant about Big Island being an escape. The hush. The water. The wildlife. The world beyond feels miles away, irrelevant.

      And yet…

      There’s something about the house that unsettles me. Set deep in the trees, flanked by those stubborn chrysanthemums, it doesn’t look peaceful; it looks trapped. A coffin in the sunlight.

      Laelynn sits on the front porch with a Saint Bernard resembling a giant stuffed animal by her side. The two are quite a pair. She wears black yoga pants and a matching tank top, revealing smooth, toned mahogany arms and rippling abs on a tiny frame. Her jawline is cut from stone, and her legs shake with coiled energy. A jumbo pink scrunchie holds her black braided bun, and the skin on her forehead is so tight I wonder if she can form an expression. Her dark, almost black eyes shine with intelligence.

      Her Saint Bernard, on the other hand, is warm and cuddly. He has big, floppy, sloppy jowls and soft brown expectant eyes like saucers. His face tilts up in welcome, his mouth panting with excitement at the new guests. I want to run up and give him a big hug, but then I remember my allergies.

      She gives an awkward wave and marches down from the patio toward the dock with the jolly dog in tow, her back arched, chest puffed, and hips swaying. Eric swings the boat alongside the shore, and I steal another glance at her. She’s barely aged a day. Well-lotioned skin and jet-black hair without a trace of gray. A beauty mark rests beside her nose, the one incongruity in a perfectly symmetrical face. She’s still gorgeous, but there’s a weight to her now. She used to bounce; now she strides. Reaching the dock, she waits for us, her arms crossed, toe tapping, biting her lip.

      This is why I hesitated to come here. When we were growing up, there were the regular moms, and then there was Laelynn. The regular moms were soft and bosomy, but she was lean and hard. They baked brownies; she served fruit. The other moms allowed us to play in the street, but Laelynn insisted we stay in the backyard where it was safe. From what? I never knew. Everything had to be perfect. Everything had to be controlled. Just right.

      Maybe she reminded me too much of myself.

      I remember her expression when they loaded Olivia into the ambulance. It said, “How could you let this happen?” I see her now, and I’m struck with the same sensation. Her gaze, sharp and appraising, peels back my skin. I stiffen, as if her beady stare alone could turn me to stone.

      Eric cuts the engine and drifts toward the dock. I stir Mom from her snooze. As the boat floats closer, Laelynn grabs it and ties a rope around the cleats. The dog jumps in the boat and sits on the back seat, slobber dripping from his brown-and-white chin, misguidedly thinking he’s going for a ride. He’s so cute I’m half tempted to turn around and take him on one.

      “Hi, babe. Look who I found wandering around Wayzata,” says Eric, pecking her on the cheek.

      She offers my mom a warm smile and holds her hand out to help her from the boat. “How was dinner, Julie? Did you get those popovers you’ve been craving?” She says, not acknowledging my presence.

      “It was absolutely lovely,” says my mom, greeting her with a hug and a kiss on each cheek. She points at me. “Laelynn, darling, you remember Charlotte.”

      I hop onto the dock. She gives me a heavy smile and a limp hug that ends almost before it begins. “Yes, it’s good to see you. Welcome to our home.”

      “Thanks for having me,” I say too loudly, trying to overpower her with cheer. I hand her a box from my gift bag.

      “What’s this?”

      “It’s nothing. Just a little thank-you gift for hosting me. Caramel cake from Brown Sugar Bakery. It’s a Chicago institution.”

      “That’s so kind of you, Charlotte. I’m actually off sugar now, but I’m sure Eric and the girls will love it.” She turns to Eric, giving him an extended hug and kiss, one foot up in the air.

      “Who’s this big guy?” I ask, pointing to the Saint Bernard.

      “That’s Heathcliff,” she says, wiping the edge of her lip with a polished nail.

      “He’s gorgeous. I don’t think I’ve ever seen such a cute dog.”

      “Yeah, he’s our big baby. You can pet him if you’d like.”

      “Ah, I’d love to, but unfortunately, I’m allergic.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that,” she says, like I told her I have leprosy. She turns to lead us through the mist up to the house. “I hope that won’t be a problem while you’re staying here? I vacuum daily, and we don’t allow Heathcliff on the furniture, so there shouldn’t be too much dander.”

      “No, I’ll be all right as long as I don’t wrestle with him.”

      She ignores my joke and keeps walking ahead like Ms. Danvers at Manderley. We dutifully follow behind past the chrysanthemums. Scouts after their troop leader. “Heathcliff, out,” she shouts without looking back. I watch as he drops his head, disappointed that he’s not going for a boat ride, and bounds out of the boat, panting. As he races past me, he runs his snout along my leg, leaving a pool of snotty drool and dog hair behind on my new dress. I can already feel my allergies perking up.

      Eric glances back, sees Heathcliff’s work, and laughs his champagne-fizz laugh. “Oops.”

      My face burns.

      My mom smiles. “I think he likes you. Less slobber than some of your previous boyfriends.”

      We both laugh loudly.

      Laelynn turns and shushes us. “The girls are sleeping, so please keep it down.” She walks up the lawn toward the porch, but Eric stops her.

      “Honey, let’s take the path around back, so that Charlotte doesn’t have to drag her travel bag through the lawn.”

      She rolls her eyes in the way married couples do but obliges, and we head up the tan gravel path around the side, me following closely behind her. When we reach the back of the house, she stops short, and I nearly crash into her.

      I scan the grounds, confused at first about why we’re stopping.

      Then I see her eyes.

      Wide-open, unblinking, transfixed on the house.

      I follow her gaze until I spot it: a yellow piece of legal paper nailed to the soft blue door, flapping in the breeze, the whip of the sheet an unsettling disharmony. Large, jagged handwriting covers the note, almost like a child’s. At first, I can’t decipher it. But then the breeze pauses, and the paper rests.

      The message is simple.

      
        LEAVE. OR ELSE.

      

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 9

      
      The paper snaps against the door like a whip, periods marking it like stab wounds.

      “Oh my,” says my mom, covering her mouth.

      I freeze in place, my skin tingling, wondering if I’m imagining things. Heathcliff barks, and Laelynn holds him back with both hands. Eric sprints to the door, snatches the note, crunches it in his fist, and pockets it. He quickly replaces it with a warm grin but can’t wash the flush from his countenance.

      He turns to us and waves us forward. “Don’t worry about that. It—uh—it looks worse than it is. Long story. I’ll tell you about it over drinks.”

      Laelynn starts to speak, but he twitches his head, and she shuts her mouth. I notice her fingers strangling Heathcliff’s leash.

      “Home sweet home,” he says, opening the door and ushering us in with an open hand.

      My mom and I frown at each other but say nothing. Now isn’t the time. We follow them into the house.

      At first glance, the place seems beautiful—curated, even. Like a model home. The foyer gleams with polished oak floors and navy-blue walls, stately and composed, lined with framed historical photos of Big Island. In the living room, baby-blue wallpaper stitched with delicate anchors wraps the walls in coastal charm. Floor-to-ceiling windows open onto a postcard-perfect view of the lake. Two caramel leather club chairs, soft and slouching with use, flank a white sectional like they’ve been waiting for us. The kitchen is showstopping—an emerald-green island topped with thick marble, a copper range hood gleaming overhead, a towering paneled fridge humming quietly in the corner. On a small chalkboard, Laelynn has written the dinner menu from earlier tonight in careful script.

      But beneath all the charm, the house tells an older story. You can sense it in the uneven swell of the floorboards, the bowed ceiling beams, the hush that falls between footsteps. The railing is too smooth, worn down by hands no one mentions. A trace of smoke lingers in the air, long since baked into the walls. Even the basement exhales must from another era. It’s like the past is trying to force its way through. A house layered over a house. Painted over, polished, but not forgotten.

      The mysterious paper nailed to the front door only adds to my discomfort.

      My mom and the Parkers walk me to the guest room, then head to the patio while I settle in. It’s a cozy little nook at the front of the house with a four-poster bed and mullioned windows. It would be perfect were it not for the fact that someone’s nailing threatening notes to the door twenty feet from where I sleep. As I get my bearings, my mind spins with questions about the note.

      Who left it?

      Why was Eric so quick to snatch it?

      Why didn’t he want Laelynn to talk about it?

      And most importantly, does this have anything to do with me?

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 10

      
      “Knock, knock,” says a voice I haven’t heard for years, and yet, I’d know it anywhere.

      I swivel toward the doorway and see Olivia.

      She’s framed by the hallway light, barefoot in a white tent dress that flutters around her like gauze. Her thick braids hang over her shoulders, glossy and black, and her earthy eyes are lit with that same old glint: trouble and joy, wrapped into one. She looks just as I remember her. Same bouncy cheeks and paper-white smile. Her body is lean and defined like her mother’s, but her face is soft and kind like her father’s. She shines.

      My grin is so sudden and wide my jaw clicks. I close the distance and throw my arms around her. She hugs back hard, the breath whooshing out of me as she squeezes like she’s making sure I’m real.

      When she pulls back, she holds me at arm’s length, eyes sparkling. “Look at you,” she says, tugging on her hair. “All tall and skinny. Girl, you look like a damn model.”

      I peer at my pale legs and burned forearm and wonder if she’s looking at the same thing I’m looking at.

      “Hardly. You look the same though.”

      “You mean gorgeous? Stunning?” She twirls, cocks her head back, her dress fanning, and flips her braids dramatically.

      I laugh. An old laugh. The kind I’d thought I’d forgotten. “Exactly.”

      She grins, her eyes crinkling. “Oh man. It’s so good to see you.”

      Something inside me settles. “You too.”

      She leans in conspiratorially. “I heard there was a lovely welcome note on the front door for you this evening.”

      “Um, yeah.” I raise an eyebrow. “I thought my ex-boyfriend might be in town.”

      She snorts. “Sorry about that. Big Island is…interesting.”

      “How interesting are we talking?”

      “Oh, girl.” She links her arm through mine, and we walk toward the door. “Let’s just say there’s some…history. I’ll tell you all about it later. Right now, we need to get our asses out to the patio, or my mom will lose it. She’s been organizing the crackers and cheese for half an hour to get it just right.”

      I laugh again, shake my head, and follow her out of the room.

      We step onto the front patio, where Laelynn has laid out a careful spread—wine, ripe fruit, and a board of cheeses and cured meats. Some things never change. When we were kids, Laelynn composed lunches that were the envy of the school. She cut the crusts off the peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwiches. She built little fruit animals with toothpicks. Dropped a fresh flower into Olivia’s lunch box. She spared no detail to make her happy. Or at least her version of happy.

      We all sip our wine and chitchat, watching the mist creep up the yard. I never thought I’d be back at a table with the Parkers, not after all this time. I absorb Olivia’s presence beside me, and a sense of calm rushes over my body. One I haven’t felt for years. Still, I can’t help thinking of the note posted on the door. Words pulse in my mind: LEAVE. OR ELSE.

      Heathcliff lumbers out to join us, oblivious to the mood, his tail wagging as he settles by my feet. We all smile at his droopy face. I prepare for more slobber.

      My mom uses the moment to break the silence while I munch on crostini. “All right, Eric, Laelynn, I can’t take it any longer. You must tell me. What’s the story behind that awful note on your front door?”

      Laelynn gestures to Eric. “I’ll let my lovely husband take that question. He’s the one hell-bent on becoming the king of Big Island.”

      Olivia looks at me and stifles a laugh.

      Eric sighs, loads up meat and cheese onto a cracker, and shoves it in his mouth. He chews twice and then swallows it down, wiping the crumbs on his pants leg. “I prefer the title ‘Prince of Big Island.’”

      Laelynn leans toward my mother and me, a hint of bitterness in her voice. “He’s obsessed, you know. Thinks because his family owned most of the island back in the 1800s, it’s his birthright. They even called it Parker Island once.”

      “Very impressive,” I say. “I go to a place called Charlotte Island, but that’s just me spacing out in my bathtub. What does that history have to do with the note?”

      “It’s not as bad as it looks,” says Eric.

      Laelynn lets out a harrumph.

      He ignores it. “We have a neighbor named Russ Neuman. He’s a cranky old guy who lives over there, about five hundred yards from us. Like my family, his family’s been here since the 1800s, and he’s got it into his head that this is his land. He was trying to buy this property before we did, but we outbid him. My guess is this is his little ‘welcome to the island’ card. It’s all bluster. He’s not going to do anything.”

      I have to hand it to Eric. I’m not sure I’d be so glib if my neighbor posted a threat on my door. “Just out of curiosity, how do you know it’s this Neuman guy? Do you guys have a Ring camera or something?”

      Eric tilts his head. “Ring camera? No, no, no. We’re rustic here. No cameras for us. Technically, I don’t know it’s him. But who else would it be?”

      My mind flashes to Vivek. The Firm. Cov is just a boat ride away.

      No, I’m being paranoid.

      “Is this the same family you mentioned on the boat?” I ask.

      “The family that bought his great-grandfather’s house?” Olivia asks.

      Eric swallows another cracker. “Yeah. The same one. They’ve steadily been losing their holdings over the decades, so Russ is the only one remaining. And now that the Parkers have returned, you can see why he’s a tad bitter.”

      Laelynn takes a sip of her mocktail. “Of course, I keep telling him there are plenty of lovely lake houses that aren’t on islands populated by crackpots, but he’s obsessed with the idea of owning an entire island.”

      Eric’s voice sharpens. “I’m not obsessed, babe. I just think it’s an opportunity.”

      My mom strokes her swanlike neck and clinks her nails on her wineglass, weighing the options. “Eric, those aren’t just notes. Those are threats. Don’t you think you should call the police?”

      Laelynn puts her hand on my mom’s forearm. “Thank you, Julie. My thoughts exactly.”

      He waves her off. “We don’t need to call the police. They have better things to do than investigate stupid pranks. Russ is just trying to scare us. He’s harmless. Besides, just give me a little more time and I’ll buy him out.”

      Laelynn’s jaw clenches, and I can tell from her expression that she thinks Russ Neuman is anything but harmless. My mom circulates the fruit plate to distract from the tension.

      I grab a handful of grapes and bite one. Heathcliff perks up and opens his mouth, thick slobber dripping down his jowls. I hold one out to him and ask Eric, “Why does he think this is his l—”

      “No,” shouts Laelynn as she rips the grape out of my hand, her nails digging into my palm.

      “What?” I say, shocked at the attack.

      “Don’t you know? Grapes are poisonous to dogs. You could have killed him.”

      “I—I’m sorry. I’ve never had a dog. I had no idea.”

      She glares at me for a moment, then sits back down, her cheeks aflame.

      “I didn’t know that either,” says my mom.

      “Don’t worry about it,” says Olivia. “It’s a simple mistake to make. For the record, you can’t feed them chocolate either.”

      “I’m so sorry. Noted.”

      The conversation continues uneasily for the next thirty minutes. The Parkers ask me what I’ve been doing. I ask them what they’ve been doing. All of us avoid topics that matter. Long pauses filled with the chirps of crickets and the croaks of frogs. Eventually, my mom announces she needs to head back to her hotel and excuses herself. I walk her down to the shore to catch her taxi boat.

      “Well, that went well,” I say.

      She laughs. “Yes, I’m not sure how I feel about your staying here after seeing that note.”

      “I’ll be fine,” I say as a reflex, but the image ripples through me. “I’m more worried about Laelynn. Not the warmest welcome I’ve ever had.”

      “Don’t worry about it, sweetheart. She just takes time to warm up. I’m sure by the end of this you’ll be fast friends.”

      “I don’t know. I did almost kill her dog.”

      The taxi boat pulls up to the dock. Water gurgles in the background behind us.

      “I’ll admit, that wasn’t your finest hour.” She gives me a kiss as she boards the taxi boat. “You’ll be fine. Just try to remember you’re on vacation.” She sings off-key as the boat pulls away. “You can leave your troubles behind youuuu.”

      I smile and wave farewell, feeling mollified.

      But then I envision the grim expression on Laelynn’s face when we arrived.

      The way Vivek watched me at Cov.

      The note posted on the Parkers’ front door.

      And something tells me that my troubles lie ahead.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 11

      
      After my mom leaves, I say good night to Olivia, Eric, and Laelynn and stumble to my guest room. The combination of the tequila bender last night, today’s road trip, and Eric’s bootlegs has finally gotten the better of me. A long breath escapes my chest, and for the first time all day, my jaw unclenches.

      People don’t get it. For them, a social gathering is just…a gathering. But for me, it’s like performing a dance, and nobody taught me the moves.

      They say, “Come on, it’ll be fun.”

      I hear: “We scheduled you for surgery.”

      I open my undersized travel bag and sigh. In my hungover rush to leave, I barely packed enough for a weekend, let alone a month. I place my items in drawers, socks and underwear on top, shorts and tank tops in drawer two, pants and dresses in the bottom. Open the closet door and hang my dresses. Leave it open.

      To me, unpacking the moment you arrive somewhere isn’t optional; it’s a moral imperative. I once spent a weekend away with a guy who never unpacked. Just lived out of his suitcase like a fugitive. I seriously considered calling the police.

      I sink onto the edge of the queen-size bed and absorb the space that will be my room for the next few weeks. Or my prison. On the surface it’s lovely, very lake-chic. White sheets paired with a blue-and-white seersucker duvet. Original tan oak hardwood floors—forty-eight floorboards, to be exact. White wallpaper with a pattern of watercolor sailboats. A framed needlepoint of the American flag on one wall and an impressionist-style painting of Main Street Wayzata on the other. It all bears Laelynn’s unmistakable touch.

      I remember visiting the Parkers when I was a kid. Our best times were always when Laelynn was away. Eric would make homemade doughnuts doused in powdered sugar and take us tubing on the lake. He would attach two inner tubes to the boat’s rear, one for each of us. Then we’d have tube wars. Whoever fell first lost. He’d speed across the lake and yank us into a turn so sharp it felt like flying, and we’d hang on, laughing, afraid to let go. Olivia was always bolder. Sometimes, mid–tube ride she would leap from her tube onto mine and try to knock me off, usually sending both of us crashing into the wake. We would laugh so hard, water rushed into our noses.

      Then we’d arrive home, and Laelynn would be there, fresh off a HIIT class or whatever workout was in style, arms crossed, jaw tight, asking where we were or griping about the mess Eric left behind, and the fun would end. Even Olivia seemed bummed.

      I don’t blame Laelynn. I remember she had just launched her digital marketing firm, and being married to Eric, while certainly an adventure, was probably more like having a second child. She was just trying to keep an organized household and make sure he didn’t accidentally kill us. But for a kid, it was one big buzzkill. With Eric, the Parkers’ house was a theme park; with Laelynn, it was a museum.

      A chorus of crickets chirps outside my room. The mist slithers by the open window, and the sheer curtains sway to the rhythm of the breeze. It should be relaxing, but it prods my nerves. I’ve been in the city so long the great outdoors sounds unfamiliar, menacing. I wonder how long I’ll last.

      My phone dings.

      I check the screen. The first thing I notice is that I have one bar of reception. Great.

      Then, I check my messages. It’s from Carlos. In my walk down Eric-Parker-crush memory lane, I’d almost forgotten I’d invited him.

      
        Hey Mami! How’s the trip going so far? I assume you’ve been counting the days until I visit. 😉 I talked to my boss, and he said I’m cool to cut out for a couple of days. We still on for our adventure? 🚤

      

      I chuckle to myself, then take a deep breath and stare at the colonial-style ceiling fan whirring above me. It’s amazing how an idea can seem cute and whimsical in the fog of intoxication, yet unbearably heavy in the light of sobriety. Carlos is cute, but do I still want him to visit? Eric’s married, so he shouldn’t even factor into this equation, yet, for some reason, he does. Now that I’ve reconnected with the man I used to idolize, Carlos seems smaller, more immature. I decide to do what any self-respecting young person does and ignore the problem. I’ll deal with it tomorrow.

      I should sleep, but the note on the Parkers’ door niggles at me, a consulting problem I haven’t solved yet. I lean over the edge of my bed and snatch the laptop out of my computer bag on the floor. Then I remember. No Wi-Fi. I jump onto my painfully slow mobile hotspot and search the property records for Big Island. At first, everything Eric said checks out. I find Russ Neuman’s house, which he’s owned personally since 1985. Then I find the Parkers’ property on Zillow, current value: $3.5 million. Must be nice.

      That’s when things get interesting.

      The Parkers purchased their home from a bank that had foreclosed on the previous owner.

      I scan the records to determine who had owned the property before the bank foreclosed. The name jumps off the screen. Marjorie Neuman. Presumably, Russ Neuman’s mother. The Parkers bought Russ Neuman’s mother’s house out from under him. She must have had debts, and when Russ couldn’t cover them, the Parkers swooped in. Not great, but not illegal.

      I search for Marjorie Neuman. The first result shows a lovely obituary with a picture of her. She was a sweet old lady with a silver-haired perm, a toothy smile, and oversize bifocals. She loved fishing and playing whist with her friends. I smile, reminded of my grandmother.

      My grin fades when I spot the next article.

      
        Foul Play Suspected in Big Island Death After New Autopsy Revelations

        By Kara Jensen | Sun Sailor | June 4, 2024

        BIG ISLAND, MN.—Authorities are actively investigating the death of a Big Island woman after a recently completed autopsy raised concerns about possible foul play.

        Marjorie Neuman, 84, was found dead in her lakeside home on Big Island in July of this year. According to a source close to the case, the autopsy report revealed petechial hemorrhaging in the eyes and pulmonary edema consistent with smothering—signs that may indicate she was suffocated, possibly with a pillow.

        “We are investigating this death with all resources until we can rule out causes. Due to this being an open and active investigation, we won’t be commenting any further,” said Detective Ezequiel Gonzalez of the Hennepin County Sheriff’s Office.

        Neuman, a lifelong resident of Big Island, was known by locals as a fiercely independent woman with deep roots in the community. She lived alone in the same cottage her parents built in the early 1900s. She’s survived by her only son, Russ Neuman, a fixture on the island. Friends say she had recently expressed concern about someone trespassing on her property, though no official reports were filed.

        “She never left the island, even in the dead of winter,” said neighbor Dennis Kohler. “Everyone respected her. And now this? It’s just chilling.”

        The isolated nature of Big Island—accessible only by boat during the summer months and sparsely populated year-round—has fueled speculation about what really happened the night of her death. Some residents report hearing strange noises and seeing lights on her property in the early hours before she was found.

        No suspects have been publicly identified, but investigators are urging anyone with information to come forward.

        Anyone with tips is asked to contact the Hennepin County tip line at 555-555-0198.

      

      I click my mouse and jump to the next article.

      
        Police Close Big Island Death Investigation, Citing Lack of Evidence

        By Kara Jensen | Sun Sailor | July 25, 2025

        BIG ISLAND, MN.—The Hennepin County Sheriff’s Office announced Friday that it is closing the investigation into the death of Marjorie Neuman.

        Neuman, 84, was found dead in her home on Big Island last summer. Although an autopsy earlier this year suggested signs of possible smothering, investigators now say no definitive proof of foul play could be established.

        The report of the Hennepin County Medical Examiner listed Neuman’s cause of death as “asphyxia” and manner of death as “undetermined.”

        The announcement has left some residents unsettled. “It just doesn’t sit right,” said neighbor Carol Haukebo. “Things like this don’t happen out here.”

      

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 12

      
      I slam my laptop shut, skin prickling. Someone might have murdered Marjorie Neuman in this house. Someone might have murdered her for this house. Did Marjorie’s own son kill her, only for the Parkers to pull the rug out from under him? No wonder Eric doesn’t want to talk about it. I place my laptop back in my bag and lie down, watching the shadows on the ceiling as questions crash through my mind like waves. Why didn’t Eric or Laelynn mention Marjorie at dinner? Did they know they were buying the house of a murder victim? Was that note more than an idle threat?

      Eventually, the bootlegs and fatigue overtake me. The questions melt and blur, and I sleep.

      Then, a noise wakes me.

      I listen closer: a scratch at my door and a whimper. It’s Heathcliff, hoping to play with his new friend. With my head throbbing, I’m in no mood to be slobbered on.

      “Argh,” I say to myself as I throw off the duvet and roll out of bed. “Heathcliff, you’re killing me.”

      I open the door to give the big guy some attention. I’ll wash my hands later, I tell myself.

      Big mistake.

      The second I open the door, Heathcliff bursts into the room and leaps onto my bed. He rolls around, brownie eyes alight, slobber dripping from his jowls, and I watch as my bedspread becomes his own personal dog bed.

      I want to strangle him, but one look at his face and I can’t help but laugh. The dopey grin, the wheezy breathing.

      “Heathcliff, down!” I shout-whisper, trying not to wake up the entire house.

      He jumps off the bed and into my arms, nearly knocking me into the makeup table. My perfume bottle slams into the edge of the full-length mirror on the wall. A tiny, barely noticeable chip of glass falls to the floor. Great start. I’ve been here a couple of hours and I’m already breaking things.

      Fur and snot coat my face. Despite my allergies, I pet him a few times, but that only excites him. He thinks we’re about to go play fetch. I grab him by the collar and drag him out of my room.

      “Sorry, buddy. I’m allergic to you, and I’ve gotta go to sleep.”

      He looks at me with the saddest brown eyes I’ve ever seen. For a second I think I might buckle, but then I feel the slobber sticking to my face and shut the door.

      He whines and scratches for the next fifteen minutes. I turn on my white-noise playlist to drown out his protest, along with the chorus of crickets and owls outside. I grab a towel and half-heartedly wipe the duvet, then wash my hands and face and pop two Benadryl. My eyes grow heavy as I ride the slow wave of sedation.

      Dreams flicker—slobbery dogs, grape-filled plates, creaking floors. Except it doesn’t feel like a dream. It feels like someone else’s memory that I woke up inside of. Somewhere, the scratching stops.

      Then another sound.

      My eyes snap open. What time is it?

      At first I think it’s Heathcliff, but between the white noise and the crickets, it’s difficult to tell. I lift my head, straining to listen. Yes, it’s faint—almost imperceptible beneath the static. But it’s not Heathcliff; it’s footsteps crunching on the gravel path outside my window.

      I rub my eyes and clear my ears. Am I imagining it? This has happened to me before when I play white noise. I wake in the dark, shift the pillow, maybe get up, and just as sleep takes me again, I hear a phantom noise. Like when moms think they hear their baby crying. I hit pause on my phone and listen again. Nothing. Just crickets and the wind chimes. The hoot of an owl.

      I lie back down and curse myself. Pull it together, Charlotte. It’s your first day here, and you’re already losing it. But then I hear it. A faint crunching sound.

      First slow.

      Crunch.

      Crunch.

      Then fast.

      Crunch. Crunch. Crunch.

      My breath matches the rhythm of the footsteps, accelerating with each crunch. I fling my covers off and dart to the window, peering into the darkness. It’s black except for the moonlight reflecting off the silvery haze. I can’t make out anything. I put my ear to the screen.

      Nothing.

      The footsteps are gone.

      I tell myself the sound came from an animal—maybe there’s a dog door and Heathcliff’s roaming around at night, or maybe a fox or a deer. But then I replay that sound in my mind, and my stomach curdles. That was the sound of footsteps. Human footsteps.

      My first instinct is to grab my keys, jump into my car, and drive away. Then I remember I don’t have a car here.

      I’m trapped.

      I slam the window shut and yank the curtains closed. Whoever or whatever’s out there, I don’t want them watching me while I sleep. I crawl back into bed and restart my white-noise playlist, pulling my covers to my chin, grip tight, building an impenetrable cocoon.

      As I drift off, the sound of crunching gravel rings in my ears, and I remember what my mom said about the ghost of Big Island.

      Suddenly, it doesn’t seem so funny.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 13

      
      August 31

      I snap awake to a sliver of sunlight cutting through the curtains. My head throbs, a dull beat pulsing beneath the haze of Benadryl and booze. What was in those bootlegs? A knot of anxiety twists in my stomach—memories of yesterday tangled with fragments of dreams. I’m not sure which is which.

      I hold my breath, listening. No gravel crunching underfoot, no strange rustling outside. Just silence. The mist has lifted, and golden light washes the room in a soft glow.

      I drain the glass of water on my nightstand and rub the sleep from my eyes. Slipping into a long-sleeved gray T-shirt and gray shorts—a “groutfit,” as I like to call it—I crack the door and peer out. The hallway is still. Only the faint hum of the refrigerator buzzes from the kitchen. No sign of Heathcliff or anyone else. The coast is clear.

      I pad into the living room to start my morning routine, past the new built-in shelves lined with dated family photos, Laelynn’s favorite motivational business books—Good to Great, How to Win Friends and Influence People, Secrets of Closing the Sale—and Eric’s ancient collection of Agatha Christie: The Murder of Roger Ackroyd, And Then There Were None. I try to imagine the house before its facelift—before the polish, before the pretense. Before Marjorie Neuman was murdered.

      In the kitchen, after tidying up the pans drying on the counter, I rummage through the hunter-green cabinets and find an espresso machine that looks like the Parkers plucked it from an Italian café. I twist knobs until it sputters to life, spitting out a stream of caramel-colored brew. I drown it in cream, take a sip, and absorb the view. The lake shimmers beyond the endless window. The mums in the garden reach for the sun in a rainbow of yellow, orange, red, magenta, and white. Three deer move quietly across the lawn, nose through the grass, then vanish into the trees.

      This was the vacation I wanted.

      But it’s not.

      I perform my standard morning stretching routine in the living room, and my thoughts drift to Marjorie, alone in this house before the renovation, peering out through the mist, wondering what was out there. To the note impaled on the door last night. To the noises outside my window.

      Something here feels discordant.

      I wonder if I should just cut my losses and ask Eric to take me home.

      A splash from outside severs my thoughts. My eyes jump to the lake, where water ripples by the shore. Someone’s awake.

      I open the door and step onto the patio. The screen creaks and snaps shut behind me. The cool morning air hits my skin. Another splash echoes across the shoreline. I scan the water and spot a rope swing hanging from a crooked cottonwood to my left.

      Olivia.

      I watch as she pulls the rope swing as far back as it will go and leaps onto it, careless and free. As she flies through the air, I smile. She wears a soft-purple bikini that highlights her glistening dark skin. Her hair is pulled back into a ponytail, and her curly black locks fan out behind her, a halo in the morning light. The rope swing curves inches from the ground and then up into the sky. She holds on to it until it reaches its peak, and just as I fear she’ll hold on too long, she releases the swing and soars, arms spread wide, feet pulled together like she’s flying. As her body approaches the water, she brings her hands together and stretches her legs into a perfect diving position. Zero splash.

      I walk toward the lakeshore to meet her, sixty-three steps in all. I step into a depression in the lawn and my ankle rolls, but I catch myself. Nice job, Char-klutz. As I reach the crescent of beach, Olivia surfaces, shakes the water from her face, and spots me.

      “CharBar!”

      “Good morning,” I say, my arms wide.

      “Stay right there,” she calls, and within seconds she’s cutting through the water in an Olympic-level swimmer’s crawl. She emerges like a Bond girl, water cascading from her hair.

      She shakes herself dry and sits on a beach chair, tapping on the chair next to her. “Come sit. Now that we’ve finally got some time alone, you have to catch me up on what you’ve been up to.”

      “How much time do you got?”

      “As much as you need. I’ve got nowhere to go and all day to get there.” She smiles her familiar smile, nose crinkling, a sea of big, white teeth. I notice she’s got a wad of bubble gum wedged in her cheek. She blows a brilliant pink bubble and snaps it with her tongue. Same old Olivia.

      The two of us spend the next half hour swapping stories about our lives. I tell her about Boston, about college, business school, becoming a consultant, my checkered dating history. She asks about my family.

      She tells me about her life. She’s a documentary filmmaker now. Lives in Venice Beach. She’s done a few small films. Nothing I’ve seen. Her dating life is nearly as bleak as mine. But she’s happy. And I’m happy for her.

      I want to ask her about that night at the State Fair. About why we drifted. But it’s not the right time. Right now, I just want to enjoy this moment.

      My phone pings. I sneak a glance. A message from Carlos sent at 9:12 p.m. He sent it last night and I’m just getting it now?

      
        Hey Mami! Sorry to harass you, but I’m just checking to see if you still want me to come up, or if I can stop doing all the ab exercises I’ve been doing to prepare? 😉

      

      I try to put the phone away, but Olivia catches me.

      “Ooh. Who’s Carlos? Your Latin lov-eh?” A soft chuckle, like her dad.

      My face burns. “Ha, no. He’s a bartender back in Chicago. After one too many tequilas, I may have invited him up here, even though this isn’t my house and I had no business inviting him. I’ve been stalling, trying to figure out a nice way to rescind my invitation.”

      Olivia rubs her hands together like she’s trying to start a fire. “Now we’re talking. This is spicy. You definitely need to tell him yes.”

      “What? No. I don’t want to invite a guy I barely know to your house.”

      Another bubble snap. “You are doing it. And that’s an order. Don’t make me take that phone from you.”

      What kills me is, knowing Olivia, she will take my phone from me, and God knows what she’d write.

      “Okay, fine. I’ll text him.”

      
        Sorry for the delay, Carlos. Just got the confirmation. Come on up! Just let me know your ETA.

      

      He responds immediately.

      
        👍Great. Should I bring my sexy swimsuit? Or my super-sexy swimsuit?

      

      I grin.

      
        LOL. Definitely super-sexy.

        I figured. Cool. Need to finish up a few things with school/work, but will let you know when I’m on my way.

      

      I stuff the phone back in my pocket. “I can’t believe I’m doing this. You happy now?”

      “Very.”

      We both stare at the lake, a moment of contented silence passing between us.

      “How’s your dad?” she asks.

      I rub my hands together and stall, not wanting to ruin the moment. “He passed away.”

      “Oh, I’m so sorry to hear that.”

      “No, really, it’s okay. It was for the better.”

      “Really? I remember him being so much fun. What happened?”

      “It’s a long story. I’d rather not go into it.”

      She wraps her arm around me and leans her head on my shoulder like she used to do. “No problem. I understand. If you ever want to talk about it, I’m here.”

      I lean my head against hers, and it’s like we’re kids all over again. My chest fills. Memories of our childhood flood back like lake water spilling over the dock. For a moment, I’m speechless.

      “This house is pretty incredible, huh?” I ask, trying to nudge our conversation back to the present.

      Olivia’s smile fades. “It’s all right.”

      “All right? Look at all the chrysanthemums your mom planted for you.”

      “Yeah, she just planted those because I’m never here. She’s hoping it will bring me home.”

      “What about this view?”

      “Don’t get me wrong. I don’t want to sound ungrateful. We’re very lucky. This view is pretty, the flowers are gorgeous, and the house is cool. There’s just something about the island that’s never felt right to me.”

      A current runs along my skin. Hearing someone else verbalize what I’ve been thinking sets me on edge. “What do you mean?” I ask, not sure I want to hear the answer.

      Olivia bites a nail and spits it out. “I don’t know. Ever since Mom and Dad bought the property, it’s creeped me out. I hear odd sounds at night.” A pause. “Did they tell you about the amusement park?”

      “Yeah, my mom told me about it.”

      “People say there’s a ghost.”

      My lips curve into a crooked smile. “Don’t tell me you believe in ghosts. That’s not the Olivia I know.”

      Her eyebrows slant together. “Normally I don’t, but I’ve got to tell you. I’ve heard strange noises at night here. And they’re not animal noises.” She holds my gaze, but behind it something quivers.

      “Well, at least you’ve got me now. And I’ve got you.”

      A screen door behind me slams shut, and I flinch. I turn to see Laelynn. She waves. “Breakfast is served,” she shouts.

      I turn back to Olivia. “I guess it’s breakfast time.”

      She pats me on the knee. “You go on ahead. I’m going to swim some more.”

      “What? We were just getting started. I want to hear about the documentaries.”

      She flashes her phone and starts recording me. “I might make you my next subject.”

      I cover my face with a groan. “Okay, okay. I’ll go.”

      “And don’t eat all my dad’s doughnuts!”

      “No promises.”

      I start walking away.

      “Hey, CharBar?” she says, her voice barely above a whisper.

      “Yeah?”

      “Make sure…just…” She swallows. “Be careful around here, okay?”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 14

      
      I climb the hill back to the house and try to push Olivia’s warning out of my mind. The trouble is, she’s right. Every alarm bell in my body tells me I should leave. The hairs on my neck. Knot in my stomach. Tightness in my chest. It would be so simple. Just ask Eric to take me to my car, and I could be in Chicago tonight. Just the thought of it slows my pulse.

      Then my mom’s words echo in my ears: “You don’t have to control everything.” And she’s right. I do have a bit of a control problem. But this isn’t that. It’s everything else. The history of this house. The note on the front door. The trees grasping toward any open space like they’re trying to suffocate the air. The vines crawling and twisting along the ground. It’s as though human beings never should have set foot here, and the forest is crouching, waiting to reclaim its rightful place.

      As I reach the patio screen door, I press the dark thoughts down. The scene in front of me looks like a screenshot from the Country Living website. Eric and Laelynn sit at a sun-splashed, rustic wood farm table with their eight-year-old twins, Emma and Penelope. Paul Simon plays in the background. Laelynn sports a soft-pink yoga outfit, while Eric lounges in a tattered gray Georgetown T-shirt. The girls wear matching red-and-white-striped dresses, identical down to their thick, black braided hair and cherubic faces. The only difference is one has a mole on her left cheek like her mother, a tiny but telling marker.

      Eric serves up cornflake-crusted French toast topped with strawberries while Laelynn pours fresh-squeezed orange juice into little beaded juice glasses—the picture of the American nuclear family. But when I analyze their faces, the illusion shatters. Neither of them has noticed I’m here yet, and whatever they’re discussing, it’s not amicable.

      “This was a bad idea, Eric,” Laelynn says, her deep, raspy voice gouging the air.

      “Give it time, honey. It’ll get better.”

      “I doubt that. But regardless, I’m leaving tomorrow, so it’s your call.”

      “Don’t put this on me, Laelynn. This isn’t my call. This is for both of us.”

      She opens her mouth to fire back, but I swing open the screen door and interject, so it doesn’t look like I’ve been eavesdropping.

      “Morning, everyone,” I say, waving awkwardly.

      Eric turns, his mouth curving into a welcoming smile. “Charlotte! Good morning. Perfect timing. We’re just sitting down for breakfast.”

      The seating arrangement is tricky. Laelynn’s throned at the table’s head, flanked by the twins on one side and Eric on the other. After her stay-away-from-my-man kiss the other night, I’d like to keep my distance from Eric. But I’m also not about to square off with her at the other end of the table like we’re in an M&A negotiation, so I sit beside Eric. Laelynn gives me a closed-mouth smile that could cut glass. I’m not sure I made the right choice.

      “Girls, say good morning to Ms. Charlotte,” says Laelynn to Emma and Penelope as she stands and scoops berries onto their tray. She sprinkles a few edible flower petals on their French toast and gives each of them a loving kiss on the cheek.

      “Good morning, Ms. Charlotte,” say the girls in perfect unison, grinning widely through gapped teeth, their moss-green eyes alight with curiosity.

      “Good morning,” I say, though something about the tone in their voices puts me on edge.

      “This is Penelope,” says Eric, gesturing to the girl with the cheek mole. “And this is Emma.”

      The twins resume eating their French toast but keep their eyes locked on me, studying me. They’re beautiful, unsettlingly so, and there’s something in their expressions that chills me. I make eye contact with each girl in turn, and that’s when I notice the subtle differences between them. Penelope reminds me of a queen—eyes bright, chin up, a judgmental posture. Emma is the queen’s adviser—softer, observing eyes, chin down, a humbleness to her. Yet I feel more comfortable with Penelope. Her, I can see coming. Emma would wield the knife from behind.

      Eric places a crisp piece of brioche on my plate and drizzles it with syrup. No flower petals for me. “Ms. Charlotte’s going to stay with us for a little while and help out while Mom’s on her retreat. Does that sound good?”

      The twins nod in unison, puffs bouncing, their mischievous jack-o’-lantern grins growing, like they’ve found a new victim.

      “Why is your arm so red?” asks Penelope, her voice sharp and commanding for someone so young.

      I glance at my sunburned forearm. “Oh, I drove up here yesterday and had my arm out the window. I forgot to put on my suntan lotion.”

      “It looks funny because the rest of you is so white,” mumbles Emma under her breath, and the two of them laugh.

      “Girls, be nice,” says Laelynn, smirking.

      “It’s fine,” I say. “That’s part of why I’m here. I need some sunshine.”

      I turn my attention to the French toast, trying to ignore the sensation of their eyes boring into my skull. The buttery brioche melts in my mouth, followed by a decadent cornflake crunch.

      “What do you think?” Eric asks.

      “This might be the best French toast I’ve ever had.”

      “Dad owns a bakery,” says Penelope, beaming with pride.

      “I know. I used to go there with my mom when I was a kid.”

      Laelynn places another piece of French toast on each of the girl’s dishes. “Charlotte is Auntie Julie’s daughter.”

      Emma slurps orange juice. “We like Auntie Julie. She drinks a lot of mom juice.”

      My forehead scrunches. “Mom juice?”

      Laelynn mouths “wine” to me, and I stifle a snort.

      “Yes, Auntie Julie does drink a lot of mom juice.”

      “Why can’t we have mom juice?” asks Penelope.

      “The government,” say Eric and Laelynn simultaneously. We all burst out laughing, much to the twins’ confusion.

      “Miss Charlotte grew up with your sister Olivia,” says Eric.

      I chime in. “Yeah, your dad used to take us tubing out on the lake and make us treats and make a big mess.”

      The girls nod, unimpressed. Laelynn’s smile fades. An awkward silence follows.

      She rises from her chair and tosses her fork, clanging against her plate. “I’m going to take Heathcliff for a walk.”

      “Honey, you barely touched your French toast.”

      “I’m not hungry. Too much charcuterie last night. Go ahead and finish breakfast without me.”

      She snatches a dog leash off the kitchen island and strides toward the patio. The door slams shut behind her. I watch as she stomps down the steps, chest puffed out like a drill sergeant.

      “Daddy, why is Mommy mad?” asks Emma, her tone sweet but her eyes sharp, like she already knows the answer and just wants to stir the pot.

      Eric forces a pained smile. “She’s not mad, kiddo. She’s just got a lot on her mind with her big retreat coming up.”

      Emma tilts her head, considering his words, exchanges a glance with Penelope, then shrugs and resumes eating. I think I spot the corner of her mouth edge upward.

      The next few minutes pass in uncertain silence, broken only by the occasional clink of forks and the soft chime of wind rustling through the trees outside. That’s the Laelynn effect I remember. Her mood is your mood, whether you like it or not. I try to ignore the chill that remains and focus on the warm kitchen, the birdsong, and the heavenly breakfast.

      Then, a scream shatters the peace.

      Laelynn.

      We all freeze, questioning the sound. My eyes meet Eric’s.

      Another scream.

      He leaps from the table and bolts toward the patio. “Girls, stay put,” he says. I chase after him, my heart in my throat as I try to fathom what could have gone wrong.

      He bursts through the door, then down the stairs and onto the lawn; I follow closely. My heart sprints and my mind fires with possibilities of what could have happened. Did she step on a nail? Discover another note on the door? It’s not that. I know it’s not that. The scream was something deeper. A visceral agony. A scream I’ve heard before.

      We dash around the house, Eric just steps ahead of me. When he turns the corner, he freezes and gasps. I stop beside him, and my mouth falls open in horror at what’s in front of me.

      Heathcliff lies sprawled on the gravel path, unnaturally still.

      His bright, beautiful brown eyes closed.

      His magnificent coat of coffee-and-cream fur motionless.

      I watch his chest. It’s not moving.

      I see foam gathered around the corners of his mouth. Vomit on the gravel.

      Flies buzz around his head, crawling toward his teardrop eyelids, trying to burrow underneath.

      Those eyes.

      They remind me of my father’s eyes.

      I try to shake the memory, but it captures me.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 15

      
      Fifteen years ago

      It’s winter in Beacon Hill. Outside my bedroom window, snowflakes the size of silver dollars drift down in slow spirals. Inside, I’m tucked into bed, face pressed against the cool cotton sheets, comforter pressed between my legs. The creamy warmth of tonight’s chicken potpie still lingers in my belly. The remains of woodsmoke seep under my door from the downstairs fireplace, mingling with the faint trace of pine from our Christmas tree. I drift toward sleep, dreaming of Ryan Gosling and the boys at school who don’t know I exist.

      The crash of broken glass rips me awake.

      My father’s voice—slurred, low, furious—curses from the living room.

      The slam of a cabinet door. A crunch.

      I glance at the clock.

      2:04 a.m.

      He’s having another one of his nights.

      I slip out of bed. I’d rather go to him than wait for him to come to me. That’s how you stay safe. You move first. You stay in control.

      A blast of winter air leaks through the old windowpanes. I shiver. My terrycloth shorts and thin tank top offer little defense. Still, I start toward the stairs, bracing myself. I pass my parents’ room and hear my mom snoring. She’s taken to wearing earplugs these days.

      “Goddamn it,” he snarls again. A thud. Another crunch of glass.

      I wince.

      I left my textbooks on the living room floor. He must’ve tripped over them.

      I pad down the stairs, careful not to make a sound. The cream carpet is warm and soft between my toes. On the third step from the bottom, the stench hits me. Vodka, dense and caustic, as if I’m drowning inside the bottle.

      Then I see him. Or what’s left of him.

      Gone is the man who used to wake me early for nature walks in Noerenberg Gardens. Who slipped me extra whipped cream at The Original Pancake House and whispered, Don’t tell your mother. Who sat beside me at Twins games and taught me how to keep score. Who called me Cha-cha.

      That man had sun-soaked skin and warm blue eyes, raindrops. Charming kinks in his brown hair. A voice like honey. This man is a zombie.

      His hair hangs greasy around his face, unwashed and wild. His pupils are bloodshot. Even the way he looks at me is different. He paces, crunching glass into the oriental rug. A shattered vodka bottle lies like a gutted animal on the coffee table, red Smirnoff font gleaming like blood. He stumbles into the kitchen, unscrews a bottle of Jim Beam.

      He catches me watching.

      His lip curls. His eyes narrow to slits. He points to the living room floor. “How many times have I told you to pick your fucking books up off the floor?”

      He’s never said that. But I know better than to argue.

      “I’m sorry, Dad.”

      “Clean this shit up.” His voice is low. Controlled. That’s worse than shouting.

      My hands clench. It’s two in the morning. I have a trig test tomorrow.

      “I said, clean it up,” he growls, louder now. A stranger.

      I drop to my knees. The carpet pricks my skin as I reach for the glass shards one by one. I feel him watching me. Pacing. Smirking. Like he’s evaluating a new recruit. Splotches break out on my chest. I can’t meet his eyes.

      A piece snags on the rug, slicing through my thumb. A rivulet of blood trickles down my palm. I suck on the wound, the metallic tang mixing with salt and anger.

      “You’re fucking worthless,” he says.

      Something snaps—a part of me that’s been suffocated for too long; someone else standing up inside my skin, taller than I remember being, steadier than I should be. My vision narrows, colors too sharp, sound too far away. I’m watching from somewhere just behind my own eyes. My voice comes sharp, strange in my throat.

      “Then why don’t you clean it up, you fucking drunk.”

      The bloody shard drops from my hand and clinks against the coffee table.

      His face slackens in shock as though waking from a dream.

      I turn, half in disbelief at myself. I’m already moving toward the stairs when—

      Slap.

      His hands slam into my back.

      I crash into the bookshelf, ribs jolting. Hardcover spines tumble like bricks.

      He stands over me. Sneering.

      “Don’t you ever talk to me like that.”

      His fist arcs downward. It lands against my cheekbone with the dull thump of bone on flesh. My vision spots. My skin splits.

      I brace for more. Sometimes it’s not the fists that hurt the most. Sometimes it’s the breath on your neck. The whispered sorry after.

      “Now clean this shit up,” he hisses.

      Years of fear, of grief for the man I lost, surge through my veins like stray voltage.

      My body moves before I decide anything—feet against the bookshelf, shoulder slamming forward. A jolt of strength I don’t recognize barrels through me. Like I’m stealing someone else’s rage, someone who knows exactly what to do. We crash into the coffee table, onto the floor, limbs tangled.

      The world stutters, jumps.

      Glass everywhere. He reaches for my neck and squeezes. The oxygen halts.

      My hand grabs something. The bottle.

      A swing. A slash.

      Black.

      When the scene flickers back, he’s on the floor. His carotid pulses once, then pours. A dark tributary down his chest. He gurgles. His legs twitch. His eyes—those familiar, tear-shaped eyes—flicker. Then fade.

      My hands drip. I stare, waiting for him to move. He doesn’t.

      I search my face for a wound. Nothing. I can’t move. My hands are wet. My heart vibrates. My mind blanks.

      I hear a creak behind me and turn.

      My mother stands halfway down the staircase, barefoot in her bathrobe. Her eyes land on the blood, the bottle, the body.

      She raises a hand to her mouth.

      Her voice, thin as smoke.

      “What have you done?”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 16

      
      Laelynn paces back and forth, hands pressed together, covering her mouth as if stifling a scream or holding back vomit. I haven’t seen her like this since…

      Then, to my surprise, she turns and hugs me, her shoulders shaking with sobs, tears dripping onto my shoulders. I hold her in silence, unsure if I’m comforting her or myself.

      “It doesn’t make sense,” Eric says, his voice cracking, his strong, veined hand trembling as he strokes the dog’s fur.

      Laelynn puts her weight on me. And for a moment I sense I’m carrying more than the immediate grief of her dog dying. I’m carrying something else she’s been holding for a long time. Heathcliff’s silver dog tag glints in the sun, but his chest remains motionless. The sight of this once vibrant, joyful Saint Bernard so still sickens me. It reminds me of how my father looked. Chest frozen, eyes lost in purgatory.

      “Could he have eaten something in the woods?” I ask, trying to offer some explanation. I scan the backyard while I stroke Laelynn’s back, searching the lawn, the gravel path, the still forest for what could have caused this. But nothing looks out of place.

      Eric just strokes Heathcliff, too grief-stricken to be weighing causes of death.

      Laelynn pulls away. Her hand lingers before dropping to her side. Our eyes lock. The pressurized energy I’ve come to expect from her is gone. She sways slightly, as if the ground might give out beneath her. Her eyes flick past me, searching, like she’s just realized she’s lost something she doesn’t know how to live without. I see it then, just for a moment: the woman beneath the armor. Worn thin. Breakable.

      “Laelynn, what can I do to help?”

      She gasps as if rising from underwater. Wipes her eyes, swallows, and the stiff upper lip returns. She pats me on the shoulder.

      “Please take the girls to their room and make sure they stay there. I don’t want them to see Heathcliff.”

      I swallow the lump in my throat and head inside. As my footsteps crunch on the gravel, I try to block the image of Heathcliff from my mind so the girls don’t see it in my expression.

      I plaster a smile on my face and jog up the patio steps, doing my best to convey an everything-is-normal vibe despite my stomach feeling ripped out. But when I open the patio door, I notice the girls are gone. For a moment, I panic, but then I hear faint laughter from upstairs. They must have gone to their room. They hear their mom scream and see their dad sprint out in a panic and then just head to their room like nothing’s happened? Who are these girls?

      I jog up the floating staircase, taking them two at a time, twelve stairs in all. I don’t know where their room is, but I listen for them. High-pitched giggles waft from behind the white paneled door at the end of the hallway.

      My hand’s on the doorknob when it hits me: I have no idea what to say. I take a deep breath and decide I’ll just act normal and play. Of course, I’ve never really played with kids, so I don’t know what that entails, but I’ll figure it out.

      I knock on the door. The girls invite me in. I force my cheeks upward.

      As I enter, I am immediately struck with envy. White-and-blue Peter Rabbit wallpaper lines the walls, and a floor-to-ceiling bay window overlooks the lake. The scent of kid-shampoo fills the air. A sailboat-shaped bunk bed runs along the left wall; a bookcase stuffed with children’s books anchors the right. A tiny desk littered with paper and crayons rests beside the window overlooking the lake. The girls sit on the floor on an oversize Richard Scarry apple car mat playing with dolls.

      As I walk in, they appraise me. “Hello, Ms. Charlotte,” they say in unison. I smile and greet them, but goose bumps break out on my arms. I can’t help the sensation that I’ve entered the hotel from The Shining every time I see them.

      I look down to see what they’re playing with, and the tingle moves up my arms to my neck. Emma, the twin without a mole, holds a doll in one hand and a pair of scissors in the other. But this isn’t an ordinary doll. It’s antique porcelain with dark eyes, a haunting, dead expression, and a deathly pale face except for blush-filled cheeks. She wears a yellowed, ruffled dress, ravaged by time, and blond hair. But it’s the hair that strikes me. Blond hair that looks…human. And there’s a pile of it on the floor.

      Emma turns it and presents it to me, with a smile on her face. “Look, Ms. Charlotte, we made it look like you.” Both girls burst out giggling.

      I inspect the doll, and my breath catches. They’ve cut her hair in the same butterfly cut as my hair. It’s like looking at myself as an ancient corpse.

      I return the smile but can’t help feeling that I’m being mocked. “That’s very nice, girls. Thank you for doing that.”

      “You’re welcome,” Emma says and returns her attention to the haircut while Penelope coaches her.

      “Where did you get the doll? It looks old,” I ask, picking up a few loose Legos off the floor.

      “It’s Daddy’s,” says Penelope.

      “You mean your daddy gave it to you?”

      “No, silly. It’s Daddy’s. He collects them.”

      More goose bumps. “Your dad collects dolls?”

      “Yeah, from the old amusement park.”

      “Ah, I see.” I pause, trying to imagine Eric hunting for dolls in the woods. “Do you think you should be cutting the doll’s hair, then?”

      They both shrug.

      I walk toward the window, not wanting to stare at my ghoulish doppelgänger any longer than necessary. I spot Olivia walking into the house from the lake, skin glistening, face tilted to the sun. My stomach cinches at the thought of her finding out about Heathcliff. I consider intercepting her, but Laelynn gave me orders, and I don’t want to piss her off any more than I already have. Plus, Olivia’s parents will break the news to her more tactfully than I ever could.

      “So, what do you guys want to do today?” I say, turning back toward them.

      “Don’t know,” says Penelope, laser-focused on the doll.

      I spot a few board games on the shelves. “We could play Candy Land? I used to love that game when I was a kid.”

      Penelope scrunches her face. “No, thanks.”

      I grab a Nancy Drew book from the bookshelf. “We could read a story together.”

      Emma shakes her head. Not interested.

      I shuffle to the desk and pick up a crayon. “We could do some color—” Before I can finish my sentence, I spot what’s next to the crayons.

      A plate of grapes.

      My mind flashes to Laelynn’s warning about feeding the dog grapes.

      A tremor runs through my hands. Is this why the girls were so unsurprised by their mother’s scream? I take a cautious step toward them, uncertain how to proceed.

      “Girls, did you feed Heathcliff grapes last night?”

      Emma stops cutting the doll’s hair. Sunlight reflects off the scissor blades. She looks up at me, green eyes wide as can be, her eyebrows waved. “No, why?”

      I kneel. “You’re sure? If you did, it’s okay. I won’t be mad.”

      Penelope raises her chin and recites her words like a declaration. “Mommy told us that grapes are very bad for Heathcliff.”

      I open my mouth to press further, but a movement in the doorway interrupts me. It’s Olivia. The red around her eyes tells me she’s heard about Heathcliff. She motions for me to come outside the room and puts her finger to her lips.

      “Girls, I’ll be back in a second. You two stay here, okay?”

      “Okay,” they chime back, barely acknowledging me.

      I step into the hallway, close the door, and hug Olivia. She grips me tight, and a tear runs down her cheek onto mine.

      “I’m so sorry, Liv.”

      “Thanks.” She pulls back, wipes the tear from her eye, and sniffles. “It just makes no sense. He was as healthy as a horse.”

      “I know. He was scratching at my door last night.” I consider mentioning the grapes but decide against it. “It has to be something he ate, doesn’t it?”

      Olivia’s face hardens, and she leans so close I can smell her bubble-gum breath. “I told you there was something wrong with this place. I bet it was that fucking psycho, Russ Neuman. I bet he poisoned him.”

      “Do you really think he would do that?” As I say it, I flash back to Marjorie Neuman’s obituary. To the crunching sounds outside my door last night.

      “You tell me. You saw that note.”

      I think of the note. Of Vivek eyeing me at Cov. Are we sure Russ left that note?

      “Yeah, maybe he could. Is there anything I can do?”

      She pulls her hair back with both hands, her bottom lip quivering. “Not right now.” She sniffs and stiffens her jaw as if willing herself not to cry. “Honestly, I think the best thing would be for you to take a walk. Let us deal with it, talk to the girls, etcetera.”

      “Really? I don’t want to abandon you guys when you’re grieving.”

      “Yeah. It doesn’t do any good for you to wallow with us. I’ll take care of the girls. We don’t need to bring you into the family drama any more than we already have.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Definitely. It will give us a chance to process it without feeling like we’re ruining your vacation.”

      I throw up my hands. “Okay. If you say so.”

      “I say so.” She forces a smile and pats me on the back. “Go.”

      I give her a hug and then jog down the stairs to my room. I throw on some hiking boots and grab my metal water bottle, trying to pretend that there isn’t a dead dog on the other side of the wall. Part of me wants to stay, to help, to make sure everyone’s all right, but the other part of me feels like this is a Parker family issue and I shouldn’t interfere. But I keep picturing the untouched plate of grapes in the girls’ room, and the way Emma looked, like she knew something I didn’t. And that doll. That disfigured little doll.

      I step outside and take a deep breath of the fresh summer air, glazed with the scent of chrysanthemums. The sun glows and the birds chatter in the forest. Olivia was right. Wallowing over Heathcliff won’t do me any good, but a long hike might.

      I try to shift my mind to the present, but as I walk down the gravel path, I catch the sound of Eric and Laelynn talking by the side of the house. Not wanting to eavesdrop, I quicken my pace toward the entrance to the forest, but the voices follow me. As I enter the woods, I hear Laelynn’s throaty timbre, grief-stricken, finally articulate what I know is true.

      “Eric, this wasn’t an accident.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 17

      
      I step off the Parkers’ property and into the forest. The first thing I notice is the isolation. No trail, no road, just dense woods in every direction. The Parkers’ house, like the others scattered through the area, is encircled by trees, each home tucked into its own cocoon of green.

      As I move deeper into the forest, passing the occasional distant house, the pattern repeats: a battalion of trees guarding every property, sealing them off from the world.

      The morning chill has given way to a sticky warmth. Overhead, a bank of dense clouds presses low. The sounds of the lake and the murmur of the Parkers’ house fade behind me, replaced by the sharp crack of twigs beneath my feet and the high-pitched whine of the cicadas grinding in my ears. Sweat beads on my forehead, and I can almost smell last night’s bootlegs leaking from my pores.

      Am I doing the right thing? The Parkers’ dog is dead, the family is wrecked, and I’m off on a nature hike like an influencer on a glamping trip. #practicinggratitude #manifestingabundance. Olivia’s probably right though. They need their space.

      As my strides grow longer and my lungs absorb the fresh air, my headache fades, and an overwhelming sense of relief washes over me. There’s no hint of civilization here—no distant roar of airplanes, no growl of car engines, no chatter of human voices. It’s just me and the still, dark shade along with the occasional tap-tap of a woodpecker. I can finally breathe again.

      Still, as I move deeper into the birches, ashes, and oaks, I can’t help noticing there’s something slanted about the island. The trees, bent and gnarled, blocking the sun. Horseflies buzzing around, looking for prey. The remnants of paths that twist like veins, inviting you yet disorienting you, pulling you away from where you started. There’s history in these woods. Mysteries from another time.

      I wander farther, mapping each inch of the island in my mind. I pass a dead squirrel buried in leaves, eyes mired in oblivion just like Heathcliff’s. Bugs circle the carcass.

      Laelynn’s words ring in my ears.

      “This wasn’t an accident.”

      I shudder, remembering the tremor in her voice. The grapes. Could she suspect the girls? No, there’s no way. No mother would harbor those thoughts about her own daughters, no matter how creepy they are.

      But if not the girls, then who? I picture the note. “LEAVE, OR ELSE.”

      Was this the “or else”?

      Russ Neuman might have killed his own mother. What’s a dog’s life worth to him? Was he sending a message? The modern version of the horse’s head in The Godfather?

      I’m hiking on what used to be Neuman land. Russ’s house must be around here; the final remains of the Neuman dynasty. I hear Tim Colby’s growl from our first day of orientation at Winthrop. If you want answers, best to hear it from the horse’s mouth. A cottage emerges along the lakeshore as the bay curves toward the nature preserve. It has to be his.

      I summon my courage and knock on the door, then wait in silence, my heart thumping. But no one answers. I peek through the grime-stained windows, revealing the dilapidated home of a lifetime bachelor. A single worn pea-green couch facing a TV, its cushions sapped of life. A hand-me-down dining table marked with rings, two empty Grain Belt beers perched on top next to a worn hunting knife. An axe leaned against an ash-ridden fireplace. Black-and-white photos of Marjorie Neuman on a dusty end table. A pang of pity stirs within me. I peer closer.

      A high-pitched sound jars me.

      I flinch.

      It’s faint but distinct—a rhythmic squeak, coming from the nature preserve. Initially, I suspect a bird or animal. I listen closer. It’s the sound of metal on metal, like the screech of an unoiled door hinge. The eerie groans come every few seconds. The sound scratches at my eardrums, a man-made echo in a natural setting.

      I tiptoe through a small opening in the trees that leads from Russ’s house into the park, following the shrill grind. With each step, it grows louder, like the staccato violin sounds in the movie Psycho. I round the bend, and then I see it. There, fifty yards ahead in a clearing, spins the remains of an old carousel, a fossil from the old amusement park, drifting in the breeze. It’s a macabre sight. Moss and lichen blanket the carousel like a shroud. Three of the horses have toppled, lying prone in the air. The rest wear the scars of time—hollowed-out eye sockets and coats pocked by stripped paint. I might get tetanus just looking at the thing.

      I step closer, transfixed by the haunting scene. Watching the carousel is like staring at a mutilated corpse of something long dead. The mournful squeaks seem less like worn machinery and more like a warning. Carnival music runs through my mind, but it’s slowed and off-key.

      “A sight, isn’t it?” growls a voice from behind me.

      I spin around, my heart in my throat.

      A man in sagging jeans and a camouflage hunting jacket stands a few feet away, craggy pale face covered in deep wrinkles and gray whiskers. A pipe dangles from his lips, wisps of smoke curling into the humid air.

      “Sorry,” he says, raising a hand in the air to steady me. “I didn’t mean to scare you.” His eyes twitch.

      I take a step back, trying to mask my alarm. “No. You just surprised me. I didn’t realize anyone else was out here.” My eyes scan in every direction.

      No one else is out here.

      It’s just us, and the rusty carousel squealing in the background.

      He takes a pull from his pipe and studies me, his yellow eyes squinting against the smoke. His face is round, his skin waxy. I’m suddenly acutely aware that I’m wearing nothing but black yoga pants and an orange sports bra.

      “Yep, there ain’t too many of us on the island, ya know.” His words carry an old rural Minnesota accent, like in the movie Fargo. He extends a calloused hand and offers a stained-tooth smile. “I’m Russ. It’s a pleasure to meetchya.”

      Hearing the name “Russ” chills my blood. I extend my hand and shake his, keeping my knees bent in case I need to run. “I’m Charlotte.”

      His eyes squint, and I think he hears the quake in my voice, because he walks around me, giving me a wide berth, and watches the carousel spinning its morose turns.

      “Never seen you around here. First time on the island?”

      I consider running, but then I ask myself, what would Olivia do in this situation? She’d investigate. No fear. Find out whether he left the note. If he killed Heathcliff. “Yes. I’m here on vacation. It’s beautiful. I take it you live here?” I ask, playing dumb.

      He grunts and takes three deep puffs from his pipe. “You staying with the Parkers?”

      I say nothing, but my silence gives me away.

      “Bet they didn’t tell you my family’s been here since the 1800s. Before that amusement park even existed, ya know,” he says, gesturing toward the carousel with the pipe, still looking away from me. I notice the deep grooves in the stem from a lifetime of smoking and gnawing.

      “That’s a long time. You must love the place.” Another grunt and a plume of smoke around his head like fog. I screw up my courage. “Is that why you left that note on the Parkers’ front door?”

      He hangs his head and chuckles to himself. “Note? I wouldn’t know anything about no note.” The carousel issues a shrill squeak, as if calling out his lie.

      “Then I’m guessing you wouldn’t know anything about any dead dogs either, huh?”

      He drops the pipe to his side and lurches toward me, a sharp eyebrow raised high on his forehead. “What? You say dogs?”

      His eyes twitch, and sharp breaths rush from his nose. I wonder if I’ve overstepped. I backpedal. “Never mind. It was nice meeting you. I’ve got to get going.”

      He runs a meaty hand over his slick, thin, receding gray hair. “Enjoy the island. Beautiful place. Watch out for ghosts.”

      The words hang in the air like the smoke from his pipe, and I laugh a little too loudly as I backpedal.

      His eyes follow me. “Oh, it’s no joke. You see that hunk of junk over there?” He points at a large, curved piece of metal leaned up against a tree in the distance. “Used to be a Ferris wheel. Back in 1908, a little girl fell off that Ferris wheel and died.”

      My breath catches, and I stop in my tracks. I think of Olivia.

      He blows more smoke from his pipe. “Yep, she’s been haunting this place ever since. I’ve seen her myself.”

      I turn and start walking. Regardless of what he means, I have no desire to spend another minute alone in the woods with this man. “Ghosts, got it. Yeah, I’ll be sure to watch out for them. Thanks.”

      “Wrote a poem about the ghosts once,” he says, his voice following me as I retreat. Another twitch. “Want to hear it?”

      “Maybe another time,” I call over my shoulder, picking up my pace.

      As I jog away, his raspy voice recites the words, each syllable echoing through the trees. I realize I have no idea where I am. A shiver runs through me with every word.

      “Shadows on the wall,

      Noises down the hall,

      Life doesn’t frighten me at all…”

      I break into a sprint.

      “Bad dogs barking loud,

      Big ghosts in a cloud,

      Life doesn’t frighten me at all.”

      I can still hear his voice as the poem ends. Silence. For a moment, I think our interaction has ended. But then he shouts two sentences that cut through the forest like a blade.

      “You shouldn’t have come here.” He pauses, and I catch a tremor in his voice. “Bad things happen to people in that house.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 18

      
      I sprint through the forest back to the Parkers’ home, Russ’s words crawling up my spine. Pine needles and birch branches slice my skin, but I don’t care. I want to be free of this labyrinth. I finally spot the cluster of trees that leads to the Parkers’ and slow down to a walk, not wanting to frighten them. Sweat pours from my armpits, and my hair feels like I stuck my finger in a socket.

      I catch a whiff of chrysanthemum telling me I’m back on safer ground. I inhale and exhale slowly to steady my breathing and retie my hair into a ponytail. The yard stands still and empty, but I swear I can hear the echo of Russ Neuman.

      A little girl fell off that Ferris wheel and died.

      Bad dogs barking loud.

      You shouldn’t have come here.

      I spotted a glint of recognition behind his eyes when I mentioned the note. As if he knew something. But what? Something about me? Something about the Parkers? Something about his mother’s death? I wonder if there’s more to this than simply land. Is Eric hiding something? Is Laelynn?

      As I reach the house, I notice the Parkers have removed Heathcliff’s body from the path. If I didn’t know otherwise, I would assume everything was fine—except for the silence. The sounds of Heathcliff—the pitter-patter of his paws, the panting breaths, the jingle of the bell around his neck—are gone.

      I enter, expecting to see the family, but the living room and kitchen sit empty. Laelynn must be upstairs with Olivia and the girls. My nose catches the stink from my armpits, a mix of sweat and fear, and I realize I need a shower. But I have to tell someone about Russ Neuman now or I’ll burst. I walk down the hallway opposite my bedroom toward Eric’s office, hoping I can catch him away from Laelynn. He seems the least likely to overreact.

      When I reach the end of the hallway, I notice his door is closed. A cute wood-framed sign hangs on the outside that says, “Quiet, please. Baker at work.” I smile and knock, but there’s no response. He could be wearing headphones, lost in thought, I rationalize, my fingers closing around the cold metal. As it clicks open, I don’t know what I’m expecting to see—maybe a desk with some memorabilia from the Parker family bakery business—but it’s not this. The first thing I notice is the must, like you’d expect in someone’s basement. To the left stands an antique mahogany desk, window overlooking a vibrant spread of chrysanthemums framed by dark forest curling around the side of the house. It’s a quaint little nook where you could picture someone writing a novel.

      I hear my dad clink ice in a whiskey glass.

      But that’s where the quaintness ends. A series of frames clumped tightly—like family photos—hang on the wall, but in place of modern pictures of the Parkers are antique photos from what looks like Big Island. A man fishing off the dock, his shirtsleeves rolled. Two children in petticoats hover behind him like ghosts from another time. A photo of a Dakota chief named Shakopee. More amusement park memorabilia: rotted old ticket stubs, architect drawings, relics of another time.

      Opposite the door, a series of bookshelves runs along the wall. But instead of carrying books, they hold porcelain dolls; ancient dolls. Each one more disturbing than the one before. Hundreds of pale, damaged faces, some with gouged-out eyes, stare back at me. Real human hair of blond, brown, and red hangs from their heads, their faces chipped and scarred. They look as though they might come alive at any moment.

      Beneath the pictures is the pièce de résistance: an authentic early 1900s fortune-telling machine, which is somehow even creepier than the dolls. The machine rests in a dark walnut wood cabinet six feet tall. At the top, a sign in bloodred and gold says, “Grandmother’s Predictions.” Beneath the sign, behind glass panes, a pale wax mannequin looms in silk, her dry gray hair twisted into a bun, reading spectacles clinging to the sharp bridge of her nose. A fake candle hovers on a desk in front of her and beneath another sign that says, “What Does Grandma Say?”

      I don’t know what Grandma says. And I’m pretty sure I don’t want to.

      But I do want to know more about this house. About how Eric Parker got it. About Russ Neuman. Why he told me I shouldn’t have come. And what happened to Marjorie Neuman? To Heathcliff?

      I open Eric’s top desk drawer. Just pens and sticky notes.

      I move to the top side drawer. Work papers. Bills from the bakery.

      I check the bottom. It’s a file drawer lined with manila folders labeled clearly. “Vehicle information.” “Insurance.” “Tax.” “Business.”

      I flip through the business folder. Find the Parker Bakery P&L and balance sheet. Eric’s doing well. Margins are strong. Plenty of assets. No debt. But sales decreased in the prior two periods. Looks like they closed a store.

      Then I see it.

      “Personal real estate.”

      I pull out the folder and riffle through the papers. Mostly what I suspected. Mortgage and deed to the Parkers’ house. Land survey.

      But then I catch the documentation for the purchase of the Big Island house: $1.25 million. The $3.5 million Zillow valuation flashes through my mind. Eric got this for a song. But this isn’t the only property. I see a few other deeds to parcels on Big Island. I note the addresses. Laelynn wasn’t kidding. Eric really is trying to become the king of Big Island.

      I hear a creak.

      Someone is coming. I slam the drawer shut.

      Not wanting to seem like I’m snooping, I search for somewhere to hide. I spot a small closet tucked next to Eric’s desk, but it’s too tiny to fit me. I search the room. Could I hide behind the fortune-telling machine? No. Too exposed. Under the desk? Possibly, but if someone caught me…

      I decide to charge head-on and pop my head out the door. Thankfully, it’s Eric. As he strides down the hall, you can tell Heathcliff’s death has taken a toll. Red runs through his normally bright and hopeful eyes. His bouncy gait is now slow and somber.

      I breathe a sigh of relief and flash him my best smile. “I was just looking for you.”

      His eyebrows pinch, and he raises his chin in the air. “In my office?”

      I flip strands of hair out of my eyes to keep things light. “Well, to be honest, I looked in your office to see if you were here, but then got a little distracted by the…interesting decorations.”

      A faint smile tugs at one corner of his mouth as he exhales a quiet breath through his nose. Half a laugh, half a sigh.

      I put a hand on his shoulder. “How’s everybody doing?”

      “We’re fine. The girls took it much better than I expected. Kids are so resilient. Laelynn’s probably taking it harder than anybody. She and Heathcliff were inseparable. And you saw him. He was the happiest, nicest dog.”

      I search his eyes. It’s hard to believe this is the same man snatching up Big Island real estate. “What did the vet say?”

      “She couldn’t say for sure, but she’s guessing it’s something he ate. She took him back to her office, and she’s going to do an autopsy to see what she finds. I’m guessing the big guy just got into something in the woods that he wasn’t supposed to. A poisonous berry or something.”

      I scrutinize Eric’s face in disbelief at his naivete. Someone leaves a threatening note on your door, and the next day your dog is dead, and you don’t even consider they might be connected? But I decide to let it lie. He’s probably not thinking clearly.

      “Well, I’m just so sorry. Let me know if there’s anything I can do.”

      “I appreciate that, Charlotte. I really do.” He breezes past me into his office and absorbs the doll collection, chest puffing out in pride. “Enough sad talk. What do you think of this collection? It’s pretty cool, isn’t it?”

      “Mmm…hmm.”

      “My great-grandmother handed down most of the dolls to me. She lived here when the amusement park was still in operation. I never knew what to do with them. Then I went for a walk one day and found this doll under the carousel.” He pulls one from the shelf and strokes her hair. “The metal had protected it from the elements. Then it hit me that this would be a pretty good theme for my office, so I unboxed my great-grandma’s dolls, put ’em on the shelf, and started collecting these and other amusement park memorabilia from the era.”

      “You found all this here?”

      “No, most of it I bought online. I’ve been down some pretty dark eBay rabbit holes.” He gives a wistful grin. “But every now and again, I’ll find something unique on my hikes.”

      “Well, it’s not in the least bit hair-raising.”

      Eric laughs, dimples popping. “Yeah, I suppose it is a bit spooky. I don’t know; I just find that era enchanting. Part of me wishes I had been born then, ya know? The crisp suits, the fedoras, champagne out of a coupe. Pretty damn glamorous. It’s a bad habit of mine. I’m always wishing I could turn back the clock. These help me capture a piece of the past.” His voice quakes, and he swallows hard.

      “Sorry, I was just giving you shit.”

      “No, I get it. It’s corny. But that’s partly why I wanted you to visit. It allows me to turn back the clock in my own little way.” He clears his throat and places the doll back on the shelf. “So, why were you looking for me?”

      “I went for a hike, and I ran into Russ Neuman.”

      Eric blinks slowly and runs his hand through his hair. “Oh. I’m sorry. Hopefully, he didn’t bother you.”

      “Not really. Although I’d prefer not to be alone in the woods with him ever again.”

      “Neither would I.”

      We both laugh, followed by an awkward silence.

      “Anyway, it’s probably nothing, but he said something to me, and I thought you should know.”

      He scratches the scar on his chin. “Really? What did he say?”

      “Well, first he said there are ghosts on the island and recited an extremely unsettling poem.” I keep my voice light, but the words echo in my mind. Shadows on the wall. Noises down the hall.

      “That sounds like Russ,” Eric says, unfazed.

      “But then, as I was walking away, he said, ‘You shouldn’t have come here.’”

      I watch Eric’s lower lip shift, but he catches himself, swallows it down, and turns toward the window, thinking. After a beat, he turns back, forcing a smile. “I wouldn’t worry about it. He’s just trying to scare you.”

      “Are you sure? He seemed pretty determined. And with Heathcliff—”

      He cuts me off, his voice rising. “Yes, I’m sure. Now, enough talk of Russ Neuman. I’ve had more of him in the last twenty-four hours than I can handle.” His scowl transforms into a mischievous grin. “You know what you need?”

      To go home? To get off this island? I think to myself. “What?” I say.

      “You need to have your fortune told.”

      My eyes shoot to the ghostlike grandmother in the box. “I think I’m good.”

      “Oh, no.” Extended o. “You’re definitely not good.” He puts his hand on the small of my back and ushers me toward the machine. “Try it out.”

      I roll my eyes at him. “Okay, but this better be revelatory, or I’m heading back to Chicago.”

      “I don’t think Grandma takes kindly to threats.” He grabs a nickel from the jam jar sitting on his desk and hands it to me.

      I take the nickel from his hand, allowing my hand to linger for a moment against his baby-soft skin. Then, I turn and insert the coin into the machine.

      The fortune teller’s gears spin to life. Grandma’s head swivels from side to side, her hand gliding weightlessly above the tarot cards. It’s just an old amusement park game, but its sounds, its movements, give the impression of ancient wisdom. The low hum of the gears turning. The light of the candle flickering. The inhuman motions of Grandma coming to life. Her distant eyes sear through me as if she’s seeing images from the great beyond.

      Her gaze flickers, and a hand-painted card spits out of the machine. I glance at Eric. As silly as it is, I’m nervous. There’s something magical about this machine, and I’m afraid of what secrets it might hold. I pull the card from the slot, a slight quiver in my fingers. As I read it, I realize I had a reason to be nervous.

      In a weathered serif font surrounded by a gold border, the yellowed card says, “Someone you trust is not who they seem.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 19

      
      The simple phrase cuts me to the core, and my stomach sinks. My brain knows better—this is a stupid fortune card from an antique fortune teller that was built before I was alive. But I can’t ignore my gut. I read that phrase: “Someone you trust is not who they seem,” and a bell inside me tolls. The card spotlights something I’ve sensed at a hidden, visceral level since I got here. The question is, who do I trust? Eric? Olivia? Laelynn? My mother?

      “What’s it say?” asks Eric, leaning over my shoulder, his voice tinged with curiosity.

      The fragrance of his woody cologne wraps around me, pulling me from the dark thoughts. Suddenly, I realize I’m alone in this office with him with the door closed. I hold the card up to the light, allowing him to read it for himself over my shoulder. He lingers near my neck. I bite my teeth together.

      “Someone you trust is not who they seem,” he says, his warm baritone in my ears. He’s inches away from me now, and part of me hopes he’ll wrap his arms around me and we can forget all about this unnerving fortune teller.

      When I can’t stand it any longer, I turn to meet his gaze, our faces inches apart. I’m half tempted to close my eyes and pucker up, but then I notice his forehead crease and his lips drop into a frown. “Hmm,” he says.

      Not the reaction I was hoping for. “Hmm, what?”

      He takes a step back. “Oh, nothing. Usually, the fortunes are more positive. You know, ‘You will come into a large sum of money,’ or something like that. This one’s a little ominous.” A corner of his mouth teases upward, and I feel mine matching his. The moment stretches, charged.

      “My thoughts exactly.”

      He reaches for the card, and his fingers graze mine, but he doesn’t pull away, and neither do I. He stares at me, deep-green eyes penetrating. I bite my lip. I have no idea what’s happening, but I’m in a trance, unable to break away. Magnetized.

      The door of his office flies open, smashing the moment. The antique dolls vibrate on the shelves, their faded glass eyes rattling in their sockets. Laelynn stands in the doorway, her face tight, a vein bulging in her forehead.

      “What are you doing down here?” she says to me, not even glancing at Eric. Her gaze is locked, cutting.

      I backpedal, blindsided by her tone.

      “Oh…um…nothing. Eric was just showing me his fortune-telling machine.”

      “I thought you were watching the girls.”

      “I was watching them. But then O—”

      “I went upstairs, and they were all alone. With scissors.”

      My eyes shoot skyward. Typical Olivia. She probably got bored watching Emma and Penelope, went for a swim, and now I’m left holding the bag.

      It’s not the first time she’s vanished and left me in the fallout.

      Once, we went to a movie at the local independent theater. By the time the credits rolled, the place was dark, and Olivia hopped the counter to swipe a bag of gummy worms. I followed her—of course I did—but when the manager came back, she slipped away while I got my foot caught on the edge of the candy case. I was splayed out like a beached whale when he found me. Mom had to buy an annual movie pass just to smooth things over.

      But here’s the thing: I still can’t fathom why Laelynn is this angry.

      When I was a kid, I played alone all the time, and we definitely used scissors for arts and crafts. They’re eight, not two. Still, something tells me arguing over child-safety guidelines isn’t a battle I’m going to win.

      I raise my hands in a gesture of peace.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize scissors were off-limits.”

      She snorts, and her eyes dart to Eric, clearly expecting backup. “I don’t forbid it. It’s common sense, Charlotte. You don’t leave eight-year-old girls alone when their dog just died—and you definitely don’t leave them alone with sharp objects.”

      I straighten. “They didn’t even know their dog had died when I left. They were having fun.”

      “Well, they know now. They heard us talking to the vet.”

      Eric takes a step toward his wife and reaches for her shoulder. “Babe, I understand you’re upset, but let’s try to put it into perspective.”

      Laelynn wrenches away before he can touch her. The room feels half the size of a minute ago. “You’re not any better, mister. Our Heathcliff dies, and minutes later, I find you flirting in here with her.”

      My mouth drops open. Is this woman really going to talk to him as though I’m not even here? My eyes dart to Eric.

      A flush crawls up his neck, blooming across his cheeks, a dark, damning color. His hands drop to his hips, clenching. “Okay. No one is flirting with anyone. I was just showing her the Grandmother’s Predictions machine.”

      She looks at it in disgust but slows her pacing, losing steam. “Why do you keep this piece of junk, anyway? You know that thing gives me the creeps. And it smells like my grandparents’ basement in here.”

      “I know, I know,” he says in a soothing voice. He puts his hand back on her shoulder, and this time she accepts it. He turns her away from the machine and speaks gently into her ear. Their backs turned to me like I’m another piece of furniture. Heat rushes up my neck.

      He whispers to her, “This is my fault. I left to check on the twins and got distracted by the fortune teller. Why don’t we go upstairs and see if we can cheer them up?”

      I watch her shoulders soften at Eric’s words. The yin and yang of their relationship becomes clear. The two of them move toward the doorway. Eric looks back at me and gives me a small shrug. Sorry.

      As they walk down the hallway, I place my hand on my forehead and sigh. I’ve never done well with confrontation. I curse myself for getting into such a compromising position with Eric. Laelynn needs no more excuses for disliking me. But that’s Eric. He pulls you in like a black hole. All I can do is keep a safe distance. I sense a stress rash breaking out on my chest, a keepsake from the fight.

      I stare at the card in my hand, and my skin prickles. The card speaks the truth. There’s something toxic running beneath the surface of this island. And it feels like it’s steadily poisoning everyone and everything that’s here. I need to leave. But I can’t bail on Olivia and the family after their dog just died. I can survive one more day. Slipping the card into the pocket of my workout shorts, I step out of Eric’s office and close the door behind me.

      I walk down the hallway back to my guest room. I hear Eric and Laelynn talking on the landing upstairs. Eric mumbles something inaudible. But I hear Laelynn’s reply clear as day.

      “Why can’t you admit you made a mistake?”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 20

      
      That evening, Olivia and I get ready for dinner together in my room. A cloud bank has moved in, and despite the air-conditioning, the air is thick with humidity. The hot tempers from earlier today have cooled. Heathcliff’s death still clouds the air, but normality is slowly creeping back through the household. I hear the clink of pots and pans as Eric whips up another five-star meal in the kitchen and the hum of Laelynn’s husky voice as she reads the twins a story in the living room. Olivia and I chatter and gossip just like we did when we were kids.

      As stupid as it sounds, I miss this—the simple rhythm of getting dressed with a friend. The floral scent of shampoo, the high whoosh of a blow-dryer, the multiple outfit changes, the chaos of lipsticks, bronzers, and other accoutrements cluttering the bathroom sink. Undoing all your shower’s good work by overheating yourself with the blow-dryer. I don’t even know why we’re bothering. It’s not like we’re going anywhere.

      It’s pathetic, but part of me is doing it for Eric. That’s how low I’ve sunk. I’m dressing up for a married man old enough to have changed my diapers. And what makes it worse is that it’s so cliché. I had a fucked-up relationship with my dad. Now I’m searching for validation from an older man. It’s nauseating. But there’s a reason things become cliché; they happen…frequently. I need Carlos to get here ASAP.

      I grab my phone and shoot him a text.

      
        Hey! Just checking to see when you’re getting in?

      

      I toss my phone onto the bed and wipe the blow-dryer sweat from my hairline. I run a brush through my hair repeatedly until the last snag is gone.

      “You’re looking good, girl,” says Olivia, filming me with her phone. The documentary filmmaker in her never sleeps, apparently.

      I’m wearing a white linen wrap dress that elongates my frame and masks my total lack of hips. She wears a mint-green romper that looks both elegant and effortless, her rich black hair bouncing down to her shoulders. I try to push my minimal boobs up into something vaguely resembling cleavage.

      “You mean it?” I tease. “Or are you just saying that to make up for ditching Emma and Penelope today?”

      Her face crinkles in an indignant frown. “Of course, I mean it. What are you talking about?”

      I turn from the mirror. “You told me to go on a hike and said you’d watch them. Then I get back, and your mom rips me a new one for leaving them alone.”

      Olivia waves a dismissive hand and laughs, unleashing her megawatt smile. “Did she really? Oh God, she’s so dramatic. I stepped out of the room for five minutes. They’re eight-year-olds, not toddlers.”

      “I couldn’t have said it better myself.”

      She tucks a loose strand of hair behind my ear. “Don’t worry about her, CharBar. She’s just really overprotective of them. She’ll warm up.”

      “So everybody says. Where did you go today, anyway?”

      She smacks her glossed lips together. “Nowhere. I just stepped out for a second.”

      “Did you see the vet?”

      “No, why?”

      “That vet is going to tell us a lot about what happened to Heathcliff.” I sit down on the edge of the bed, picking at my hangnails.

      “What?” asks Olivia.

      “I don’t know. I just can’t help thinking that this wasn’t an accident. That someone poisoned Heathcliff.”

      “Yeah, I thought that too, but then I thought maybe I was overreacting. You really think someone poisoned our dog?”

      “I do. But regardless, I think it’s a little strange that your dad acts as if he doesn’t want to know.”

      She chomps on her bubble gum, thinking. “Yeah. I don’t know if he’s worried it’s going to freak my mom out, or…”

      “Or what?”

      “I don’t know. I got this strange feeling, like he’s protecting somebody.”

      “Who?”

      Laelynn’s voice cuts through the air from the living room. “Dinnertime.”

      Olivia’s eyebrows jump. “I’m not sure. Anyway, we’d better hustle. We don’t want Mom to get mad at you again.” She lets out a high-pitched cackle and sprints out the door. I roll my eyes and chase after her.

      Eric sits at the head of the table dressed in khakis and a navy cable-knit sweater that fits him just right. Laelynn perches across from him at the other end, perfect posture, stunning in a colorful Lilly Pulitzer dress. Despite their glamorous looks, frost lingers between them. I plop down next to Laelynn, who stiffens like a duchess next to a street urchin. Olivia sits beside Eric, and we make funny faces at Emma and Penelope on the sly to keep the mood up.

      The sun sinks behind a ceiling of clouds, casting an eerie red glow, like the eye of Sauron watching from above. A veil of mist creeps in from the lake, slithering up the lawn. I keep listening for Heathcliff’s trademark sounds: his little bell, the steady panting, the soft pad of his paws on the hardwood, the occasional shake of his fur. Strange how you don’t realize the imprint a presence makes until it’s gone. I barely knew him, and even I miss him. Without Heathcliff, only the delicate clink of serving spoons against porcelain breaks the silence.

      As Eric rises to grab the food, Laelynn places her hand on mine and whispers in my ear. “I’m sorry I lost my temper with you today.” Tears well in her eyes. “It’s just that…that—Heathcliff was my best friend, you know. To lose him was…and then the girls when I found them alone. And having you back here again. It was just too much, you know?”

      I squeeze her arm and nod. “I understand. Don’t give it another thought.”

      Eric returns, and she resumes her normal pose, wipes her eyes, and clears her throat. If he notices, he doesn’t let on. He loads our plates with a cornucopia of comfort food. Fresh-grilled steaks, garlic mashed potatoes, buttery biscuits, loaded mac and cheese, and farmers market sweet corn. The aroma alone could tide me over for a day, but the flavor somehow exceeds it. He pours tall glasses of red wine, which pair perfectly with the steak. We all dive in, savoring the tender, seasoned meat and crisp corn, but Heathcliff’s death hangs over the conversation like the island fog. The girls proudly tell their mom how they made their doll look like Miss Charlotte and prattle on about their day. No mention of Heathcliff.

      Occasionally, an adult says something banal between bites and sips of wine—“Nice day today, huh.” “Corn is good this year.” But every topic anyone cares about is off-limits. How did Heathcliff die? Did someone poison him? If so, who? Was his death connected to the note on the front door? What did Russ Neuman mean when he said I shouldn’t be here? Why is Eric refusing to acknowledge what’s happening?

      The silence suffocates. I shoot a glance at Olivia, prodding her to spark the conversation, but she just shrugs her shoulders as if to say, “What do you want me to say?”

      Mercifully, Eric breaks the quiet. Though his choice of topic couldn’t possibly be worse.

      “Charlotte ran into Russ Neuman today,” he says. The second the words come out of his mouth, he slow-blinks, realizing his mistake.

      My fork clangs against the plate, and beads of sweat form on my upper lip. I fire daggers at him. Emma and Penelope perk up, sensing something tangy is in the offing.

      Laelynn drops her knife and fork and grabs her napkin, delicately wiping her mouth. Turning to me with one eyebrow raised, she says, “Oh, did you?” She leans back in her chair and crosses one lotioned leg over the other like a talk-show host waiting for a juicy morsel of celebrity gossip.

      “Yep,” I say and take a big bite of Eric’s grilled steak. I chew slowly and savor the salty, peppery flavor, hoping if I chew long enough, she’ll drop the inquisition.

      “And what did he have to say?” she asks.

      I swallow the meat. “Oh, nothing.” Laelynn and I just shared a moment, and I’m desperate not to break it.

      She places her elbow on the table and leans in closer. Emma and Penelope giggle like hyenas. “C’mon now. I know he said something.”

      I look at Eric, who nods imperceptibly. A prisoner headed to the gallows.

      My words fly out of my lips like machine-gun fire. “Really, it was nothing. He was just trying to scare me. He essentially repeated what you had told me. His family has lived on the island for over a hundred years. There are ghosts on the island. I shouldn’t have come. Blah, blah, blah.”

      I watch the vein that was bursting from Laelynn’s forehead this morning return with force. She throws her napkin on the table and pivots to Eric.

      “I told you we should have gone to the police.”

      I glance at the girls to see their reaction. They just stare wide-eyed, delighting in the conflict.

      “Babe, let’s not jump to conclusions. For all we know, Heathcliff ate something from the forest he shouldn’t have eaten. Russ is just a lonely crank. He’s harmless.”

      “Harmless? You think threatening a girl who’s walking alone in the woods is harmless?”

      Olivia rolls her eyes and chimes in. “Mom, Dad, can we take it down a notch? This is getting embarrassing.” But they ignore her.

      Eric’s voice stiffens. “What Russ said to Charlotte was completely inappropriate. But we don’t need to call the police. I will talk to him man-to-man tomorrow and tell him that if he talks to anyone in our family or our guests or comes on our property, then we are going to call the cops. Is that enough for you?”

      She takes a deep breath, stands from the table, and grabs Emma’s and Penelope’s dishes and her own. She leans into the girls, and her voice softens. “Girls, it’s bedtime. Go upstairs, and Mom will read you a story in a minute.”

      Both girls rise from their seats and groan. Penelope speaks up first. “Aww, this was just getting good.”

      “Yeah, please, Mom, can we stay?” says Emma.

      “Absolutely not. Now, go upstairs. Scoot.”

      The girls run to their room. Olivia and I trade looks, wondering if we should follow them. Then we both remember we’re thirty years old.

      Laelynn snatches the dishes and piles them in the sink.

      “I’m sorry, Laelynn,” I say. “I wasn’t trying to cause any consternation.”

      She wipes her hands off on a dish towel and tosses it over her shoulder. “I’m sure you weren’t.” A corner of her mouth rises in a challenging smile. Our bond from ten minutes ago has disintegrated.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Nothing. It just seems to me that everywhere you go, trouble seems to follow.”

      “Babe, that’s not fair,” says Eric.

      She tilts her head as if to say, “Isn’t it?” and heads toward the stairs. She speaks slowly, like a judge rendering a verdict. “I’m going upstairs to say good night to the girls. Tomorrow, I’m leaving for my retreat first thing in the morning. I’m tempted to cancel the whole thing, but I’ve got twenty people counting on me. But before I leave, I’m filing a police report. I want this on the record—God forbid something else happens. Charlotte, enjoy the rest of your vacation.”

      She stomps up the staircase, each step banging like thunder. Eric and I take long sips of wine and stare into the middle distance.

      Outside, the wind howls against the glass, rattling the windows, as though her anger has summoned the gods. A burst of thunder shakes the wood frame. Even the house is trembling.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 21

      
      August 31–September 1

      Olivia, Eric, and I retreat early for the night, none of us wanting to incur Laelynn’s wrath any further. In the guest bed, I lie stiff beneath borrowed sheets, jaw clenched, her voice still scraping at my nerves. On any other day, I would simply tell her off and be gone. But tonight, I’m marooned—no car, no way out. Her house, her rules. All I can do is swallow the bitter taste and lie there, stewing in it.

      I’m reminded of the cost of accepting favors. It feels like when I accept the gift, in exchange I give up the freedom to be myself. To tell someone what I really think of them.

      I imagine what I’d say if I could: That she’s a passive-aggressive tyrant. That she has a wonderful, doting husband, whom she bosses around like a damn dog. That she acts like she deserves it. As though we all exist to serve her. She doesn’t understand how fragile life is. How fate can steal everything in an instant.

      Am I being too harsh? She’s just trying to protect her kids. Be a conscientious mother. A supportive wife.

      No.

      That’s what she wants you to think. Always the victim. The martyr. But she gives herself away.

      It’s her snide tone. Even when I’m trying to do her a favor. I’m sure you weren’t. Trouble seems to follow you. With that smug, self-satisfied expression on her face. Like I’m still twelve years old. Like she knows something I don’t. I’d like to choke it right out of her.

      I lie in bed, my toes curling, my head pulsing, and my fury building. My body cooks beneath the duvet, and the crickets’ screech seems to grow with my anger. I don’t care if it offends the Parkers. I have to leave this place. Every day I’m here, a layer of myself is flayed away—by Laelynn, the girls, the island.

      I’ll talk to Eric and Olivia tomorrow.

      I drift off, the dark thoughts infecting my mind, and I feel myself tossing and turning, clenching my teeth and flexing my muscles. Rage builds inside my subconscious. I’m running through the grass. From someone. No, toward someone. The lake is ahead of me. Black. Ready to swallow me whole.

      The next morning I wake up, my bed and hair drenched in sweat, my heart slamming in my chest, my muscles burning. My hands are raw from clenching. I suck in air like I’ve just surfaced from drowning, a guttural sound tearing from my chest. The nightmare lingers at the edges of my mind, something about water, about sinking, about drowning. The weight presses against my chest, but the details slip away the moment I blink into consciousness.

      I sit up and shake my head as if I can physically knock the nightmare out of my brain. My room stands in stark contrast to my dreams. Sunlight glows beneath the curtains, illuminating the sailboats on my wallpaper, making them appear as if they’re about to set sail. A lonely loon call echoes off the lake. My nose catches a hint of morning dew.

      I’m safe.

      I shove my nightmare aside and drag myself out of bed. As I run the toothbrush over my teeth and make my bed, I remind myself it was all a dream. I tear off my drenched pajamas, throw on a swimsuit, and steel myself for another day in paradise. I peek my head out my bedroom door, hoping I won’t bump into Laelynn on her way to her retreat.

      Laelynn.

      She was in my dream. Was she drowning me?

      I check beside the back door for evidence she’s still here. Fortunately, the purse and suitcase she left beside the door are gone.

      She’s gone.

      Thank God.

      I exhale, and a smile drifts across my face, the kind of smile you get when finals are over and summer’s just begun. Only now, in her absence, do I recognize the weight she carried into every room.

      My phone buzzes. It’s Carlos.

      
        Hey, I’ve got good news and bad news. Bad news is I had to fill in for someone at work, so it looks like I won’t get there until tomorrow evening. The good news is that will give me time for one more ab workout. 😀 Will text you when I make it to the Twin Cities.

      

      I smile and drop my phone to my chest. Part of me always assumed Carlos would bail, like so many of the bros I’ve dated before him. Now it’s becoming real. Carlos, here. The thought lands with an unexpected thud.

      A curl of unease sneaks through me. Why? Is it because I haven’t been with a man in nearly a year? Maybe it’s that nagging part of me that thinks Carlos is just a little too slick. Or is it because of Eric? Because of Laelynn?

      Laelynn’s gone.

      That shouldn’t matter. He’s married, after all. But it does. There’s still that twelve-year-old girl in me saying, “Are you kidding? You get to spend the weekend alone (sort of) with Eric Parker.”

      I start typing.

      
        Sorry to do this, but I need to cancel. It’s a long story. I’ll tell you when I get back.

      

      I wait for a reaction. Will he be angry? Disappointed? Sarcastic?

      No response.

      I throw my phone onto my bed like it might explode, wondering if I’ve made a huge mistake but too scared to reverse myself.

      As I creep into the living room, I notice I’m the only one up. I conduct my morning routine of tidying, folding the couch blankets, coffee-sipping, and stretching, then grab a beach towel and walk down to the lake. For the first time on this “vacation,” everything is as I imagined it would be. There’s no one around. No phones ringing. No clients nagging me with artificially imposed deadlines. No analysts pestering me with questions about waterfall charts. It’s just me and the chrysanthemums.

      I stroll down to the water. The oaks rustle in the wind, the loon serenades me, the dock wood massages my bare feet. The sun rises over the glass lake. The veil has lifted. I’m alone. At peace. My nightmare from the previous night evaporates. I shove the unanswered questions about the strange note and Heathcliff aside and bask in the morning dew.

      I grab one of the Parkers’ canoes and step into the rear. The canoe wobbles, and I’m this close to tipping in ass over teakettle when I catch myself. Close call.

      It might be a good day after all.

      I grab the oar and gently stroke the water, easing the canoe into the lake.

      I’m nearly past the dock when a voice calls out behind me.

      “Wait for me, loser,” shouts Olivia, bouncing down the hill like a gummy bear, wearing an oversize Minnesota Twins sweatshirt, her French braids bobbing.

      I smile and pause my paddling, but I’m drifting past the dock now. I paddle backward, but she keeps her pace, jogging along the dock, spotless white sneakers, long, athletic strides gaining steam. She’s going to jump for it like a cop chasing a criminal in an action movie.

      “Don’t you do it,” I say, half terrified, half laughing.

      “Oh, I’m doing it,” she says, sprinting toward the edge of the dock. “Brace yourself.”

      “Olivia, no, we’re going to tip!”

      But it’s too late. She launches herself off one foot into the air toward the canoe. As she floats through the sky, she tucks her knees and lands perfectly in the front seat. I flinch, preparing to be drenched, but the vessel only wobbles. The perfect blend of sheer skill and dumb luck—that’s Olivia.

      “Yesss. Nailed it,” she says, hands raised.

      I shake my head in awe and press a hand to my chest. “You did. But I think you also gave me a heart attack.”

      She pivots and winks. “That’s what I’m here for. So, where are we going?”

      “We are not going anywhere. Somebody’s got to watch the twins. And in your haste to jump into the canoe, you forgot a paddle.”

      “That’s what my dad is for. And I didn’t forget a paddle. I just figured you would chauffeur me around.”

      “Oh, did you now?”

      “Yeah, from the look of those scrawny arms, you could use the exercise.”

      “Wow. Shots fired. Well, you should know that your captain’s itinerary today is to paddle around the island and check out Gale Island. Apparently, it’s a lone island with a single house. Basically, my dream.”

      “Of course you have an itinerary. Okay, sounds like a plan to me.” She points ahead of us like George Washington crossing the Delaware. “Paddle, peasant.”

      I laugh and start paddling, enjoying the rhythm of the oar driving through the water, the gentle scrape of sanded wood in my hands. We both sit in silence, savoring the sounds of the parting water, the birds, the rustling elms. Occasionally, a house peeks out from the trees. There’s a wonderful variety of personal retreats: old wood-sided lake homes, new brick castles, Tudors. We wave to a silver-haired couple with fair Norwegian skin and rosy cheeks sitting on their patio sipping coffee and watching the sunrise. Something loosens in me as we drift away from the island. Even if it’s just fifty feet offshore. I’ve escaped; the bent trees and creeping vines, mysterious notes, mysterious men. If only for a moment.

      Olivia breaks the silence as if sensing my thoughts.

      “I’m sorry about your run-in with Russ Neuman yesterday. That had to freak you out a little.”

      “Yeah, he wasn’t my ideal hiking partner.”

      “You said he mentioned a ghost?”

      I tighten my grip on the paddle. “Yep.”

      Her voice shifts suddenly serious. “What did he tell you exactly?”

      “He said there was a little girl who fell off a Ferris wheel, like…” I pause, not wanting to bring up the past.

      Olivia turns and looks at me. “Like me, you mean?”

      I drop my head. “Yeah, like you.”

      She turns fully now, facing me.

      “You know that wasn’t your fault, right? I was showing off, and I went too far.” Her eyes hunt mine, demanding contact.

      “I know, but I could have grabbed you.” I pause a beat, and my voice cracks. “I should have grabbed you.”

      Olivia looks out over the water. A pontoon boat moseys by in the distance, sending a soft ripple through the lake. “We were twelve years old, CharBar. It was a stupid mistake. I’m over it. You should get over it too.”

      “I know.” I nod, but the guilt hangs in my chest like a boulder.

      She studies me a second longer, then shifts gears, tapping her nails against her teeth, bottled energy oozing off her. “What else did Russ tell you about the ghost?” I keep waiting for her to smile, but her gaze remains intense.

      I sink my paddle deeper into the water, savoring the resistance against my muscles. “Why are you so interested in this alleged ghost? You don’t seriously believe there’s a ghost, do you?”

      She looks up at the sky and swallows, pulling the drawstrings on her sweatshirt. “Honestly, I don’t know. I think I’ve seen her. Outside my bedroom in the night.”

      I splash her with water from my oar. “Shut up.”

      She flinches but doesn’t laugh. Her leg taps up and down now. “I’m serious.”

      I resume paddling, bringing us around the north side of the island. A sleek modern house looks out over the lake, with black stone steps running up the left side.

      “So, you’re telling me you think the ghost of a girl who fell off a Ferris wheel in 1908 is hanging outside your bedroom window?”

      She rolls her eyes. “I knew you were going to give me shit.”

      “What does she look like, this mysterious phantom?”

      “I don’t really know. Both times I was dead asleep when it happened. I heard a noise outside my window. I pulled the curtains to see what it was. There was nothing there. Then I glimpsed a dark-haired girl slip around the corner.”

      My mind flicks to the other night when I heard a crunching sound outside my window. “And you’re positive you saw this girl?”

      “No. It was the middle of the night. I was half asleep. But it rattled me. Then, when I hear Russ Neuman talking about ghosts, it just made me think.”

      I don’t respond. I have enough problems with this island without adding ghosts to the mix.

      Olivia presses. “What are you thinking?”

      I sigh. “I think I’m going to go home this afternoon, Liv.”

      She snaps around in her seat. “What? You just got here.”

      “I know. But I don’t belong here. Your dog just died; you’ve got crazy neighbors leaving notes. Your mom hates me. I should leave.”

      “First, my mom doesn’t hate you. She’s just been under a lot of stress. Second, she’s gone now, so you don’t have to deal with her anymore. And yes, I’m heartbroken about Heathcliff, and Russ Neuman is extremely cringe-inducing, but that’s why you have to stay. I need my CharBar here to make me smile.” She flashes me her biggest, brightest grin and bats her fairy lashes exaggeratedly.

      “I don’t know. You’ve been getting along just fine without me for the past seventeen years.”

      “Yeah, but I don’t want to go another seventeen years. Plus, who’s going to help me and Dad take care of the twins? You can’t leave me alone with those hellions.”

      A smile escapes, and I feel myself breaking. “I don’t know. I’m probably a negative when it comes to childcare. You’ll be better off without me.”

      She drops her playful expression. “Don’t say that. We will never be better off without you. How about this? Stay for two more days. You can take the girls to the local fair while I work. You’ll see; with my mom gone, it’s a much more relaxing time.”

      I cast my eyes skyward. I could never resist her.

      “My dad’s cooking his famous burgers.”

      “Ugh. You’re the worst. Fine. Two more days. But after that, I’m not making any promises.”

      She pumps her fists in the air. “Yaaass. Fantastic. That’s my girl. When does your boy get here?”

      “Carlos? Um? I told him not to come.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah, I just figured with everything being up in the air, it wasn’t the best idea. And…”

      “And you’re a chicken who’s afraid to have a hot bartender come to the house?”

      “Yes, I’m a huge chicken.”

      “All right. I think you’re making a big mistake, but at least this will give me more time to hang out with you, and you’ll have more time to stare at my dad.” She winks and laughs.

      “Oh, that’s how it is, is it?” I say and splash Olivia with water. She screams, and we both laugh till our guts hurt.

      The next five minutes are more of the same. We rip on each other and laugh. I occasionally dip my oar into the water to keep us advancing. Eventually, the laughter dies down, and we both settle into silence, heads back, drinking in the rising sunshine.

      As we float around to the west side of Crown Point, a house catches my eye—a sleek, modern place with massive windows cutting through the landscape. A couple sits on their deck sipping coffee, both in crisp workout outfits, watching the world go by.

      As our canoe drifts past, I notice a familiar face.

      And then my stomach hollows.

      It’s Vivek. He reclines in a slate lounge chair, dressed head to toe in white, his gelled black hair parted with surgical precision; a devil masquerading as an angel. His lithe legs are crossed with theatrical ease, one long finger curling around a steaming mug of coffee, the picture of smug serenity. Other hand clutching his wife’s. The consummate husband.

      The bubble of peace Olivia and I have created on our little canoe ride pops.

      “Motherfucker,” I say under my breath.

      “What?” asks Olivia, frowning, her eyes following mine.

      My gaze stays locked on him. My nails dig into the paddle. The lake water stills. “That’s Vivek, the Winthrop partner I told you about.”

      Her head whips toward the deck. “Are you serious?”

      I nod, my pulse simmering. The canoe drifts toward the property as though a magnetic force is pulling it toward him. My thoughts jump to that day. The conference room. The bite of his breath. The wedding ring on his finger. Losing control.

      Suddenly the lake feels too small, too exposed.

      Vivek takes a sip of coffee and turns his head like a cobra. And then he sees me. A slow smile spreads across his face, as if he’s been expecting me all along.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 22

      
      Seeing Vivek again—smugly sipping his coffee without a care in the world, his wife by his side—sends me spiraling. I drive my paddle into the still water, pointing the canoe toward shore, my muscles firing with every stroke. He’s the reason I’m here. Stuck on this island when I should be working. Helping my clients, solving problems, giving back. He’s taken my life. My identity. The paddle cuts through the water. I’d like to do the same to Vivek’s throat.

      His house looms behind him, a wall of windows, sleek, cold, and heartless. A perfect reflection of the man.

      He watches my approach and stiffens in his chair, his posture shifting from relaxed to alert. He mutters something to his wife and hands her a coffee cup. They exchange kisses on the cheek, and she dutifully heads inside. He doesn’t want her anywhere near me.

      As we float toward shore, Olivia leans forward in her seat, staring at him like she’s the one who’s been wronged. “I’m gonna have a word with this dude.”

      The canoe skids onto the narrow stretch of beach, the hull grinding against sand and rock.

      I turn to Olivia and whisper, “No, I’ve got this. You stay here.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah, I need to handle this myself.”

      “Okay, but holler if you need backup.”

      “I will.”

      I stride up the stone steps nestled in the grass toward the slate outdoor patio, my gaze trained on Vivek. He watches me approach, his shining midnight eyes an unsettling blend of arrogance, amusement, and—for a split second—unease.

      If I didn’t know what a snake he was, I might say he’s handsome. He wears tailored white Lululemon joggers, a white designer quilted jacket, and sneakers so pristine they look like they’ve never touched pavement. Salt-and-pepper whiskers dot his tanned face. But the bruising under his eye and bandage on his forehead give away the man underneath the image.

      He stands as I approach and puts one hand in his pocket and the other on his chin. His long, thin fingers stroke his whiskers, and his gold wedding ring glistens in the sun. The movement is slow and deliberate, like a sorcerer casting a spell.

      “Good morning,” he says. His soothing voice carries the whisper of an Indian-British accent. He flashes a bright-white smile of oversize capped teeth. “My wife is inside refreshing our coffees, so you’ve got three minutes.”

      My nails cut into my palms. The audacity. Giving me a time limit like I’m a fresh college grad interviewing for an analyst position.

      “What the fuck are you doing here, Vivek?”

      He squints and assesses me like I’m a rabid dog he’s just come across. “I might ask you the same thing.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      He crosses his arms, standing taller to peer down on me, his six-foot-three frame bent over, neck hooked like a vulture. “Well, when the partners informed me they were suspending me, I thought I would use that opportunity to take a holiday. Now you tell me. What are you doing here? Because I must tell you, from where I’m standing, this looks a lot like stalking.” He crosses one arm over his chest and continues to stroke his chin, his mouth curling upward.

      I feel my eyelids widening and my face flushing. I search my surroundings, wondering if there’s an actual gaslight flickering somewhere. “Me? Stalking you? You’re delusional.”

      He lifts a single skeptical eyebrow, his expression infuriatingly smug. He waves his fingers at the surroundings, casting his spell. “Then what are you doing in Minnesota, Charlotte? Watching me at restaurants. Coming to my home. I told you I had a place on Big Island. I live here. You don’t.”

      He never told me that. Did he? No, this is the same bullshit. Up is down. Down is up.

      His attempt to turn this on me sends my heartbeat into overdrive. A tremor runs through my gut. “What? You never told me that. I had no idea you had a place on Big Island. I’m here because the Parkers invited me.”

      A smirk tugs at his mouth. “The Parkers? That’s quite the coincidence then, isn’t it?”

      My teeth clench so hard I’m worried I’ll break a filling. “No, it’s not a coincidence. I think you knew I was coming here.” I recall my meeting with the managing partner of Winthrop. He said he needed to “investigate” the matter. “Did Tim Colby put you up to this?”

      “Oh, please.” He waves me off with his hand and walks away from me. He grabs a poker and fiddles with the ashes in the firepit. “Tim—and I, for that matter—have much more important things to do than chase after a rogue associate partner.”

      I search his eyes and spot something beneath the sparkling blackness. He’s hiding something. He’s afraid of something.

      “Don’t talk to me like I’m some hack. You know as well as I do that I’m one of the top performers in The Firm. How many projects have I bailed you out on? It’s cute selling the client, but it doesn’t work very well if you can’t deliver. You wouldn’t be shit without me.”

      He rolls his eyes and releases a breath through his nose, but I can see I’ve struck bone. “I guess we’ll find out, won’t we?”

      I point a finger at him. “Regardless, I don’t want you near me, my friends, or my family.”

      His eyes twinkle, and his voice drops. “Are you sure about that? Because canoeing over to a man’s house just to say you don’t want him around sends a different message.”

      The back door slides open before I can respond. His wife emerges with two cups of coffee.

      “Oh,” she says, stopping short when she sees me.

      He glares at me as if I trespassed somewhere sacred, but in an instant his face shifts, all warmth and hospitality.

      “Dear,” he says, turning to her, “I’d like to introduce you to Charlotte Hoffman. She’s a colleague of mine at Winthrop. She was just paddling by and saw us having a coffee, so she stopped by to say hello. Charlotte, this is my lovely wife, Freida.”

      She extends her hand and offers a warm, unsuspecting smile. “Charlotte, it’s so nice to meet you. Would you like a cup of coffee?”

      I shake her hand. Static fills the air. I want to tell her the truth about her husband, but her eyes are too fragile, and my voice won’t come.

      “No, thank you, Freida. I have a friend waiting for me, so I should get going.”

      “Okay, well, it was lovely to meet you. A bit of a relief, really.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “For a second, I thought you might be the psychopath who attacked my poor Vivek.” She wraps her arm around him and gives him a squeeze.

      I bite my lip and nod, saying nothing, afraid of what might slip if I opened my mouth.

      Vivek, realizing that he’s dealing with a live grenade, turns to his wife. “Dear, my coffee is a little light on cream. Would you mind adding a touch more?”

      “Of course.” Freida turns to me. “Charlotte, are you sure you don’t want some coffee to go?”

      “I’m good, thanks.”

      She wanders back into the house, oblivious.

      The second the door clicks shut, I grab him by his right arm and twist. His body tenses. I lean in, my lips grazing his right ear.

      “You should leave the island.”

      He clicks his tongue against his teeth.

      I turn and walk away, feeling his gaze burning into my back the entire way down to the canoe. As my feet hit the warm sand of the beach, I hear his voice, and a prickle runs up my spine.

      “You should be more careful, Charlotte. Now I know where you live.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 23

      
      I jump in the canoe and shove offshore, my grip tightening with each paddle stroke. I detect a vein rising near my temple and the pounding of my pulse. Olivia sits in the canoe’s front facing me, watches me, but says nothing, waiting patiently for me to spill the tea. But I’m at that point in the anger spectrum where talking about it won’t help; it will only spin me out into a full-blown rage. I drive the paddle deeper into the water, rowing faster and faster.

      The burn in my arms dissipates the anger. A speedboat zooms by us, the engine roaring, sending a wake. I attack the waves head-on. The canoe rocks, and water splashes around us.

      Finally, Olivia can’t take it any longer. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m okay. He is just literally the worst person on earth.”

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “Maybe later. Not right now.” I accelerate my strokes, sweat rising on my face.

      Olivia nods knowingly. She gets me. She gestures to the lake. “Well, this is a terrific place to forget about him.”

      I temporarily push my angst to the side and soak in the scene. The sun rises over the trees, sending flocks of mourning doves hopping from one oak to another. Cottonwood leaves shimmer in the breeze like sequins. Now that the speedboat is gone, the water lies still, and a faint mist hovers along the shoreline. The quiet won’t last. In an hour or two, the vacationers will arrive, music blaring. But for now, everything holds.

      The memory of Vivek spoils the tranquil scene like black ink on a watercolor canvas. His smug smile. His condescending tone.

      Olivia catches my eye but says nothing. She just offers a soft smile, then turns her gaze back to the lake, letting the silence stretch between us like a warm blanket. No questions. No sideways glances. Just presence.

      When we were kids, that’s what set her apart. Most girls treated each other’s lives like chewable gossip, something to gnaw on and spit out when the flavor ran dry. They had finely tuned gossip radars and could sense when you had something titillating. They poked and prodded until you spilled the beans, reveling in sharing the news. But Olivia ignored all of it. She floated above it all. If you wanted to talk, she would happily listen, but if you didn’t, that was okay too.

      Still, I can’t shake Vivek. He’s lodged in my brain like a shard of glass. That’s his gift—no, his weapon. He doesn’t scream, doesn’t shout. He studies you. Waits. Watches for the moment your guard drops and then slips a verbal scalpel between your ribs.

      He knows exactly where to make the incision.

      My thoughts spin, a frantic, roaring engine that refuses to catch, building to a suffocating heat behind my eyes.

      “I just can’t fucking believe that guy,” I shout, ripping my oar out of the water and slamming it on my thighs. I let out a loud growl that echoes through the treetops.

      Olivia perks up, her eyes coated in sympathy.

      I continue ranting like I’m arguing a case in front of a judge. “I mean, first of all, he’s responsible for this mess yet acts like I’m harassing him. Second, I’m one of the top consultants in The Firm. I’m on pace to be one of the youngest Winthrop partners ever, and he acts like I’m some underachieving intern. And then…”

      “Girl, don’t do this to yourself,” says Olivia.

      “And then…he follows me to Big Island. Could be he’s stalking me. Could be The Firm is watching me. God only knows why. And he has the audacity to imply I’m stalking him. Never in my wildest dreams could I have imagined someone who could take the truth and twist it like that. And then his fucking wife is just standing there, oblivious to it all, talking about the psychopathic girl at work who harassed poor Vivek. It’s like I’m living in some kind of bizarro world.” I jab my oar into the water and resume paddling.

      Olivia places her hand on my knee. “You can’t think like that. This is what he wants. He wants you to question yourself. You can’t forget. You know what happened. You know who he is.”

      I paddle faster, trying to create distance between me and Vivek, between me and the memories. “Yeah, you’re right. I know. It’s just so infuriating.”

      “The question you have to ask yourself is, what are you going to do about it?”

      “That’s another thing. Right now, I can’t do anything. I’m waiting for Winthrop to complete its investigation. Obviously, I could press charges, or I could sue him. But I’m trying to make partner, and that’s definitely not going to help my case. For now, all I can do is wait and hope they do what’s right.”

      “But will they?”

      I think back to what Vivek said. “I don’t know. I honestly don’t know.”

      Olivia bites a hangnail off her thumb. “You should think about whether you want to leave your fate in their hands.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 24

      
      I keep paddling, bringing us around the point until we see the Parkers’ home. At first, I shudder, thinking I’m going to have to see Laelynn, and then I remember she’s gone and my shoulders drop. As we skid back onto the beach, I hop out and drag the canoe to shore. Olivia looks me up and down and says, “I think you could use some food. Nothing wrong with eating your feelings, right?”

      I laugh. “Right.”

      Eric’s out front chopping wood, his toned arms rippling. Unfortunately, he’s not shirtless; he wears a sweat-stained army-green T-shirt. That will remain a fantasy. He catches our eyes, a mischievous spark in his own, and then hustles inside, a secret grin playing on his lips.

      As we walk up the lawn, Emma and Penelope run around the yard barefoot in matching light-blue pinstriped smock dresses, swinging a jump rope, singing some nursery rhyme I’ve never heard of.

      “You want to jump rope?” Penelope asks us. More of a command than a question.

      Olivia tilts her head, and a smile creeps across her face. “Definitely.”

      “I’m not doing this,” I say.

      “C’mon, it will be fun,” says Penelope.

      Emma just smiles a gap-toothed grin and runs her tongue back and forth on her gums.

      “Yeah, c’mon, it will be fun,” says Olivia.

      Next thing you know, I’m jumping, watching the rope sail over my head, red-faced and laughing. Just like when we were kids.

      Emma and Penelope watch me and giggle uncontrollably at the sight of this gawky giant bouncing. The rope whirs, the laughter bubbles, and for a blissful moment, the gnawing anxiety about Vivek, about Winthrop, about everything I’ve lost vanishes.

      Eventually, when I sense that either my legs or my lungs are going to give way, we call it quits and head up to the house, much to the twins’ disappointment.

      Olivia and I enter, and I’m struck with the most wonderful bouquet, a glorious blend of sugar, flour, butter, and fruit. Eric has baked an incredible smorgasbord of pastries. Danishes, mini doughnuts, croissants, and delights I’ve never even seen before. He stands behind the counter, clad in an apron that says Mr. Good Lookin’ Is Cookin’, with a touch of flour on his cheek and his arms spread wide.

      “Ta-da,” he says.

      “Wow, Dad, you pulled out all the stops,” says Olivia.

      I echo her. “This is amazing, Eric. What’s the occasion?”

      He wears a heavy smile. “Well, everyone has been a little down in the dumps with Heathcliff being gone, so I thought some treats might lift our spirits. And baking’s always been my version of therapy. Grab whatever you like.”

      I snatch a plate and work my way around the kitchen island, grabbing one of each. I’d steal another handful, but I’m already toeing the line between guest and glutton. As I pass Eric, I catch another whiff of his cologne and flash him a smile. He smiles back, the spot of flour sinking into his dimples. Now that Laelynn’s gone, I’m really going to have to keep it together.

      I take a bite of the croissant. The flaky crust, combined with the warm, chewy center, sends me spinning. This morning’s anger melts beneath a heavenly mix of butter and dough. “Eric, if this is your therapy, I think you need multiple sessions a week.”

      He gives his trademark chuckle. “You might be right. But then I’d be six hundred pounds.”

      Olivia laughs and grabs my arm and drags me away. “All right, take it easy. We don’t want Dad getting a big head. Let’s see what the little munchkins are up to.” She exits onto the patio, but I linger behind.

      Eric glances at his watch. “Shit, I’ve gotta go.” He slams his coffee and undoes his apron. “I’ve got my meeting with Russ Neuman.” He points to Olivia and me. “Can you watch the girls while I’m gone? It shouldn’t be more than an hour or so. If I’m not back by then, call the cops.”

      A laugh escapes my lips.

      “I’m only half kidding.”

      “Yeah, no problem,” I say.

      “Great. Thanks. You’re a lifesaver.”

      He jogs out the back door, and I join Olivia out front with my loaded plate of pastries. I replay Eric’s joke in my head. If I’m not back in an hour, call the cops. I think of Russ Neuman smoking his pipe and reciting poetry. Of Marjorie Neuman.

      Olivia and I sit down at the French-bistro-style patio table and munch. The girls continue to run around chasing each other, dresses floating in the breeze, playing some game that neither of us can decipher.

      Olivia smirks to herself and in a sing-song voice says, “You’ve still got a crush on my da-ad. You’ve still got a crush on my da-ad.”

      Despite my best efforts, my face turns beet red, and I start laughing, but then a flake of my Danish catches in my throat and I cough, which gives me away all the more. Olivia points and laughs. “I couldn’t have asked for a better reaction.”

      I take a swig of coffee to wash down the pastry flake and smile. “Okay, you got me. Yes, I may think your dad is still cute. But c’mon, he’s just an objectively handsome man. You can’t argue with that.”

      “You’re gross.”

      “I’m not gross. I’m just stating a fact. Don’t tell your mom though. She’ll hate me even more than she already does.”

      “I told you. She doesn’t hate you. But I get it. She’s definitely changed.”

      “Yeah, I’ve noticed. I mean, she’s always been a little Type A, but it seems like it’s gone to a whole other level. And that’s coming from me.”

      Olivia shakes her head and looks at the lake as though she’s searching for an explanation. “I think it all started when I fell off the Ferris wheel. That really freaked her out, with good reason. And she became super concerned with safety.” She gestures to the girls, who are now rolling in the grass down the hill, the blue of their dresses covered in grass stains. “Then when Emma and Penelope came along, it amped up even more. She should probably see a therapist, but I think my dad’s too scared to have that conversation.”

      “I’m sorry. I’m sure my being here doesn’t really help the situation.”

      “No, I think it’s good. I’m hoping it will help my mom remember the old days. I feel terrible saying this, but I’m kind of glad she went on that trip. You saw my dad in there all giddy about his baking. And look at Emma and Penelope.” She points to the girls rolling around on the ground, giggling. “Our fricking dog just died, and still everybody’s happier with her gone.”

      I nod and watch the girls doing barrel rolls. “Yeah, I was surprised they weren’t more upset about Heathcliff.”

      She shrugs it off and stands. “Those two are off in their own little world. They’ve always been like that. Sometimes I’ll pop into their room and say hello, and they won’t even acknowledge me. Have no idea I’m there. Anyway, I’m going to grab some more mini doughnuts. You want anything?”

      “No, I’m good. If I eat anymore, my digestive system is going to be in ruins. I’ll just watch the little ones.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      She heads inside, and I watch the girls, who are now holding hands, swinging each other in a circle singing a nursery rhyme. The song has a haunting quality—fragile, off-key, and unsettlingly slow, like strings in a horror movie. I stop chewing to listen to the lyrics.

      
        “Seven little ghosts went out one night,

        Haunting, spooking, what a fright!

        Mother ghost said, ‘Boo, boo, boo!’

        But back to the house, only six ghosts flew.”

      

      The nursery rhyme lures me into a trance.

      A memory emerges from the fog.

      One I’ve tried to forget.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 25

      
      Twenty-two years ago

      I’m eight years old.

      Dad left on Tuesday for a book convention, and Mom’s at the office, as always. Which means I’m stuck with Beth.

      She’s splayed out on our living room couch like a corpse, one leg draped over the armrest, licking the cream out of an Oreo—my Oreos. Crumbs litter her shirt and nest in her frizzy red perm like dandruff. Three rows of cookies are already gone. She’ll probably finish the last row too. She always does.

      She’s watching The O.C., or one of those awful grown-up shows where everyone’s tan and crying about something. On my TV.

      I sit at the kitchen island with my journal, waiting for the show to end so I can watch SpongeBob. The minute the credits roll, I hop down and grab the remote.

      “What are you doing?” she snaps, digging a fingernail into a pimple on her cheek.

      “I’m turning on SpongeBob. You said I could watch when your show was done.”

      “Oh, no. There’s a bonus episode tonight. So it’ll be another hour. Sorry.”

      She snatches the remote out of my hand, flips the channel back, and pops another Oreo into her mouth, humming through the crumbs like some smug little vacuum.

      She says “Sorry,” but her lips, curved around a fresh Oreo, hold a self-satisfaction that belies the word.

      I slap the Oreos off the table.

      Crumbs scatter, and the plastic tray skids across the hardwood. Her eyes widen. The remote slips from her hand.

      “You little brat,” she shrieks.

      I grab the remote and run.

      “I’m telling Mom you said that!” I yell as I bolt upstairs.

      “Oh no you’re not!”

      Her footsteps stomp up the stairs behind me. I race down the hallway, tears already pricking my eyes, and fling myself into my bedroom. I try to slam the door, but she jams her foot in the frame.

      We struggle for a second—me pushing, her pushing back—until she overpowers me and shoves it open. Her face is cherry-red, her chest heaving.

      “Give. Me. The remote.”

      “No!” I scream and kick her in the shin.

      She yelps and grabs her leg, and I seize my chance. I dive into the closet and slam it shut behind me.

      Pitch-black surrounds me, except for a thin sliver of light on the floor. Dust floats in the air. My clothes sway gently from the impact, brushing my cheeks and hair. The space is tight. I can’t even raise my elbows.

      I hear her footsteps, and I brace myself. I grab the handle and yank backward as hard as I can. She tugs from the other side.

      The doorknob rattles violently.

      Then…

      Silence.

      A soft click. She’s locked it.

      “Fine. You wanna play in the closet? Go ahead. Play in the closet.”

      Her footsteps vanish down the hall.

      “Beth?” I whisper.

      No answer.

      “Beth?” My voice shakes.

      I turn the knob. Nothing. It won’t budge.

      I pound on the door. “Beth! Please! I’m sorry! You can watch your stupid show!”

      The air thickens. My breath shortens. The closet shrinks around me.

      The odor of dust and old shoes invades my nostrils. Clothes press against my face. A scarf slips loose and lands across my eyes, trapping me in velvet darkness. I swat it away, but it clings like static. I can’t breathe.

      My arms flail, knocking coat hangers and winter jackets. A scream claws its way up my throat, and I let it rip.

      “Beth, please! Let me out!”

      Still nothing.

      I cry hard now, panicked, snot running down my face, throat raw. Dropping the remote, I curl into a ball and shake.

      Then I hear footsteps. The click of the lock.

      The door swings open.

      Beth stands there with an Oreo halfway to her mouth, her lips curled into a smirk. She’s vibrating with triumph. She doesn’t say a word. Just pulls the door wide.

      I tumble out and collapse on the floor, sobbing, gasping for breath, the air hitting my lungs like winter.

      She stands above me. “The remote.”

      I point into the closet, still hiccuping. “I dropped it…”

      She sighs and steps inside, bending to look.

      That’s when something takes over. A spark in my chest that burns through my body, taking over my movements.

      My hand grabs the doorknob and slams it shut behind her.

      My fingers turn the lock. I watch from outside myself, in disbelief at what I’ve done.

      The pounding starts immediately. “Very funny. Now let me out,” she yells.

      “No!” I shout in a deep voice, not my own. “Now it’s your turn.”

      “You’re gonna be in so much trouble!”

      I press my back against the door and close my eyes.

      Her fists pound. Her voice shrieks. Then pleads.

      Then cries.

      And something in me…quiets.

      A voice inside me whispers. A voice that knows I’ll get in trouble but doesn’t care. That’s in control. That says no.

      I don’t know how much time passes, but eventually I return and decide it’s enough.

      I unlock the door.

      But when I try to open it, it won’t budge.

      “Beth?”

      “LET ME OUT!”

      “I’m trying. It’s stuck.”

      “Don’t lie to me.”

      “I’m not.” I yank the door harder. Nothing.

      Beth screams louder, her voice hoarse and quivering.

      I run downstairs and call my mom.

      

      She gets home thirty minutes later and uses a screwdriver to jimmy the door open. Beth stumbles out of the closet, face blotchy, eyes swollen. She looks at me like I’m something inhuman. Like a monster.

      She turns to my mom.

      “I’m done with her.”

      And storms out.

      Her words strike a nerve. I’m done with her. Like I’m a piece of trash she’s discarding. Heat rises in my chest.

      I want to scream: She started it.

      But instead, I just fold in half and cry.

      My mom kneels down, pulls me into her lap, strokes my hair, kisses my cheeks.

      “It was an accident,” she whispers. “It’s not your fault. Mom will make it better.”

      And I believe her because I want to.

      I need to.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 26

      
      I tear myself away from the memory of Beth and watch the girls spinning in circles on the lawn, their braided hair swinging behind them, their voices melding into an eerie, almost-too-perfect harmony as they chant their twisted nursery rhyme.

      
        “Six little ghosts went out one night,

        Haunting, spooking, what a fright!

        Mother ghost said, ‘Boo, boo, boo!’

        But back to the house, only five ghosts flew.”

      

      The hair on my forearms stands at attention. There were seven of us, counting Heathcliff, when I got to the island. Then six when he died. Now that Laelynn’s gone, there are only five. I’m struck by the way the girls laugh and play. The way they always seem to see something, know something others don’t. There’s clairvoyance in those emerald eyes. It reminds me of the old ghost stories where the family thinks they’re being haunted, but it turns out they’re the ghosts.

      Olivia vanishes, and I hang back to watch them play, looking for something that might explain their behavior. I examine their faces. There’s a pallor in their complexions, and dark circles under their eyes. As though they’re ill or haven’t had enough sleep. But beyond that, they’re just typical girls. Turning cartwheels. Playing tag. Blowing dandelions. Maybe there is nothing wrong with them. Maybe they’re just a little…different.

      Determined not to be another Beth, I unbox the croquet set lying unused on the lawn.

      For the next hour, the three of us knock the croquet balls around the yard, Penelope barking orders, Emma dutifully following, swinging the mallets with unbridled abandon, sending the colored balls flying with hollow thwacks. Playing croquet on a sloped lawn may not have been my best idea—I have to chase after a few balls before they roll into the lake—but it keeps the two of them entertained.

      The back door slides open as I’m wheezing back up the hill, and Eric strides onto the patio with his customary, easygoing smile.

      “Looks like you three are having fun,” he says.

      “Hi, Daddy,” the girls say in unison.

      They go back to rapping balls, and I walk over to the table and pour myself a glass of water from the pitcher we left out from breakfast, wiping the sweat from my hairline.

      Eric pours himself a glass and glances at me. “The girls didn’t give you any trouble, did they?” he asks.

      “No, not at all. I’m just thirsty from running around with them. These kids are tiring. I don’t know how you do it.”

      “Fortunately, Laelynn’s tireless. Otherwise, I’d be in trouble.”

      His jaw sets.

      “How did it go with Russ?”

      His mouth twitches, and his dimples disappear. “Not great. I think I’m more confused than I was before I talked to him. He seemed shocked when I told him Heathcliff was dead. He even gave me his condolences. And unless he’s the best actor in the world, he seemed genuinely sad about it.”

      “Huh.” I think back to my conversation with him. He seemed confused by that as well.

      “So, if he’s not leaving the notes, who is?”

      “I have no idea. I’m still not entirely convinced it’s not him. But I’m pretty sure he had nothing to do with Heathcliff.”

      “Have you heard from the vet yet?”

      “Not yet.”

      Emma screams, and I turn to see Penelope chasing her with the mallet.

      “Penelope. Mallets are for playing, not for hitting,” says Eric in a firm tone. She drops the mallet and keeps chasing after her sister.

      “So, you don’t think Russ killed Heathcliff?”

      “No.” He rubs his finger along his chin scar as if searching for lost words. I consider telling Eric about the grapes in their room the night Heathcliff died. The worry in his eyes stops me. “But just when I thought he was an okay guy, he told me I should take Heathcliff’s death as a sign.”

      “Of what?”

      “That we should leave the island. That it belongs to his family.”

      “And what did you say?”

      “Told him we bought the land fair and square and that if I catch him skulking around our property, I’m calling the police.” His voice is steady, but for a fleeting moment, his face flinches.

      “How did he take it?”

      “He just laughed and said, ‘We’ll see about that’ and grabbed his fishing rod and hopped on his boat.”

      Eric stares out at the lake, distant, as the girls sprawl in the grass beside him, dreaming up shapes in the clouds. The lines on his forehead are deeper, the bags under his eyes fuller, his normally ruddy skin paler. As if he’s been carrying an unknown weight, and it’s finally breaking him. He opens his mouth like he’s going to say something and then shuts it. Then he shakes his head and muscles a smile onto his face, turns to me, and says, “Enough talk about Russ Neuman. It’s a beautiful day. You should enjoy it. I’ll take over with the girls. Go have fun.”

      “Are you sure?” I’m being polite, but I could definitely use a break from these two, and people in general. After several hours of socializing, I’m toast.

      “Absolutely.”

      “Okay, well, since it sounds like Russ is out fishing, I might use this opportunity to take another hike. I’m not looking to run into him again.”

      “I don’t blame you.” His face brightens, and he raises a finger. “Hang on, I’ve got an idea.” He disappears inside for a moment and then reemerges, holding a leather belt that, upon closer inspection, conceals a hunting knife.

      He hands it to me with a wink. “Just in case you run into Russ or any other unwelcome creatures.”

      I unsheathe the knife. The sharp, serrated blade glistens in the sunlight.

      “Thanks?” I say, with an intentional question mark, half amused and half uneasy.

      “You’re very welcome.” He pauses, then reaches out, gently brushing a stray hair from my face. Our eyes lock for a moment before he looks away and clears his throat. “Now get out of here. If you go now, it should be smooth sailing.”

      Before I can say more, Penelope tugs at his shirt. “Daddy, come play hide-and-seek with us.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he says, jogging off and teasing over his shoulder. “Maybe you can find me some more of those dolls you love so much.”

      “I wouldn’t count on it,” I say.

      He grins, and I give him a dorky wave as I walk away. It’s like I’m a teenager with braces all over again. As I hop up the steps to the house, I look back to steal one last glance at him, half hoping he’ll look back.

      He does.

      But as I take my eye off the step, my foot catches and I trip. I throw my hands out in front of me and catch my fall, barely avoiding a total disaster. Blood rushes to my face. I look back at Eric, and he’s polite enough to turn his head toward the lake and pretend he didn’t see it, which somehow makes it worse.

      Char-klutz strikes again.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 27

      
      Fifteen minutes later, I’m trekking toward the Big Island Nature Park, a hunting knife awkwardly strapped around my blue running shorts and hidden beneath a neon tank top. I laugh to myself. I look ridiculous—like a yoga instructor who finally snapped and went feral.

      Tugging the hem of my shirt down to cover the belt, I wade through the elms, fending off the mosquitoes, mentally noting landmarks as I go. I try to avoid dwelling on why I’m carrying a knife in the first place.

      Instead, I sort through the questions that have been clawing at my mind.

      Who killed Marjorie Neuman? The police dropped the case, but they clearly thought she had been murdered.

      Who left the “LEAVE. OR ELSE.” note? Most likely Russ Neuman, but we can’t be sure, thanks to Eric’s insistence on “going rustic” without cameras or phones. Could Vivek have left it? Trying to bully me off the island? He didn’t seem surprised when I canoed up to his house. But he couldn’t have known I was staying at the Parkers’, could he?

      How did Heathcliff die? We’re still waiting on the vet’s report, but I agree with Eric: It probably wasn’t Russ. The guy looked genuinely confused when I mentioned a dog. Would the twins kill their own pet? I wouldn’t put it past them.

      Could all of this be connected somehow?

      The thought yanks me back to my past.

      I was eleven. My dad had taken me out on the lake at sunset. We cruised through golden water, the maples darkening on the shore. I was sipping a Squirt, my dad nursing a beer. Just as we were heading home, I saw a splash.

      Arms flailing in the water.

      I told my dad to stop. Someone was drowning.

      He said I must be seeing things. Probably just a bird.

      But as the boat arced, the sun caught the lake at the perfect angle, and we spotted her. A woman, struggling. My dad didn’t hesitate. He cut the engine, yanked her out like a fishing net, and wrapped her in a towel.

      She said she’d swum out too far and gotten tired. That was it. No story. No thanks. Just exhaustion.

      She looked fiftyish, soft around the middle. A full mile from shore? No way she swam that far.

      We dropped her off at a lakeside bar. She vanished into the dusk, and we never spoke of it again.

      But we both knew there was an explanation for her presence there. We just didn’t know what.

      That’s how I feel now.

      There’s an explanation. I just don’t know what it is.

      The note. I need to pull harder on the thread.

      A small cabin appears down behind a copse of trees along the lakeshore. The spark of an idea catches in my mind. Someone might know something.

      I veer off toward the structure. It’s modest compared to the Parkers’ mansion—single-story, brown siding, an overgrown yard choked with weeds and brittle branches. It looks abandoned for the season. Still, I knock.

      No answer.

      But as I wait, I spot something: a rusted nail hammered above the peephole. Like the one that held the Parkers’ note.

      Did this place get a note too?

      I circle the house, boots crunching over dead leaves, eyes combing the underbrush like it might lunge at me. After a few minutes, I find it snagged in a thicket, a yellow paper sagging from a branch.

      I tug it free. The paper is soaked, the ink bleeds, but the message is clear:

      
        LEAVE. OR ELSE.

      

      Same jagged, childish strokes. Same cheap threat.

      Now we know it’s not just the Parkers.

      Someone wants everyone gone. Evacuated. Erased.

      I tuck the note into my waistband and turn back to the trail, unwilling to linger a second longer.

      So this isn’t about me. Not exclusively. Someone wants the entire island cleared out. But why?

      Strangely, I experience a flicker of relief. If I’m going to be threatened, it’s better to be threatened in good company, right?

      The comfort vanishes near the bend, where the path grows tight and the light goes dim. I don’t know if it’s the clouds rolling in from the north, or my discovery of the second note, but the woods appear darker today. Heavier. The deeper I go, the more the forest seems to shift. Birds fall silent. Frogs raise their low chorus. Trees bend. The air cools.

      My skin hums.

      I consider turning back to brief Eric, but I don’t. Because despite everything, the silence bolsters me. But it’s not just the silence driving me forward. There’s something in these woods calling me.

      The Ferris wheel.

      Some stubborn part of me believes that if I find that wheel again, I’ll understand something about what’s happening here.

      Or maybe I’ll find a ghost.

      I keep walking.

      Goldenrod slaps at my legs. Brambles claw at my shins. I mark my route with mental snapshots—gnarled root here, split oak there—in case I need to find my way back. Then I hear it.

      Eek.

      Eek.

      Eek.

      The siren squeal draws me forward until I see it: The rusted carousel. The horses frozen mid-gallop, eyes rotted, jaws forever snarled. They stare at me, judging. As if they know every bad thing I’ve ever done and every worse thing I’ll do.

      And just beyond it—the Ferris wheel.

      I keep going, the noise pulling me like a tether. I push into the undergrowth, snapping branches like wishbones. Twigs whip at my face and cut my arms, but I don’t stop. I’m chasing a memory now.

      I shove aside a curtain of birch, and there it is: the skeletal corpse of a Ferris wheel, early 1900s vintage. A crescent of rust and broken steel. But I can still see it: the ride in motion, slow and majestic. Men in suits and straw hats. Women in parasols and summer dresses. The air thick with popcorn and candied chestnuts.

      And then—the girl falling.

      The screaming.

      The second the dream melted into a nightmare.

      No wonder they shut the park down. A hundred years later, the grief still echoes. You can feel it humming beneath the dirt, like a buried heartbeat.

      It’s trying to tell me something. Something about the island.

      About Marjorie.

      About the notes.

      About Heathcliff.

      About me.

      But what?

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 28

      
      The sound of footsteps draws me from my thoughts. I freeze and listen for its source, searching for the sound between the squeaks of the carousel. Ahead to my right, from the bend in the dirt trail, moving toward me, just beneath the rustling of the trees, light and cautious, not wanting to be heard.

      I catch a scent of tobacco. Russ Neuman? Eric said he was out fishing. Could he be back already? No, it’s not pipe smoke. It’s cigarette smoke.

      I stiffen my spine and prepare to see his craggy visage turn the corner. But as I peer through the underbrush, instead of mud-stained jeans and untied construction boots, I see colorful Hokas and Patagonia hiking pants. My shoulders ease. It’s just another hiker.

      Then a tree bends, and I glimpse his face.

      It’s Vivek.

      A white-filtered cigarette dangles from his long, thin fingers, and he inspects the foliage as he walks, oblivious to my presence. He moves like a wraith, surrounded by a cloud of smoke, floating rather than striding. I consider hiding behind the tree, but in my neon tank top, I stick out like a sore thumb. Plus, I’m tired of being afraid of him.

      I stomp back along the makeshift path I created on the way in, steps heavy, so he knows I’m not hiding. He spots me, and a conceited smile crawls across his face, embroidered with a hint of fear. He runs his tanned fingers through his oily black hair and walks toward me, raising both hands in the air. A thin stream of smoke twists from his fingers. The birdsong drops to a murmur, as though they can sense the electricity in the air.

      He takes a long drag, blows the smoke from his nose, and bows mockingly. “We meet again. Tell me, Charlotte, is this another one of your coincidences?” His voice is smooth and calming, like an enchanter.

      I puff out my chest and cross my arms. “What are you doing here?”

      He cashes his cigarette butt and snuffs it out with his shoe. “I was enjoying a peaceful stroll until I saw you.”

      I search his eyes for deception, but they’re steady. “Well, don’t let me bother you. Keep strolling,” I say.

      He inches toward me. The bruising under his eyes has yellowed. As he gets closer, I detect his scent: sandalwood with a hint of smoke. It makes my stomach roll. I can’t believe I was ever drawn to it.

      I place my hand on the hunting knife on my hip, but then I think better of it. What am I going to do, stab Vivek? Instead, I reach down and grab a thick, dead tree branch from the mossy ground beneath me. I fight the shaking in my hand, trying to keep the branch steady.

      He laughs, his capped teeth revealed like a wolf showing its fangs. “Come now, Charlotte, what are you planning to do with that stick? Beat me?”

      I raise it in the air. “If I have to.”

      He slows his pace but inches toward me, massive hands up in a peace gesture. Six yards. Five yards. Four yards. With each step, something cold slinks through my chest.

      “What happened to us, Charlotte? You used to be my right-hand man. We used to be so close.”

      Three yards.

      “You assaulted me, Vivek. That’s what happened.”

      “Assaulted you? Please. You know as well as I do you were interested.”

      Two yards. My grip tightens.

      “Only for a moment. And then I found out who you really are.”

      “Or did I find out who you really are?” A lascivious grin tears across his mug. “Why don’t you just admit it?” he says. He leans over me, using his height to intimidate.

      “Admit what, Vivek?”

      “You’re obsessed with me.”

      The absurdity of his statement disarms me for a moment, and I lower the tree branch. I roll my eyes and look away. “You’re delus—”

      But before I can finish my sentence, he’s on me. He wraps his arms around my waist and pulls me toward him, pressing his lips to mine. I feel his tongue trying to slither into my closed lips, his sharp chin stabbing me. The stale tobacco scent overwhelms me.

      For a moment, I’m so shocked I do nothing. Then his hips press into me, and a mix of terror and rage rips through me like a flood, my muscles charging with adrenaline. I rear back and shove him away from me.

      He retreats, surprised by the force of my arms. But I can tell by his face that I’ve only excited him more. He sneers and crouches into a stance like I’m an animal he’s preparing to trap. I look around me, searching for an escape route, but I’m surrounded by trees and forest growth. My chest drums with panic. The only way out is through. I steady my footing to make sure I’m balanced.

      He sneers. “That’s what I always liked about you, Charlotte. You’re feisty.”

      He lunges toward me. I tighten my grip on the branch and as he reaches for me, I swing the branch at his head. He raises an arm to block it, but he’s too late. A dull thud, knocking him to the ground. He checks the side of his head for blood and sneers.

      He starts to run, but I pounce and shove him into the dirt, rearing back and striking his kneecap with the branch. He howls and grabs his knee. I strike him again and again, picturing everyone who’s wronged me in my life. For a second, he grabs the stick, but I rip it from his hands and strike again. I feel the branch vibrate against his muscle and tear at the flesh of his face, and something in me clicks.

      It feels good.

      A part of me enjoys watching his smug smile morph into a pained groan, pounding on him, savoring the thud of wood against bone until my arm tires and he screams for mercy.

      I straighten up and drop the branch. My chest heaves with exhaustion. I assess him. Scratches run along his cheek, and a gash over his eye pours blood down his face. Cracks run through his knuckles from absorbing the blows.

      He spits blood and groans and turns onto his back. As he speaks, I notice his perfect white teeth, stained red.

      “You’re fucking insane, you know that?”

      I look into his coal-black eyes. There’s no guilt, only frustration. Even after this beating, he doesn’t regret what he did. He regrets that he wasn’t prepared. I watch his eyes shift left then right, calculating, trying to determine where he went wrong. He’ll do it again to another woman, only in the future he’ll be more prepared.

      A voice inside speaks. There’s no one else here. It’s just the two of us. It was self-defense. My hands grip the knife, and I look at the vanishingly sharp edge of the blade. With one stroke, I could ensure he never harms another woman again.

      Vivek sees the blade and the look in my eye. In a flash, his expression transforms from arrogant to contrite. He raises both his hands, pleading.

      “Jesus, what are you going to do with that knife?” He crawls away from me along the ground. His eyes dart from my face to the blade, calculating if I’ll really do it.

      “I don’t know yet,” I say, standing over him. As the words pour from my mouth, I realize I’m telling him the truth.

      He lies on his back, hands frozen skyward like a baby learning how to roll. “I’m sorry, okay. I thought there was something between us. I’ll never do it again.”

      He says the right words, his voice an octave higher, but I see the lie behind his eyes. He will do it again. My hand lifts the blade higher.

      “I have a wife, please,” he pleads.

      Something in the timbre of his voice yanks me back from oblivion. I picture Freida, the sweet woman who offered me coffee this morning. She’s done nothing wrong. She doesn’t deserve to bury her husband. What am I doing? This isn’t me.

      A crunch in the distance interrupts my thoughts. The sound of footsteps on leaves. The aroma of cherry tobacco smoke. Boots and overalls. A pale, grim face. It’s Russ Neuman. He spots me, knife in my hand, crouched over Vivek, and his eyes go wide, then flicker violently. But he doesn’t intervene. He just watches.

      I drop the weapon to my side, and I whisper to Vivek, “Go.”

      He lifts himself off the ground with great effort and limps away from me. I watch his broken body staggering down the trail. Under his breath he whispers, “Crazy bitch.”

      I wonder whether I made the right choice.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 29

      
      When I return to the Parkers’, my hands are still shaking.

      I slip inside and shut the door behind me, pressing my back against it like I can somehow block out the world. Sweat streaks my hairline, raw scratches slash the side of my face, and blood beads along my wrists.

      Fortunately, Eric, Olivia, and the kids are still playing on the patio. I hide the hunting knife in my drawer and check my watch. Five p.m. My mother will arrive in an hour.

      I can’t let her see me like this.

      I can’t let anyone see me like this.

      Peeling off my clothes, I step into the shower and crank the faucet until the water scorches my skin. The hot spray bites at every cut and scrape, but I welcome it. The pain feels purifying, like I can rinse away Vivek’s grip, his sneer, his stench.

      Pink water spirals down the drain.

      His blood? Mine? Does it matter?

      I could have killed him.

      Maybe I should have.

      Out of the shower, I towel off briskly, trying to shake the tremors from my fingers. They won’t stop. Even my lower lip trembles uncontrollably.

      I riffle through my bag, fingers clumsy, until I find a small travel bottle of tequila. One pull, then another. The alcohol scorches my throat but stills my hands. Steady now. At least steady enough.

      I slather bronzer over the cuts on my face, swipe concealer under my swollen eyes. A long-sleeved striped wrap dress hides the scrapes on my arms. I sneak a glance in the full-length mirror. I look presentable, but I notice that the nick in the glass from two nights ago has spread into a tiny crack. The beginnings of a fracture. How would Laelynn react?

      I swallow another shot of tequila to lock the thought of Laelynn and the memory of Vivek behind a heavy bolted door in my mind.

      For now.

      By the time my mother arrives, I’m sitting outside, inhaling an Eric Parker bootleg like oxygen. The evening is pure Minnesota magic—the sun stubbornly high despite the hour; the light turning gauzy and soft.

      Mom, Olivia, and I lounge on pinstriped patio chairs. The twins sit nearby, deep in a card game. Eric flips burgers on the grill, whistling with effortless charm. His apron reads Natural Born Griller. I study his seemingly guileless face, and I wonder about the man underneath—the one who makes secret land deals, who buys up property like it’s a game. The once and future king of Big Island.

      Since Laelynn left, the air around here has felt lighter. Eric whistles, the girls laugh. It’s as if a pressure valve has been released and everyone is finally exhaling. But my hands still sting. My skin still burns. Underneath this postcard scene, this summer glow, something festers.

      I sip my drink, hoping enough vodka might rinse the truth from my mind.

      My mother looks over and smiles. “See, dear? I told you this vacation would restore you.”

      If she only knew.

      “You were right,” I lie, finishing my drink, tipping my glass, and standing. “Anyone need a refill?”

      Mom frowns at her barely touched cocktail. “You’re done already? This isn’t college, dear.”

      Olivia chortles. “Yeah, girl. We’re trying to float the boat, not sink the ship.”

      I smile. “I’m on vacation.”

      My mom sighs wistfully. “I could use a vacation.”

      “You should take one,” I say, heading toward the grill. “When was your last?”

      Olivia answers for her. “Um, never?”

      Mom clicks her tongue. “Over a decade, probably.”

      Eric spins, spatula in hand. “You haven’t vacationed in ten years? Julie, that’s criminal. Keep that up, you’ll have a breakdown.”

      She sighs, and her gaze drifts to the sky. “I know.”

      I shift my attention to the grill. Cheese bubbles from inside a patty. “What kind of burgers are those?”

      “Juicy Lucys,” Eric says, proud.

      “What’s a Juicy Lucy?”

      Olivia gasps. “You don’t know what a Juicy Lucy is?”

      Eric clutches his chest. “And you call yourself a Minnesotan. Julie, did you teach this woman anything?”

      The twins run up beside me, and Penelope explains, “It’s a burger with the cheese inside.”

      Eric presses down on a patty, and gooey cheese bubbles to the top. “Molten cheddar lava. It’s a Minnesota staple.”

      I smile despite myself. “You had me at cheese lava.”

      He plates the burgers, and my stomach grumbles. I realize I haven’t eaten since this morning’s croissants.

      “Ladies, to the table,” Eric says. “Fixings incoming.”

      My mom rises. “Can I help, dear?”

      “Nope. Just relax. Chef Eric has it covered.”

      We gather around the massive oak table. The air smells of smoke and char and summer.

      “Speaking of work,” I say, “how was the Business Roundtable?”

      Mom sighs. “Unremarkable. A bunch of executives congratulating themselves.”

      “What else is new?” Olivia and I say simultaneously with a laugh.

      “Well,” she says, eyes twinkling, “it wasn’t entirely a waste of time.”

      I squint. “Wait. You didn’t talk to Bob Bernfeld, did you?”

      “I did.”

      “Mom, I told you not to.”

      “I know. But what they’ve done to you is unfair. I won’t stand by.”

      I tug the napkin onto my lap. Vivek’s face flashes before me. “What did you say?”

      “I explained your situation and asked him to help get you reinstated.”

      “And?”

      “He said he’d prioritize it.”

      I knock back the rest of my drink. The vodka hums behind my eyes.

      Olivia leans over and whispers. “She’s just trying to help.”

      She’s right. If you’re the CEO of a major client and you ask The Firm to reinstate someone, they do it.

      I manage a smile. “You’re still in trouble, but…thank you.”

      Mom bows her head slightly. “You’re welcome.”

      Eric returns with curly fries and toppings. “Dinnertime.”

      The twins squeal and chant, “Curly fries! Curly fries!”

      Eric gives in to the terrorists and serves the girls first, then us. They dive in, mouths smeared with ketchup and cheese. He takes a sip of his bootleg and leans back.

      “Damn, that’s good,” he says.

      Penelope gasps. “Daddy! You said a bad word!”

      “Oops. I meant ‘darn,’” he says, winking at me. “All right, dig in. Tell me what you think.”

      I take a bite and nearly moan. The beef, the lava cheese, the seasoning. It’s perfect.

      “Eric, this is unreal.”

      “Best cheeseburger I’ve ever had,” Mom agrees.

      Olivia smirks. “It’s…okay.”

      Eric beams like a kid who aced his science fair. “Thanks. A friend of mine at Matt’s Grill taught me the recipe. Unfortunately, Laelynn’s off red meat these days, so I don’t make them often.”

      Just the mention of her name cools the air.

      “You can make these daily, as far as I’m concerned,” I say.

      He cuts another burger and hands me half. “Don’t tempt me.”

      For ten blissful minutes, we eat in near silence. Eric devours his meal like a man who’s been fasting. When he finishes, he leans back and rubs his belly, satisfied.

      “Charlotte,” he says, “how was your walk? Find anything for the collection?”

      The peace fractures.

      “It was good,” I say, voice rising.

      Eric raises an eyebrow. “That didn’t sound good.”

      Olivia looks up. “Yeah. What happened?”

      I hesitate, then lean forward. “I found another note. On a neighbor’s house.”

      Eric blinks and rubs the scar on his chin with his index finger. “Huh.”

      Not quite the reaction I expected.

      “Someone’s leaving them around the island,” I continue. “Trying to scare people.”

      “Must be Russ,” he mutters.

      My mother gasps. “This is getting out of hand. Why don’t you all come back to Wayzata with me tonight? Stay at my hotel.”

      Eric chuckles and places a hand on her shoulder. “Appreciate it, Julie, but it’s just a prank.”

      “It’s not funny,” she snaps. “At least call the police.”

      “Laelynn reported it on her way out of town. They haven’t followed up yet.”

      “Then call yourself.”

      Eric stiffens, then nods. “All right. First thing tomorrow.”

      My mom raises a glass. “Good man.” We lift our glasses in agreement. I force a smile, but Eric watches me carefully.

      “Is there more?” he asks.

      I hesitate. Then: “I saw Vivek. On the trail.”

      Olivia nearly chokes. “Shut the f—front door.”

      “Who’s Vivek?” asks Eric.

      Mom answers coldly. “A lech from work.”

      “Everyone relax,” I say. “This is why I didn’t want to bring it up. It’s under control.”

      I flash back to the branch in my hands. The blood. The unwelcome rush.

      Mom leans forward. “This is outrageous. He’s stalking you. I’ve had enough. Tomorrow night, I’ll talk to him myself.”

      “Mom, please. I think I’ve been nepo-babied enough for one week.”

      “Don’t worry. I won’t embarrass you.”

      I groan. “We’re way past that.”

      Eric chimes in gently. “Julie, have you considered just letting the process play out?”

      She straightens in her chair, chest puffing. “Eric, I didn’t get where I am by”—she makes air quotes—“letting the process play out. Tomorrow after the conference, I’ll speak to Vivek. And his wife.”

      I peer into my mother’s eyes, alight with fire. I’ve seen this look before, during my father’s darkest days.

      One thing I know.

      It doesn’t end well.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 30

      
      After dinner, my mom boats back to her hotel still steaming about Vivek, and the Parkers head upstairs for the evening. I close the door of my guest room and exhale. Relief washes over me. I hit my socializing limit hours ago. My head swims in vodka and gin. Eric’s drinks pack a punch.

      Outside, the crickets screech, an unrelenting chorus. It’s not even eleven o’clock, and I can feel the hangover crawling through my gut, waiting to unleash hell. I kick off my shoes and slide open the window, hoping the cool air will settle my stomach. The scent of leaves and mist fills the room. A lone frog croaks, swallowed by the crickets’ cacophony. He sounds lost. Out of place. Like me.

      I flip on the light, the fan whines, and I meet my reflection in the full-length mirror. I’m still young, but I can see the beginnings of age. Small cracks run through my skin, a glass that’s been dropped and glued together. My blond hair, wild from the lake, looks thinner than before. A curled vein juts out beneath my left eye, and a faint age spot lingers beneath the right. This afternoon’s scratches peek out through the bronzer. No one else would notice, but I do. I see my future self. And I wonder if I’ll always be alone.

      I stumble into the bathroom, grab my electric toothbrush, and scrub away the alcohol residue and the negative thoughts from my mind. It was that fear of being alone that led me to Vivek. Is it what’s leading me to Eric now? My memory snaps to Vivek in the woods, and the hairs stand up on my neck. His predatory smile. His hands on my back. The way he eyed me, like I was something he could take. Like prey in the forest.

      I splash cold water on my face, trying to cool the rage beneath my skin. But it continues to divide and multiply, fogging my perception of everything around me. The floor beneath me shifts, and I clutch the towel bar to steady myself.

      I stumble into bed, pulling the covers to my chin. The room spins. I close my eyes.

      Breathe.

      Breathe.

      Breathe.

      

      * * *

      A sound wakes me.

      Crunch.

      I blink, groggy, my head thick with booze. For a moment, I wonder if I’m dreaming.

      Crunch.

      I bolt upright. My eyes flick to the window. The curtains flutter in the breeze.

      It’s open.

      My body tenses, and I rub my eyes, attempting to clear the sleep and drunkenness from my vision. The curtains blow back and forth, obscuring the view outside.

      I listen carefully, frozen in place in my bed, my pulse racing.

      First the wind. Then the rustle of the trees. Then the crickets. Adrenaline rushes through my body, and my senses heighten. Beneath it all, something else.

      Crunch.

      Footsteps on gravel, the same as two nights ago, delicate and stealthy.

      My mind scrambles for an explanation. Heathcliff? But then I remember.

      Heathcliff is dead.

      The sound grows closer.

      Crunch.

      Crunch.

      Crunch.

      Sweat beads along my legs. I sink deeper underneath my comforter as if I dive far enough, I can disappear. I check the clock. It’s 12:15 a.m. Who could be outside at this time of night? My thoughts tornado. Did Laelynn come back early? Russ Neuman, finally fed up? Vivek, back for revenge? My eyes flick to the drawer of my nightstand—the hunting knife.

      Then movement. A figure drifts past my window. Shadowed, weightless.

      And then it’s gone.

      I rub my eyes, wondering if I’m hallucinating. But I know what I saw. It was a little girl, hair flowing in the wind. Could it be? The ghost of Big Island. The girl who fell off the Ferris wheel all those years ago.

      I slap my cheeks. What am I thinking about? There’s no such thing as ghosts. It’s probably the mist, a trick of the starlight. And what am I doing hiding under my comforter like a scared little girl? I handled Vivek this afternoon. I can handle whatever this is.

      And I did see something. Someone.

      I creep out of bed and crawl toward the window, keeping my head low so as not to be seen. I peer through the screen, searching the yard, illuminated by a sliver of moonlight. But the phantom is gone, whisked into the air like smoke.

      I hear a giggle.

      Soft. Lingering. Carried by the fog, a whisper from the past.

      I rise from my crouch and search my room for a weapon. An umbrella sits in a can next to the dressing table. I open my door and follow the sound, fingers strangling the curved handle. The last giggle originated outside of Eric’s office. I tiptoe down the dark hallway, bare feet sliding along the warped wood, listening for another voice, another footstep. But there’s nothing. Just the wind and trees and the lonely frog.

      I reach the office door and push it open.

      Dozens of glass eyes stare back at me.

      My breath hitches.

      The dolls.

      Lined up along the shelves, watching me, their faces frozen in eerie painted smiles, like they know something I don’t. I raise my hand to my chest to still my heart.

      Focus, I tell myself. I look out Eric’s window, hoping to catch the girl. But again, there’s nothing. I tiptoe over to his desk and ease into the desk chair, peering out the window and listening. I sit in silence for minutes, ears pricked, watching. But it’s just me and the chrysanthemums and the forest. The phantom has vanished.

      Then I see it. But it’s not a girl. It’s something different from before.

      It’s a man.

      Dressed in black, his steps heavy on the gravel. He’s carrying something in his hand. Something heavy.

      I freeze.

      But then I notice. His gait looks familiar.

      It’s Carlos.

      What the eff is he doing here?

      He scampers toward the front of the house, a bottle of liquor in his hands. I see him approach the door and raise his fist like he’s going to knock. Is he crazy?

      I fly down the hallway and open the front door before he wakes the entire house.

      He flinches.

      “Jesus, you scared me,” he says, hand to his chest.

      “I scared you? What are you doing here?” I ask in a whisper that somehow rivals a yell. I shove him outside and close the door behind me, pushing him down the path away from the house.

      A sheepish grin crawls up his face. He raises a bottle of tequila. “I thought it would be fun to surprise you.”

      I release a breath and run my hand across my forehead. “It’s nearly one in the morning.”

      “Yeah, I’m sorry. I had to cover a day shift and got lost en route. It’s so dark around here.”

      “Yeah. Because it’s nearly one in the morning. How did you even get here?”

      “I borrowed a friend’s pontoon boat. Want to see it?” He throws me a wink as though he expects a starlight rendezvous.

      I instinctively cover myself with my arms. “No, I don’t. You’ve gotta go.”

      His smile flatlines. “Seriously? I traveled all this way to visit you.”

      “I texted you not to come.”

      “What? I never got anything.”

      He pulls out his phone and shows it to me. There’s a text from him telling me he’s on his way and no response from me. I slap my forehead and rub my eyes. This island.

      “Regardless. Even if I had received the message, I wouldn’t have expected you to show up at one a.m., creeping through the yard.”

      “Is everything okay, Charlotte?”

      It’s a simple question, but from the way he looks at me, I can tell it carries a layered implication.

      “Yeah. It’s fine. Actually, no, it’s not. This creepy guy from work came after me in the woods today. And now you’re here. I…”

      His dark eyes soften, I catch a whiff of his hair product, and for a moment we’re right back at Maguire’s. God, I miss it so much. “I’m so sorry. I had no idea. I figured you saw my text and didn’t have a chance to respond.”

      “It’s okay. You didn’t know.”

      “Who is this dude who messed with you?” I notice a little East LA in the way he says it.

      “It’s this guy Vivek from work. But you don’t need to worry about it. It won’t happen again.”

      He chews on his cheek, and his pectoral muscles flex. “You sure?”

      “Yeah. I’m sure.”

      “Okay. You just let me know.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Because I can—”

      I raise my hand to stop him. “Good night, Carlos.”

      He opens his mouth for a second, then closes it, his eyes penetrating, searching for the words I haven’t said.

      “Good night, Charlotte.”

      He retreats around the side of the house toward the dock, taking one last look at me as he walks away. I tiptoe inside, shut the door, snap the lock, and return to Eric’s office to watch Carlos leave. The pontoon boat roars to life, and he returns from whence he came.

      I sink into the soft leather of Eric’s desk chair and spin around, rocking slightly, my gaze drifting from one macabre doll to the next. The air feels thick and smells of antiques.

      What was Carlos thinking coming here? I can hardly believe it happened.

      But that sound earlier. That girl I saw. That wasn’t him. It was someone else. Something else. Was I dreaming? Was I hallucinating? What’s in those bootlegs? This island is like a funhouse mirror; everything is distorted, uncertain. Now that I’m awake and half sober, it all seems so surreal. I feel like every hour I spend here, a piece of my sanity slips away.

      Time passes. The tension in my shoulders eases. My eyelids grow heavy.

      Then my gaze lands on Eric’s fortune-telling machine in the corner.

      Grandma.

      The soothsayer.

      Her eyes peer back at me knowingly, as if she has a secret to share, something the dolls won’t tell me. I smile and approach the machine, delirious with fatigue. “All right, Grandma, can you give me a happier fortune this time?”

      I push the button, and she springs to life, running her hands over tarot cards and shaking her head from side to side, the candle flickering in front of her. I watch her glazed eyes dance back and forth like she’s searching mine for some eternal truth. The machine clunks. A hand-painted card drops into the holder. I pick it up, my breath shallow.

      My shoulders drop when I read it.

      The past haunts your future.

      A shiver snakes down my spine.

      Memories shock my mind like bolts from a Tesla coil.

      My dad. The Ferris wheel. Olivia. Vivek. The girl. Carlos. The ghost of Big Island.

      I clutch the card, my fingers trembling.

      What if the past is already here?

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 31

      
      I slip the fortune into my pocket and tiptoe out of Eric’s office. Carlos and whatever else was here are gone. Standing in the darkness surrounded by antique dolls and a fortune-telling machine will not make me feel any better about it.

      When I get back to my room, I lock the door behind me, slam my window shut, and collapse into bed. The air is cool, and I inhale the scent of my sheets, fresh with a hint of lavender, a stark contrast to the staleness of Eric’s office.

      I stack two pillows underneath me and inspect the sailboats on the wallpaper to find my center, feeling my chest open and my breathing slow. But as I stare at them further, it seems as though they’re surrounding me, like witnesses, watching me drown and refusing to help.

      I press a pillow to my face, trying to block it all out. Minutes turn into hours.

      I have to get out of here.

      I have to get off this island.

      I have no idea what’s happening, but this isn’t normal.

      Murdered grandmas. Crunches outside the window. Death threats nailed to the front door. Dead dogs. Creepy fortune tellers who look inside your soul. None of it is normal.

      For ten years, I’ve kept everything in its place. The color-coded spreadsheets at work. The perfectly arranged bookshelves in my one-bedroom apartment. Saturdays at the community center. Sunday mornings walking to the farmers’ market with a coffee in hand and the city humming around me. Now, after a few days here in this old house on this strange island, that world has evaporated, and my foundation is being torn from under me.

      Sleep won’t come.

      I’m back in Eric’s office. Searching for something I can’t name. I riffle through his desk, the shelves, the floor, but there’s nothing. Dust and decay saturate the air, and I sense perspiration beading on my neck. I turn to leave, but the gold antique doorknob won’t budge. As I attempt to shake it loose, my palms sweaty against the knob, I hear a rustle behind me. I turn to see Grandma, the fortune teller, has come to life inside her box. She wears a smug smile, like Vivek, and she looks at me with the same black, hollow eyes as the decrepit horses on the merry-go-round. Her mouth drops open, unhinging like a snake.

      “You shouldn’t have come here,” she says. But it’s not a woman’s voice. It’s Russ Neuman’s voice, embroidered with a smoker’s rasp and extended vowels.

      I backpedal and bump into the bookshelves. Eric’s dolls spill onto the ground. I kneel to pick them up, but I can’t.

      They’re alive. Wriggling around on the floor. Chipped eyes devouring me. Painted lips, bloodred.

      Arms reaching toward me.

      That’s when I hear it. An eerie tapping sound.

      The other dolls.

      They’ve come to life.

      They creep down from the shelves on all fours and leap on top of me, grabbing my hair and dragging me to the ground. I can smell them, ripe with the stench of rot. I rip them out of my hair; I slap them off my arms, but there are dozens, no, hundreds of them. They keep coming. Slithering up my neck. Crawling up my legs. My chest. My face. Prying my mouth open with porcelain fingers.

      I scream.

      But it’s muffled by a tiny, cold hand sliding down my throat.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 32

      
      September 2

      I wake up with a gasp, nails buried in the sheets, my body locked tight as a vise. Daylight splinters the room.

      Pound. Pound. Pound.

      “Charlotte? You awake?” says a man’s voice.

      It’s Eric. I look around to get my bearings, my heart still sprinting. “Uh…yeah.”

      “I’ve got to head out shortly. Are you still able to take the kids to the festival?” His tone is casual, but there’s something sharp beneath it.

      Shit. What day is it? I promised Eric and Olivia I would take the girls to the local fair today? What’s happening to me? I never forget plans.

      “Yeah,” I lie. “I didn’t forget. I’ll be out in a minute.”

      I force myself out of bed, throw on joggers, a hat, and sunglasses, like a celebrity trying to avoid the paparazzi. My mouth feels and tastes like I ate dinner out of a dumpster.

      Fifteen minutes later—ten, if you don’t count the five Eric spent futzing with the boat’s starter because it was “on the fritz”—I’m skimming across Lake Minnetonka with Eric, Emma, and Penelope, toward Wayzata. The sun sparkles on the town ahead of us, but when I glance back, Big Island lurks behind a ribbon of gray like it’s trying to hide. I think of Olivia, back at the house, in Eric’s office, editing her documentary, alone in that vapor. Is she safe? Normally, I’d jump at the chance to spend a day at a carnival with kids, but the twins aren’t typical kids. And after last night, my nerves are hair-trigger.

      Eric drops us off at the dock and heads to the bakery. We stroll down Lake Street and soak in the idyllic scene. A massive ocean-blue banner hanging over the street proclaims, “James J. Hill Days.” I grab a guidebook so I can plot our path through the fair. The festival, named after the late railroad baron, has been a local tradition since long before I was born. It looks the same as I remember it. A polka band plays on the bandstand at the old railroad depot. Crowds of people in T-shirts, hats, and sunglasses bustle along the street. Blue-and-white striped tents, each hosting vendors with crafts and artwork, flank our path. It’s almost enough to make me forget last night. I take a deep inhale, savoring an intoxicating blend of popcorn and cotton candy. It’s a glorious day, but there’s a nip in the breeze that reminds me that Minnesota summers are fleeting.

      The girls walk ahead of me. I tried to hold their hands, but they refused, so I trail a step behind like their personal secret service agent. Spotting a cotton-candy vendor up on the right, I pat them both on the shoulder.

      “Girls, look, cotton candy! Want to get some?” If I can’t win the twins over with charm, I’ll bribe them.

      Penelope wrinkles her nose and scratches her beauty mark. “No, thanks. It’s too sweet.”

      Emma hesitates, like she wants some, but then defers to the queen and shakes her head.

      What kind of kids don’t like cotton candy? It feels like I’m back in elementary school, constantly guessing the right thing to say to impress the cool kids and getting it wrong, always slightly off-key.

      Undeterred, I point at a craft ice cream stand across the street. “Okay, what about ice cream? Everybody likes ice cream.”

      Now it’s Emma’s turn to lead the Charlotte abuse. “It’s too cold for ice cream, dummy.”

      “Yeah, dummy,” echoes Penelope.

      I bite my lip and feel my face flush. If these were my kids, we’d be going home immediately, but I don’t want Eric and Olivia to think I’m out of my depth. I muster my most patient tone.

      “Girls, it’s not very nice to call someone a dummy, is it?”

      “Mom says to always tell the truth,” Emma replies with a sadistic smile. I’ve got to give it to her; not a bad comeback.

      I open my mouth to respond, but then I catch a familiar face.

      It’s Carlos.

      He’s sitting outside Ben & Jerry’s, licking an ice cream cone, long tongue easing its way across Cherry Garcia.

      Staring at me.

      But he’s not alone. He’s with another woman. More like a girl. She can’t be over twenty-two. And she’s gorgeous. Thin. Fake boobs. Blond hair perfectly waved. Bright-blue eyes, and a measured tan. She’s like me, but artificially “upgraded” in every way. A tinge of jealousy runs up my spine.

      He waves and takes a bite of the waffle cone. His hand strokes the ink on his collarbone. The tattoo of his mother, after last night’s surprise late-night visit, doesn’t seem so endearing anymore.

      Emma tugs at my shirt. “Who’s that? He looks like Gaston from Beauty and the Beast.”

      “Never mind,” I say.

      “No, tell us,” says Penelope, pleading, her ponytail bobbing as she jumps up and down.

      “Yeah, tell us,” says Emma.

      I toss him a wave. It’s unavoidable now.

      Carlos whispers something to his “friend” and rises from his seat and strides over, cone in hand.

      “Hey, Mami. Funny seeing you here,” he says.

      “Yeah, it’s a small world.” I give him a hug and wonder if it really is that small.

      He kneels down and waves at Penelope and Emma. “And who are these two lovely ladies?”

      The girls blush ear to ear, smiling gummy smiles. Penelope twists her braid in her hand.

      “This is Emma and Penelope. They’re daughters of the family I’m staying with.”

      “Hi, Emma and Penelope.” He shakes their hands. The girls can’t take their eyes off him. “Would you like some ice cream?”

      “Oh, they said it’s too cold for—”

      “Yes, please,” says Penelope. Emma nods. I roll my eyes.

      The four of us amble over to Ben & Jerry’s. He introduces me to his friend Kenzie, who has the personality of a lily pad. We head inside, and he sets the girls up with two double-scoop cones. Kenzie sits outside, tanning. While they wait for their order, he pulls me aside.

      “Hey, I just wanted to tell you again. I’m sorry about last night. It seemed like a fun, spontaneous idea but clearly was a total fail.”

      I place a hand on his shoulder. “Don’t worry about it. I know you were just trying to be sweet. Plus, it looks like you found someone else to hang out with.”

      “Oh, no, it’s not like that. She’s just a girl I hung out with a couple of times in Chicago. She’s the only other person I know here, so when I didn’t hear from you, I looked her up. She lent me the pontoon boat.”

      “How nice of her.”

      He ignores my sarcasm. “Do you still want me to stay at the house with you?”

      I stiffen. I don’t know if it’s because I’m hurt. Or because of Eric, and how much I enjoyed breakfast yesterday, just the five of us.

      “Honestly, I don’t think it’s such a good idea anymore,” I say.

      He pulls back. “Really? Why not? It’s not because of Kenzie—”

      “No.” I scramble for a convincing lie. “The Parkers’ dog just died, and I don’t think they can handle guests right now.”

      “Oh, I’m so sorry to hear that.” He cracks his knuckles. “Well, do you want to hang out at all?”

      “It would probably be better if we didn’t. I think the family needs me right now.”

      The girls grab their cones and run back outside to harass Kenzie. I keep my gaze locked on them, but I feel Carlos’s eyes studying me.

      “Is everything all right, Charlotte?”

      I clutch the doorknob to exit the shop. “Yeah, why?”

      He grabs my forearm and spins me around. His grip is unnaturally strong, cutting into my muscle. “Why? I don’t know. Could be because you invited me here and seemed like you were excited to have me stay with you. And now you’re basically kicking me to the curb. You tell me the family dog died and some guy from work assaulted you. You keep saying you’re fine, but you don’t look fine.” His gaze flicks from one pupil to the other, trying to mine something in me.

      I snatch my arm out of his and burst out the door. “What, are you my therapist now?”

      “No, but it just seems like every time I get close, you push me away. I’m worried about you.”

      “Look, sometimes people change their minds. And your showing up in the middle of the night didn’t exactly help, all right?”

      Desperate to escape this conversation, I scan the festival until my gaze lands on a Tilt-A-Whirl in the distance, spinning and swaying enticingly. “Look, girls, they have rides up there.”

      In an instant, the twins turn their attention to the Tilt-A-Whirl, mesmerized by its movements. They exchange a look as if communicating telepathically and sprint toward the ride, ice cream dripping behind them.

      “I’ve gotta go. I’m sorry this didn’t work out.”

      He just stares, eyes pulsing, licking his ice cream. His face is a mask I can’t decipher.

      I jog after the twins, weaving through the crowd. But as we approach, I notice they aren’t slowing down. If anything, they’re speeding up. They dash past the Tilt-A-Whirl and past the merry-go-round (thankfully, all the horses still have their eyes). Where are they going?

      Then I see it: the Ferris wheel, looming in the sky like a storm cloud. I watch it slowly turn, the slow tinkle of the merry-go-round behind me, and I’m transported back to memories of the State Fair. Olivia reaching for me. Watching her fall. The dead look in her eyes. The flicker of the ambulance lights.

      The girls jump in line for the Ferris wheel, and I reassure myself that this time is different. I’m an adult now, capable of riding a Ferris wheel with two little ones. But then I think of Eric. Of Laelynn. Of Olivia. And a pang of worry strikes me. How would they feel about me taking their pride and joys on a Ferris wheel after all that has happened?

      Gently, I grab Emma and Penelope by the shoulder. “I’m sorry, girls. We can’t go on this ride.”

      “Why not?” asks Penelope, crossing her arms.

      “Because you’re too young.”

      Emma huffs and points to the height requirement sign with a cartoon pig holding out his hand just beneath the tops of their heads. “It says we have to be this tall.”

      “I know, but I don’t want your dad to get mad at me.”

      “Is that because you have a crush on him?” asks Penelope, casting a sidelong glance at Emma. I watch as their lips pout and their faces adopt stony expressions. Clearly, they’ve already discussed this theory.

      “No. Why would you say that?”

      “We see the way you look at him and how you talk to him,” Emma declares dramatically. “‘Oh, Eric, you’re so funny.’ ‘Oh, Eric, this burger is delicious.’” They make kissing noises, their faces contorting with playful revulsion.

      “That’s hilarious, but no, I don’t have a crush on your dad.”

      “Okay. Then why won’t you let us on the Ferris wheel? Is it because you’re afraid of the ghost?” asks Penelope.

      I stop walking, and the sounds of the festival fade into the background. I see the girl outside my window last night. Was it even real?

      “What ghost?” I ask.

      “The ghost of the girl who fell off the Ferris wheel. The one who killed Heathcliff.”

      A chill coils down my spine. I kneel next to her. “Have you seen this ghost?”

      “No, but Dad says Mom is haunted by her.”

      I fire a look at Emma to see if Penelope’s pulling my leg, but she just licks her ice cream as if her sister’s said the most reasonable thing in the world.

      “Why do you think it was the ghost who killed Heathcliff?”

      Emma crosses her arms. “How else could he have died?”

      I rise and strike an easy pose, patting them on the backs. “Ghosts don’t exist, girls. I’m sure your dad was just speaking metaphorically.”

      Their hunter eyes lock onto mine. In a barely audible whisper, Penelope says, “You should leave our dad alone. Or the ghost will get you too.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 33

      
      The ghost will get you too.

      Penelope’s words echo in my mind as Olivia and I settle into our Adirondack chairs under a vault of stars, the mist creeping beneath our feet like a specter. Mercifully, Eric’s putting the girls to bed, so I can enjoy a moment’s peace, free of their psychological warfare. The crickets are in full song tonight, but I can still hear the croak of my friend, the lonely frog. I trace the Big Dipper, noting the sparks of light along its handle. Before coming here, I would have scoffed at ghost stories. Now, with every passing day, their possibility inches closer. I think of the girl outside my window last night, and I shudder. Was she even there? Or was I just hearing Carlos and projecting?

      I take a sip of tonight’s signature cocktail that Eric prepared, a bitter concoction, and let an audible sigh escape my mouth.

      “The fair wear you out today?” asks Olivia with a knowing smile.

      “That’s putting it mildly. Carlos made an unannounced visit at one a.m. last night. Then, today I ran into him at the fair. With another girl.”

      Her shrewd eyes widen. “Yikes.”

      “Yeah, I don’t know what to do.” I feel myself blush at the thought of Carlos, Kenzie looking doe-eyed at him. “I like him, but…I don’t know.” I pause. “Then the girls were begging to ride the—” I pause again. “Rides. It was a lot.”

      She chuckles and shakes her head. “I love those two, but they can be a handful. It’s my mom’s fault. She babies them too much; lets them get away with everything. Somebody needs to teach them a lesson. What’s that saying? Spare the rod, spoil the child.”

      There’s a touch of venom in Olivia’s words, but I laugh it off. “Well, it’s certainly not going to be me. I’m more comfortable bribing them with ice cream and mini doughnuts.”

      “That’s another approach.”

      I lean forward in my chair and drop my voice. “Penelope did say something to me today I wanted to ask you about.”

      She tilts her head. “Really, what?”

      Before I can speak, the patio door slides open. Eric emerges, a triumphant grin on his face. “I’ve done it. After the third reading of Paddington in London, the girls are finally asleep. Hallelujah.”

      I whisper to Olivia, “I’ll tell you later.”

      Eric pours himself a gin and tonic with a splash of soda—a “gin sonic” as he calls it—and strolls over to join us. He lifts his gaze to the dazzling night sky and whistles. “This is why I bought this place. Russ Neuman’s going to have to pry the deed out of my cold, dead hands.”

      “Don’t tempt him, Dad,” says Olivia.

      He takes a deep breath of the night air. “I’m thinking of taking a little moonlight stroll along the shore. Any interest?”

      “Shouldn’t somebody stay with the girls?” I ask.

      “I think they’ll survive thirty minutes without us,” he says.

      Olivia downs her drink and waves off. “That’s all right. I’ll stay back. This little kitty needs some sack time.” She rises from her chair and waves good night.

      “Then I’m in,” I say as nonchalantly as I can.

      “Fantastic,” he says with a clap. “Warning: The terrain gets a little choppy, but it opens up to a stunning view of the cove.”

      “Sounds great to me.”

      Eric and I stroll to the front of the house while Olivia retires for the evening. A crisp autumn breeze off the lake chills me as we reach a clump of wild, dark, overgrown vegetation. The crickets scream louder, as if they’re warning us.

      “Are you sure this is a path? It looks more like the remains of a path to me,” I ask.

      “Admittedly, I need to do some grooming, but trust me. Once you get past this narrow part, it opens up.”

      I look at him sideways. “If you say so.”

      We hack our way through the tangled brush, and my initial discomfort gives way to the beauty of the forest under starlight. The air carries the scent of a distant campfire and pine. As we crunch through the woods, my boot catches, and Eric grabs my hand. I feel an unspoken bond with him, as if we were two explorers charting unknown territory. After a couple of minutes of walking, the brush opens up and a soft, leafy path emerges. He releases my hand, and we stroll side by side, enjoying the silence.

      I want to enjoy the moment, but questions keep nagging at me. The ghost. The note on the door. Heathcliff.

      “Did you ever hear from the vet?” I ask.

      “Funny you should ask. I heard from her today,” says Eric. His neck is bent, and he says it more to the ground than to me.

      I slacken my pace. “Really. What did she say?”

      He slows to match me and keeps his eyes pointed downward. “She said that she found grape skins in his gut, and that’s likely what killed him.” His gaze flickers to me, then to the lake.

      “Oh,” I say, my pitch rising. My mind flashes to the plate of grapes I found in the girls’ room, their mention of the “ghost” killing Heathcliff.

      “What?”

      “Nothing. I was just surprised,” I lie.

      He tilts his head. “Charlotte, I heard the tone of that ‘oh.’ Spill the beans.”

      “Okay, but it’s probably nothing. And you can’t tell the girls I told you, because they’re still getting to know me.”

      “Word of honor. Now tell me.”

      “After we found Heathcliff dead, you remember, Laelynn asked me to go upstairs and watch the girls.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Well, when I went to their room, I found grapes on their desk. So I asked the girls about it, and they reacted a little…odd.”

      “Odd? Like what?”

      “I can’t really put my finger on it, but it just stuck with me.”

      He straightens up. “Are you saying the girls fed grapes to Heathcliff?”

      In my mind I think, “yes,” but I’m not about to tell their father that. “No. But I thought they might know something.”

      He frowns. “That doesn’t seem like much.”

      “No, it doesn’t. And that’s why I kept my mouth shut. But then, today at the fair, they said something strange that made me question it.”

      “What did they say?”

      “They said a ghost killed Heathcliff.”

      Eric resumes walking. “Hmm. A ghost?” Silence. A stroke of the chin. “I wouldn’t worry about it. It’s probably their imagination.”

      “Well, that’s the other thing. Last night I woke up to a strange crunching noise, and I swear I saw a girl outside my window.”

      Eric’s eyebrows scrunch. “Are you saying you think there’s a ghost on Big Island?”

      “No. I’m not sure exactly what I’m saying. It just freaked me out.”

      Eric nods and kicks at the leaves as he walks. “It’s probably my fault. I tell them ghost stories around the fire sometimes. They were probably playing ghosts and left the plate on the floor, and Heathcliff got to it, and they didn’t want us to be mad at them. I’ll talk to them about it.”

      I stay silent, confident that that is definitely not what happened to Heathcliff but not wanting to rock the boat any further.

      Eric puts a hand on my shoulder and looks into my eyes. “Thanks for telling me, Charlotte. Probably wasn’t the easiest thing to bring up.”

      I put my hand on his hand. “Anytime.”

      Around the bend, the trees part to reveal Vivek’s house. The sight jars me. A sudden tremor in the night’s calm. Vivek and his wife sit around a firepit, drinks in hand, with an older woman whose face I know too well. There, as promised, is my mother, holding court, her gestures strident but composed. Though I can’t see every detail, Vivek’s crossed arms and slumped posture betray his discomfort. I wonder what his wife is hearing, and a blush creeps over my cheeks.

      Eric notices my halt.

      “What is it?” he asks.

      I point. “That’s Vivek. And my mother haranguing him.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t know his house was right here. Or I wouldn’t have taken us.”

      “No, it’s fine. I just—” My voice falters as memories crest in my mind. I turn away.

      “What?”

      I hesitate to bring more chaos into Eric’s life than I already have. Then it just spills out. “He assaulted me yesterday.”

      His eyes pop. “When you saw him on your walk yesterday?”

      “Yes.”

      “That motherf—” Eric strides toward the house, his chest out. “I don’t even know this asshole, and I’ve had it with him. What this guy needs is a good old-fashioned ass-kicking.”

      I grab him by the arm, feeling the firm muscle beneath his jacket. “No. It’s fine. I’ve taken care of it. He won’t do it again. And once my mom’s done with him, he really won’t do it again.”

      He stares at me, face red and lungs heaving.

      “I promise,” I say.

      His shoulders drop and his fists loosen. “Okay, if you’re sure.”

      I release my grip and pat his chest. “I’m sure.”

      A gust of frigid wind sends a chill through me. Eric slips off his fleece and drapes it over my shoulders.

      “Thanks, but I’m fine,” I say, though the warmth is welcome.

      He tightens the jacket around me, drawing us closer. “If you won’t let me give Vivek a taste of his own medicine, at least let me do this.”

      I relent and allow myself to be pulled toward him. The moonlight catches his northern-light irises, and next thing I know, I’m swept up in the moment. I close my eyes and lean in to kiss him.

      I wait for his lips to meet mine, but it never comes.

      I feel his grip release.

      My eyes open.

      He steps back like he saw a snake. “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to give you the wrong impression.”

      Blood rushes to my face, and my heart sinks. “No, no, I’m sorry. I don’t know what I was thinking. The tequila and the moonlight. I just got a little caught up in it all. That was totally inappropriate.”

      The color of Eric’s face matches mine. “No, it’s fine. You’re stunning. I just, Laelynn—”

      I wave him off, my eyes lasered on the ground. “Please stop. You’re making it worse.”

      He chuckles, deep and soft, easing the tension, and puts a hand on my back. “Here. Why don’t we head back to the house and pretend this never happened?”

      I laugh and brush the hair out of my face. “Sounds good.” I start to take off his jacket, but he pats me on the shoulder.

      “Keep it.”

      We walk home in silence. The embarrassment is so thick I feel like I’m walking against a stiff breeze. It takes everything in me not to jump into the lake and swim to town. Eric handles it with his typical class, chattering about various constellations as we stroll.

      When we arrive at the house, his chatter dies. Hanging on the front door is another note secured with a rusty old nail. The same lined yellow legal paper snaps in the wind. I look at Eric, whose head sags when he sees it.

      I catch a figure running into the underbrush. Heavy and halting. It looks like Russ Neuman, but I can’t be sure.

      “Goddamn it,” he mutters under his breath. He storms toward the front door, and I jog to keep up with him. The crickets heighten their chirps as if they are feeding off Eric’s anger.

      He snatches the note and reads it. I peer over his shoulder.

      In the same crooked, deranged, immature handwriting, the note says:

      
        PIGS GET FED

        HOGS GET SLAUGHTERED

      

      With every word I read, I feel my chest cinching. I search his face for shared dread, but he just clenches his jaw and shoves the note into his pocket.

      “What are you going to do?” I ask, my voice coated with urgency.

      He raises an eyebrow and glares. “I’m not going to do anything. This is a stupid prank by a lonely old man with too much time on his hands.”

      “But you said you’d call the police? How can you be certain it’s Russ? It could be a psychopathic stranger.”

      He rolls his eyes. “You sound like Laelynn.” The ultimate insult. “The police have better things to do with their time. I don’t want to involve them in this. Besides, she already reported this, and you see where that’s gotten us.” He opens the door, lowering his voice. “Now, I’m going to bed. It’s been a long night.”

      I follow him inside and whisper, “I just think it—”

      “Good night, Charlotte.” His voice carries an edge I haven’t heard before. I watch him take the stairs up to his room.

      “Good night.”

      I shut the guest room door behind me and soak in what just transpired. I notice my hands are shaking. None of this makes sense. Why won’t Eric call the police? Russ Neuman, or whoever is leaving these notes, is definitely not just playing pranks. But Eric was so insistent that we not involve the cops. Why? What is he hiding? I look up at the beams of the old house running along the ceiling and think of Marjorie Neuman.

      But that’s not what’s shaking me. I saw something in Eric tonight. An anger. Something I saw in my dad on those nights when alcohol seized him.

      As I drift off, the warning lingers in my mind:

      You should leave our dad alone. Or the ghost will get you too.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 34

      
      September 3

      Thunder shatters my sleep. I flinch and snatch the covers close, hands clenched and body slick with sweat. My skull throbs. My neck and shoulders ache. There’s blood on my lip. The memory of a nightmare dissolves in my mind before I can grab it. Vivek. A girl. The one from outside my window? Clouded light streams through fogged glass, telling me it’s morning. Still, the knot in my chest remains.

      The scent of fresh-brewed coffee slips under my door. I hear Eric’s baritone and Emma’s and Penelope’s laughter over the steady rain. The knot loosens, and I smile to myself. I feel like a mom whose husband has given her a few extra hours of sleep. I let the nightmare go, and for a moment, I picture myself being part of a complete family again.

      But the peace doesn’t last.

      As I step into the shower, the pounding in my head resumes, and sickness grips my stomach. The same sensation as the other morning—that I did something horrible last night. Then I remember…Eric. I tried to kiss Eric. The steaming hot water rolls down my back, and I turn it hotter, half punishing myself, half disinfecting myself from my recklessness. Laelynn deserves better from me.

      I change into joggers and a Winthrop sweatshirt and prepare myself to face the music. As I walk into the living room, I glance out the floor-to-ceiling windows into the abyss. Charcoal clouds cloak the sky, and a thick mist rises off the water. Thunder rumbles in the background, low and steady, like an animal’s growl.

      Then I catch movement in the water. I squint my eyes, thinking it must be a fish or an animal, but it’s Olivia. She’s swimming in the fog, her toned arms lazily backstroking through the water, having the time of her life. Typical Olivia. You could drop her into hell, and she’d fire up the barbecue. I smile to myself, thankful I’ve found her again.

      “Good morning,” says Eric, spotting me from the kitchen. He stands over a griddle, spatula in hand, flipping pancakes. He’s wearing another of his joke aprons. This one says I like you a latte. Just when I think the puns can’t get any worse.

      Emma and Penelope stand on either side of him, overseeing the process. From the flour on their faces and blueberry stains on their hands, it’s clear they’ve been the sous chefs this morning.

      I wave sheepishly, my face tingling.

      Emma and Penelope say, “Good morning, Charlotte,” simultaneously and wave, then give me a hug, their tiny arms wrapping around my waist. My chest softens. Maybe they’re finally warming up. Or they’re just missing their mom. Eric beams at them.

      “We’ve got blueberry pancakes today,” says Eric. “Emma’s favorite.” He drops a couple of pancakes onto the dishes sitting next to the griddle. “All right, girls, time for a taste test. Did Dad crush it, or did he crush it?”

      Emma nods and carves off a piece of pancake bigger than her mouth. She throws her dad a thumbs-up. I notice his mouth curve upward, like he’s been breathlessly waiting for the verdict. I pour myself a cup of coffee, take a swig to stop the throbbing, and do a half-assed version of my stretching routine.

      The perfume of warm blueberries and maple syrup sends my stomach gurgling.

      “Mmm. I love blueberry pancakes,” I say as I tidy up the chaos Eric has left in his wake. “Penelope, what’s your favorite?”

      “Apple-cinnamon.”

      Of course, the queen must have unusual pancakes. “Apple-cinnamon? I’ve never had apple-cinnamon.”

      “You’ve never had apple-cinnamon,” says Eric with an exaggerated voice. First Juicy Lucys and now this? “Well, we’ll have to cook those tomorrow.” He throws some more pancakes onto the girls’ plates, and they walk them over to the kitchen table. I pour them orange juice, just like Laelynn used to do.

      “That’s not enough juice,” says Penelope to me as she pours syrup on her pancakes. “Mom pours it to the top line.” The warmth was nice while it lasted.

      “Pen, be nice,” says Eric, filling my plate and his own with pancakes.

      I thank him and wave it off as we join the girls at the kitchen table, not wanting to start another fight. Eric undoes his apron and tosses it on a stool. For a moment, the four of us look like one big happy family. As I douse my pancakes with syrup, I look at him. “Hey, about last night.”

      Now it’s his turn to wave me off. “Don’t give it a second thought. I’ve already forgotten about it, and you should too.”

      “Well, I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be.” His eyes dart to the girls.

      “What are you guys talking about?” asks Penelope, smelling blood in the water. She runs her pointer finger along the beauty mark on her left cheek, reminding me of Laelynn. Emma munches her pancake and observes as if she’s storing the memory for later.

      “Nothing, honey,” says Eric, chomping on a piece of bacon. Somehow, his meal is almost halfway gone. He clears his throat and turns to me. “Have you heard from Laelynn, by any chance?”

      “No, why?”

      His forehead creases. “She didn’t call you or anything while I was out?”

      “No.”

      “Hmm.” He takes a bite of his pancake and chews, his eyes searching the lake. “It’s strange. I haven’t heard from her since she left, which isn’t that odd because she’s out in the middle of nowhere. But usually she’ll call me from the launch site to let me know she made it safely.”

      A prickle runs up my spine. A sixth sense tells me something’s wrong. Where is Laelynn? Why hasn’t she called the girls? What mother vanishes like this? Especially after our discussion of the girls and the grapes last night. “Huh. No, I haven’t heard from her. I’ve been having some trouble with some of my texts, though, so it could just be the spotty cell service.”

      He swallows a piece of pancake but seems to swallow more than just food. “By the way, you were right last night. I’m going to call the police. Honestly, I’m surprised they haven’t stopped by yet. Normally, when Laelynn cracks the whip, people move.” Something outside catches his gaze. He drops his fork and pauses. “Speak…of…the…devil.”

      I turn my head and spot two police boats roaring through the rain around the point and turning hard left toward the Parkers’ house. The peace of our idyllic breakfast cracks. This isn’t a courtesy call to placate a worried housewife. Lights flash and boats knife through the water like the house is on fire.

      The cops pull up to the dock. A short, round man with tan skin, black hair, and a pyramid mustache emerges from the boat in a striped dress shirt and navy-blue slacks. Two tall, meaty-looking officers in uniform trail behind him. They march up the lawn toward the back patio, black umbrellas over them like shields, grim expressions tattooed on their faces. My stomach wobbles. Why are they here? Why now? I search the lake for Olivia, thinking it would be good to have her by my side, but she’s gone.

      Eric’s cell phone rings. He and I glance at each other. Laelynn. He rises from his chair and answers. “Hello,” he says, pacing. “Oh, hi, Carol. What’s that? Yeah, I can hear you now.” His face drains of color. “Oh my God. How? That’s awful.”

      I run over to him to see if I can hear anything.

      “Uh-huh. Uh-huh. Well, thanks for calling. Okay, have a safe trip home. Yes. I will. Be safe.”

      This isn’t about Heathcliff. This isn’t about threatening notes.

      He hangs up the phone. His eyes shift to the girls, too focused on their pancakes to notice. He whispers, “Vivek and Freida Adwani were murdered last night. Killed with an axe.”

      I freeze. My mouth open. Vivek and his wife were murdered? My mind captured by the image of Freida and Vivek, bloodied and butchered in their bed. Eyes dead. Like Heathcliff’s eyes.

      How could this be? Eric and I saw them last night. I raise my hand to my mouth. Our eyes meet, and I realize we’re both thinking the same thing: My mom visited Vivek and Freida last night.

      A rap at the door. The police.

      Eric squeezes my arm. “You stay with the girls, and I’ll talk to them.”

      While he stands outside to greet the officers, Emma and Penelope squirrel in their chairs, trying to glimpse the unscheduled visitors. “Why are the police here?” asks Penelope, ever the curious one. “Did you do something wrong?” she says, as if nothing would please her more than to see me carted off to jail. “Off with their heads,” I can picture her shouting.

      “I don’t know why they’re here. Probably just checking in with everybody to make sure we’re safe.” Penelope looks at Emma, and the two share skeptical looks concerning the veracity of my statement. After a beat, they decide they’re satisfied and return their attention to the pancakes.

      I keep my head forward but glance outside through my peripheral vision so as not to raise more interest from the girls. The lake is glass. Olivia’s definitely no longer swimming. Where did she go? And why is she hiding?

      I peek outside. Eric nods to the detective. He turns and gestures toward me, his face grim. I swallow, my throat cotton. Why do they want to talk to me?

      The plainclothes detective points in my direction and gestures toward the patio. I glance over my shoulder, hoping, absurdly, that Olivia’s behind me and he means her. But she’s nowhere in sight. I point to myself, questioning, and he gives a single nod.

      “I’ll be back in a minute,” I say to the girls and march toward the back patio. My insides feel hollow as I walk, as though the lightest breeze could tip me over. Eric holds the door open, his face ashen. The scent of the chrysanthemums hits me. But today it’s different. Like flowers at a funeral.

      “Charlotte, this is Detective Gonzalez from the Hennepin County Sheriff’s Office.”

      Gonzalez nods and extends a thick hand but says nothing.

      “I’d like to ask you a few questions, if that’s all right,” he says.

      “Of course.”

      He gestures to the couch and chairs at the north end of the patio. The other officers take Eric inside. Rain clinks against the patio roof, and the stench of worms wafts up from the grass. Suddenly, I feel very alone. As I sit on the couch, my mind races with questions. When did they die? Is my mom a suspect? Am I a suspect? I think of me and Vivek struggling in the woods. The scratches on his face, bruises on his skull. All from me. Then I think of the scratches on my arms. I pull my sleeves down and clasp my hands tight to prevent from shaking.

      Gonzalez sits forward in his chair and gives me a closed-lip smile. His round cheeks press up into kind brown eyes. A tiny paunch hangs over his thin leather belt. He places a small recorder on the table and explains that I’m not under arrest, that I’m free to leave at any time. Somehow, it doesn’t feel that way. He starts with the basics, asking me my name and address, how long I’ve been here, whether there are any cameras on the house, et cetera. His voice is higher than I’d expect, his tone warm and curious, like a friend asking about your day. Then, he dives into the meat of the interview.

      “How well did you know the Adwanis?”

      Sweat beads in my underarms as I realize where this line of questioning is heading. A series of paths leading to a single implication: my involvement in this. If not in this interview, soon enough. Do I spill the beans or play it close to the vest? Normally, I’m the one asking the questions.

      “I’ve known Vivek for about five years. We worked together at Winthrop and Company. Freida, I just met two days ago.”

      His eyes brighten. “You worked with Mr. Adwani for five years?”

      “Yes.”

      “Would you say you knew him well?”

      Memories of Vivek flash through my mind like a strobe. Late nights at a whiteboard. His hotel room. Moments I’ve forgotten. I search Gonzalez’s eyes. Do I tell him the truth? No, if I tell him the truth, I’m never going home.

      “Yes. I knew him well. We worked on a number of projects together.”

      “Did he have any enemies at work? Anyone who might want to harm him?”

      I stiffen in my chair at the question. “No. Obviously, it’s a competitive workplace, so there were people gunning for him, but no one who would want to harm him.”

      “Did you know he owned a home here?”

      “No, it was just a coincidence.” At least, I think it was. Maybe I did know. He said he had told me. Why was he really here?

      “Huh.” His eyes linger, and I can tell he’s replaying my statements in his mind, debating how much to press.

      “You mentioned you met his wife two days ago. How did that happen?”

      “I was canoeing and saw them out in front of their house, so I stopped and said hello.”

      “I see. Did you notice anything unusual?”

      “Unusual?” You mean besides the marks on his face?

      “Yeah, unusual. Unfamiliar people or vehicles. Any strange interactions? Disputes?” As he asks, the detective’s eyes crinkle with empathy. He’s a kind man.

      “No.”

      He nods but holds my gaze. He sees something in my eyes I don’t want him to see.

      “I’d like to ask you about the day of the crime. Did you see or hear from them yesterday?”

      “Yes.”

      “Can you tell me about that?”

      “Sure. Eric and I went for a walk after dinner along the trail that runs along the shore, and we saw them outside having drinks around the fire.”

      “What time was that?”

      “I’m not sure exactly, but roughly around ten p.m.”

      “Did you speak to them?”

      “No, we turned around and went home.”

      “Was there anyone else with them?”

      My head throbs as I picture my mother with Vivek and Freida. Her voice raised, finger pointing in his face. I consider saying no, but lying will only make it worse.

      “Yes, actually, my mother was with them.”

      His eyebrows jump to his hairline. “Your mother?”

      “Yes.”

      He slides forward in his chair and leans closer to me, so that our faces are inches apart. “Was she friends with the Adwanis?”

      “No, she was there on business.”

      “What kind of business?”

      “It’s a long story.”

      “I’ve got time.” He smiles but holds the smile like a pistol.

      I chew on my lips as I calculate whether there’s any way to explain this that doesn’t look terrible for me or my mom. I consider whether I should ask for a lawyer, but I remind myself that I have nothing to hide. Do I? No. Vivek is the villain, not me.

      “Vivek sexually harassed me at work and then assaulted me here.” The words spill out, a dam breaking, and I feel my chest freeing.

      “He assaulted you?” His voice rises even higher, and he leans back to give me space.

      “Yes.”

      “Can you be more specific?”

      I recount the story to Gonzalez, who looks like he’s doing everything he can to contain his excitement at this treasure trove of information I’m dropping on him.

      After I’m done, he taps his notebook. “Your mother went to the Adwanis last night, ostensibly to tell him to leave you alone?”

      “That’s correct.”

      “I’ll need her contact information.”

      I give him her name, phone number, and email.

      He hands me his business card. “We will reach out to her, but if you speak to her in the meantime, please tell her to call me.” He holds my gaze to communicate that this is not a request; it’s an order.

      “Is Mrs. Parker here?”

      “No, she’s on a canoe trip in the Boundary Waters.”

      “Do you have her contact information?”

      “Well, yes. But there’s no service up there.”

      “So, you can’t be sure she’s in the Boundary Waters?”

      “I guess not. But she said she was going there.”

      “Have you spoken to her recently?”

      “Well, no.”

      A pause. “I see.” Two crevices form between his eyebrows. “Have you ever been to Big Island before, Ms. Hoffman?”

      “No.”

      “Ever heard the name Marjorie Neuman?”

      “No,” I lie, not wanting to be dragged in any deeper than I already am.

      He stands up from his chair and extends his hand. “Well, thank you very much for your time, Ms. Hoffman. If you have any more relevant information, please don’t hesitate to reach out.”

      “I won’t.”

      “I’m going to speak with Mr. Parker and the little ones inside now. Please stay outside the room, but otherwise, go about your day.”

      “Okay, thanks.” He lumbers inside, and I stand on the patio watching the rain and trying to grasp the fact that Vivek is dead. I think of what Eric said. Killed with an axe. My eyes flash to the Parkers’ woodpile, and my head goes dizzy.

      The axe is missing.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 35

      
      I step into the house, keeping my movements measured, controlled. The air is thick with tension. The cops sit at the kitchen table, questioning the girls, while Eric watches, his face a cipher. The twins seem to delight in the attention. Gonzalez asks them, “Did you girls see anything unusual last night?” I’d love to stick around for the answer, but the thought of another moment under the detective’s watchful eye makes my stomach churn.

      I reach the hallway that leads to my room. Eric’s office sits across the way. I remember what the fortune teller told me. The past haunts your future. Is this what she meant?

      What am I talking about? I’m analyzing the ramblings of an antique.

      Pigs get fed. Hogs get slaughtered.

      I slip into my room, easing the door closed behind me. My window slides open, and I take a deep breath of the fresh forest air, oak, and lilac. A horsefly slams against the screen, frantic, its wings buzzing. I stare at it, thinking of the flies that swarmed Heathcliff’s corpse, now feasting on what’s left of Vivek’s and Freida’s. The grim image sticks in my throat.

      I picture the two of them. Their bodies gashed with axe wounds, eyes blank, blood pooling around their corpses. Deep in the recesses of my mind, a voice whispers, somehow, someway, this is my fault.

      I pace the room, floorboards groaning beneath my feet. I straighten a tilted picture frame, count the sailboats running along the wallpaper as I try to grasp what the hell is happening. Seventy-four sailboats on the left wall. Forty-eight on the one behind the bed.

      It all seems so surreal. Vivek and Freida are dead, and someone butchered them with an axe. Now the axe—which I’m positive was wedged in the butcher’s block when I got here—is missing.

      My mind flips through possibilities like a deck of cards.

      The notes on the doors.

      Is whoever left them making good on their threat?

      Eric’s face bursting with rage when I told him about Vivek.

      Olivia maliciously encouraging me to take matters into my own hands.

      Russ Neuman greedily wanting the island to himself.

      Carlos trying to be my hero?

      Even my mother, eyes blazing as she eviscerated Vivek and his wife with words.

      And where is Laelynn?

      With each thought, my pacing accelerates. Each possibility, however remote, feels chillingly plausible.

      “You doin’ okay?” Olivia asks in a hushed tone as she materializes in my room. She taps her head to knock the excess water out of her ears.

      “Where have you been?” I ask. The words burst out, sharp and accusatory.

      “Shh,” she says, her gaze blistering. She checks behind her. “I don’t want the cops to know I’m here.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because then they’ll ask me questions.”

      “And?”

      “And I don’t want to talk to them, okay?” She turns away, tugging at a loose curl and watching herself in the dressing table mirror. She smiles, her round cheeks shining, and checks her paper-white teeth, running her tongue along the surface.

      I step closer, voice dropping to a whisper. “Are you involved in this?”

      “No, don’t be ridiculous,” she says, leaning into the mirror and tapping her cheekbones, pouting her lips. “But I can’t say I’m mourning them.”

      “Jesus, Liv. Two people died.”

      She snaps around, cheeks flushing. “CharBar, that guy assaulted you! And I’m sure you’re not the only woman he’s ever assaulted. And his wife is no better. She’s turned a blind eye to whatever he’s been up to. I won’t shed a tear for them.” A vein rises on her forehead, just like her mother’s. I notice a rage in her that was never present as a child. The room suddenly feels smaller. The horsefly slams against the screen, as stubborn as Olivia.

      “Fine. But doesn’t it freak you out even a little that there’s a murderer on the island? That we could be next?”

      Her eyes narrow as she eases into the guest chair and throws her legs up on the ottoman. “I haven’t been sexually assaulting anyone lately. Have you?”

      I slap the windowsill to shake the horsefly loose. Part of me hopes it will shake Olivia as well. “How can you be so glib?”

      She runs her hand through her hair as though she’s discussing where to go for dinner. For the first time, I wonder if she’s still the girl I grew up with. “I don’t understand why you’re freaking out,” she says.

      “You don’t understand why I’m freaking out? How are you not freaking out? I knew Vivek. At one time, I liked Vivek. He was a creep, but he didn’t deserve this. Not only that, but think about how this looks for me. I’m the only one here who knew him. You should have seen the detective’s eyes light up when I said we worked together. Your dad and I were fifty feet from their house last night. Once the police have more time to investigate, I’m suspect number one.”

      “Okay, so the optics aren’t great for you. So what? Your mom will get you one of her high-priced attorneys, and everything will be fine.”

      “My mom? My mom’s got her own problems. She was at the Adwanis’ house last night. She was the last known person to see them alive.”

      “Shit. I forgot about that. You don’t think she—? No, what am I saying?” Olivia’s left eye twitches, and I spot a crack in her carefree facade. She fiddles with her necklace. “Have you talked to her?”

      “Not yet.”

      “You should call her. Knowing your mom, she’ll have a five-point plan laid out already.” Her face brightens. “You’ll be fine. We’ll be on the lake laughing about this in no time.”

      “So that’s what you’re thinking? That we can just keep on vacationing like nothing happened? I think I need to go, Liv.”

      She clutches her necklace. “Look, I get it. But I’m pretty sure my dad isn’t going to leave, and I’m not going to leave him. We’re a package deal. And given what we’ve been through together, I would hope you wouldn’t either.”

      Her words hang like a threat.

      She continues. “Plus, how will it look to the cops if, right after they visit, you skip town? You might as well hang a sign around your head saying, ‘I swung the axe.’”

      My mind flickers to the empty chopping block. “Liv, do you know what happened to the axe?” I ask, evaluating her expression as the words tumble from my mouth.

      Her eyebrows pinch. “Axe? What axe?”

      “When I arrived, an axe was wedged in the chopping block by the woodpile. Now it’s gone.”

      She tugs her hair behind her ear, and her eyes shift. “No, I don’t. Why? You think it’s the axe that killed Vivek and his wife?”

      “It seems a little coincidental, doesn’t it?”

      Olivia nods warily. “Dad might have put it in the toolshed to keep it dry?”

      I picture the toolshed tucked on the side of the house, right by where Laelynn found Heathcliff. “Yeah, that’s probably—”

      She raises a finger to her mouth to shush me. We hear Eric saying goodbye to Detective Gonzalez and company.

      Olivia sighs, and she flashes that mischievous smile.

      “Now that our friends from the police are gone. I’m going to take a hot shower, ’cuz I’m freezing.” She gives me a long hug, squeezing the oxygen from my lungs, per usual. I inhale the tropical scent of her hair and bask in the buttery soft skin of her cheeks. “You’ll stay?”

      “I’ll stay.”

      “We can talk more later. But trust me, everything is going to be fine. Call your mother.”

      I nod. “I will.”

      She disappears, and once again, I’m left alone with my thoughts. My mind returns to my mother. To the look on her face as she lambasted Vivek and his wife. The suspicion carves a path through my mind: Could she? Is she even strong enough to butcher someone with an axe? I pull out my phone to call her.

      But before I can, it rings. It’s her, as if she can read my mind.

      “Hi, Mom,” I say. My voice falters.

      “What hap…d?” She asks, the line cracking. She sounds less like a concerned mother and more like a businesswoman with a problem to be solved. An engine roars in the background, and wind whips through the receiver.

      “Mom, I can barely hear you. How did you know something happened?”

      “The police…” The call breaks. “Questions…about Vivek and Freida… ‘An incident’?”

      I step outside to catch a stronger signal. “Someone murdered them last night.”

      The line goes quiet. “…God.”

      “Yeah, it’s awful.” A lump forms in my throat. “What did you tell the police?”

      “I’ll…I’ll get there.”

      “Here? You’re coming to the Parkers’?”

      “Y…thirty minutes. In the meantime…don’t say…word to the police. I’ve called Tom Kim.”

      “Our family attorney?” Why would she call him? She has nothing to hide. Unless… “Okay. I’ll wait for you on the patio.”

      A buzz.

      Before I hang up, I have to ask her. “Mom, is everything all right?”

      “Everything’s…sweetheart. E…going to be fine.”

      The words I can hear are sweet and calming, but underneath them, lurking in the static, is a simple promise: Everything will not be fine.

      I hang up the phone, head inside, and sink into my bed.

      I watch the fan spin, casting shadows on the ceiling. It reminds me of this island, turning everyone here into shadows of themselves, magnifying the worst qualities in everyone. Laelynn’s protectiveness. Olivia’s immaturity. Russ Neuman’s eccentricity. Carlos’s impulsiveness. Eric’s naivete. My paranoia.

      It feels as though Vivek and Freida’s murder was less a shocking spurt of violence and more the inevitable conclusion to something that’s been simmering on this lonely rock for ages. And the longer I stay here, the more likely I am to fall victim to that same inevitability.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 36

      
      Precisely thirty minutes later, a boat roars up to the Parkers’ dock. My mother stands at the bow, like a commander landing on foreign soil. A bank of oily clouds hovers behind her like a waiting army, thunder in the distance like war cries. She wears a navy-blue pinstriped pantsuit with an orange polka-dot scarf tied in her hair and white-framed sunglasses. Her chin is high; her jaw is set. There is work to do.

      I jog down the Parkers’ lawn and hug her as she steps off the boat, her tan heels clicking against the planks. A breath of her familiar perfume—black currant and hazelnut—almost breaks me.

      She pays the boat taxi driver, and he reverses and drives back to town. The wind howls, and static runs through the air. I wonder if we should have been on that boat with him.

      Mom drops her purse on the dock and removes her sunglasses, her eyes glassy. She places both hands on my shoulders. I expect her to pull me into a hug, but she just stares, inspecting me like she’s reading a stock chart. It’s the same old trick she’s used since I was a kid. She’s searching for something, but I’m not sure what. I meet her stare, wondering what she’s hiding.

      After a beat, she finds whatever she was looking for and releases me. She slips off her heels and walks barefoot up the lawn to the patio.

      “Are the Parkers inside?” she asks, her voice crisp and precise.

      I nod.

      “Okay then. Why don’t we sit on the patio and talk?”

      We take seats at the far end, the same spot where Detective Gonzalez interviewed me, so we’re out of earshot of anyone in the kitchen. She sighs and removes the scarf from her hair, wrapping it around her right hand like a tourniquet. My heart flutters in my chest as I wait for her to speak, half fearing a confession. But she doesn’t confess; instead, she interrogates.

      “What did you tell Detective Gonzalez?”

      Her question lands like a slap. I fold my arms across my chest and lean back in my seat. “I told him the truth.”

      “Which is?”

      “Vivek and I were colleagues. The last time I saw him was when Eric and I took a walk yesterday evening. And we saw you meeting with them to discuss…business.”

      She closes her eyes and massages her eyelids. “Jesus.”

      “Mom. I didn’t have a choice. They were going to find out anyway. If I lied to them, they’d think you killed them.” As I speak, my eyes drift to the lake. A boat lazily bobs in the water. A man with a fishing pole. Who goes fishing at this time in this weather?

      “What were you doing going for a walk alone with Eric at night?” asks my mom.

      I feel my cheeks warm. “It wasn’t anything inappropriate. It was a beautiful night, and he asked if I wanted to join him. So I did.”

      She tilts her head. “Is there something going on between the two of you?”

      “No.”

      Sadly, no.

      My eyes return to the fisherman. His rod is in the water, but he’s ignoring it. He’s watching us. I’m reminded of the old saying: The murderer always returns to the scene of the crime. My mother ignores him.

      “And you two saw me? With them?”

      Now it’s my turn to do the interrogating. “Yes, you were outside with Vivek and Freida. It looked pretty heated. What did you say to them?”

      She waves her hand as though I’ve asked her a trifling question. “I told Vivek he had a choice: quit Winthrop, take responsibility, or face the consequences.” Her lips thin.

      “What did he say?”

      “He said you were stalking him. That he was the victim.” Her eyes flick toward me, waiting to see if I’ll flinch.

      I scoff and ignore her implication, picturing Vivek, the sorcerer, weaving one last spell before he died. “And then?”

      “And then I left.”

      “What time was that?”

      “Around ten thirty.”

      I search her face for any deception. The flicker of an eyelid. The flash of a pupil. Bite of a lip. But she holds my gaze. She’s telling the truth. Or at least I think she is. I’ve been wrong about my mother before. I release a breath but then stiffen.

      “You swear you had nothing to do with this?”

      She rolls her eyes and sighs. “Please, dear. Don’t insult me.”

      “So, why were you so quick to call Tom Kim? You have to admit, calling an attorney at the drop of a hat doesn’t scream innocence.”

      She undoes the tourniquet and slides the scarf back and forth through her hands. Her lip quivers. “Because of you, dear. You worked with Vivek. You had a history. You’re staying a few hundred yards from where he died. And…given your history with your father—”

      The words cut. I’d braced for suspicion from the outside world. But hearing it from her?

      I think of the axe missing from the toolshed. The toolshed attached to the house I’m staying in. I say I went to bed, but can I prove that?

      My mom purses her lips and nods at me as if she can see what I’m thinking. “That is why I called Tom Kim.” Her voice softens. “We have to be smart.”

      “We have to be smart? Mom, you’re acting like this is my fault. I told you not to talk to the Adwanis. If you hadn’t stuck your nose in my business, we wouldn’t even be in this mess. Has it occurred to you I’m a grown woman and can take care of myself?”

      My mom’s face turns to fire. Her eyes squint, and she points a narrow, bony finger at me. Her refined Boston accent drops, revealing the tough girl who grew up in Southie. “The only reason you are where you are in life is because I stuck my nose in your business. You have no idea what it’s like to grow up with a mother who doesn’t give a shit whether you’re coming or going. Be grateful for what you have. God only knows where you’d be if it weren’t for me.”

      “So, this is how it’s going to be for the rest of my life? You’re just going to solve every one of my problems?”

      “If I have to, yes. Now, will you let me help you?”

      I rise from my chair and walk over to the porch railing, placing my hands on the cool wood. The lake sways, reflecting an endless gray sky. It makes me feel small, like I’m trapped in a snow globe. Like there’s a giant world out there swirling around without me, and I’m helpless, stuck inside.

      I watch the fisherman. There is something familiar in his slouch. I squint harder, and that’s when I see it. The plume of pipe smoke.

      It’s Russ Neuman.

      He’s watching us.

      I need to tell Gonzalez about him. About the notes. But I can’t do this alone.

      I turn to my mom. “Okay. I’m in. What’s your plan?”

      She joins me at the railing and stares out at the lake. “Today? Nothing. I want you to stay in the house, to lie low. Don’t talk to anyone about the Adwanis. Not even the Parkers. Tomorrow, we’ll sit down with Tom and tell him our side of the story and let him run with it.”

      A light drizzle begins. I extend my hand into the rain. “That makes sense. I can do that.”

      “Good.” She turns to me. “But there’s one more thing.”

      “Anything.”

      “Stay away from Eric.”

      I meet her eyes. “Why?”

      She hesitates. Then, too quickly: “I don’t trust him.”

      A beat of silence, the rain dancing across the roof.

      “Or maybe,” I say quietly, “you don’t trust me?”

      She doesn’t answer.

      And that tells me everything I need to know.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 37

      
      That evening, after my mother has gone home to plot and scheme, the Parkers and I enjoy a long, silent, awkward meal. After dinner, I run outside to retrieve wood for the fire. As I step onto the deck, the dense, dewy air presses against my skin, electric with an impending storm. Overhead, dark clouds churn, swallowing the last breaths of daylight. A low rumble rolls across the sky, distant but growing. The deluge is coming.

      I scan the yard to ensure no one’s out there. But it’s just me, the mist, and the whining wind. I jog through the light sprinkle to the woodpile and work fast, my head on a swivel, stacking split logs under a tarp into the wheelbarrow. The scent of freshly cut wood clings to my fingers. As I’m loading up the mix of oak and birch, my gaze snags on the chopping block. The axe is still missing.

      I search the ground in the fading light, sift through the pile, circle the chopping block. Nothing. The more I search, the heavier the realization in my stomach. The Parkers’ missing axe is the same axe that killed the Adwanis.

      Whoever took it was here, watching…or is inside the house. I wonder if I’m in more danger in the yard or behind four walls.

      I think of Eric. The mysterious death of Marjorie Neuman. The flicker of rage when I told him about Vivek.

      I think of Olivia’s indifference at Vivek’s and Freida’s murders.

      The girls, their laughter ringing as they chased each other around the yard with croquet mallets. I shake my head. They’re too little. Then I remember what Olivia said. There’s probably a harmless explanation: Eric stored the axe in the toolshed so that the girls wouldn’t play with it.

      I push the wheelbarrow to the edge of the patio and lean it against the railing. The toolshed stands alone. I glance around to ensure no one is looking. Olivia plays with her phone, while Eric spreads a board game across the coffee table with the girls.

      I shuffle to the shed. A Master Lock hangs from a handle, but it’s unlocked. I listen for the sound of someone breathing, sniff for the scent of sweat, but there’s nothing. The door groans open.

      Like my bedroom closet used to.

      Inside, the air is stale with oil and rusted metal. It’s nearly pitch-black, but I see the outlines of various tools and machines. I grapple in the dark, half expecting my hand to stumble onto the murderer’s face, when I touch a string hanging from a light bulb. I yank the string, illuminating the shed neatly stocked with tools. A chainsaw hangs from the ceiling. Pliers from the walls. Innumerable instruments of torture. But there’s no axe. The axe is missing.

      Then something skitters across my foot.

      I leap, my heart jumping along with me. I throw myself back against the wall and search the floor. A mouse scurries into the corner, its tiny frame quivering. I exhale and place a hand on my chest, my heart thumping.

      Then a voice.

      “What are you doing?”

      I spin. Eric stands in the doorway, his expression pinched and wary. The sliver of moonlight cuts his face in half.

      “Oh, nothing. I was just looking for the axe. Have you seen it?”

      “The axe? Why? There’s plenty of firewood.” Suddenly, his tall, toned physique seems less attractive and more intimidating.

      “I thought it would be nice to chop up a few pieces to replace what I took.” The lie sounds flimsy even to me.

      “Huh,” he says, his eyes narrowing. “It’s not on the chopping block?”

      “Nope. I didn’t see it.” I pause and let the implication sink in.

      He scratches his whiskers. “Strange.” He thinks a beat, then his face eases. “Well, don’t worry about it now. We can search for it in the morning. The girls are champing at the bit to play Clue.”

      “Okay,” I say and step out of the toolshed. He scans the interior and then snaps off the light and slams the doors shut behind him. He locks the lock and spins the dial, like he does on every question that comes up in his life. Why won’t he face what’s happening? Eric’s the kind of guy who thinks everyone’s honest because he’s too rich and too oblivious to know he’s been robbed.

      Minutes later, the five of us gather in the living room around a roaring fire. A light scent of woodsmoke fills the room, and the logs snap and crack at steady intervals. Rain patters against the roof, and thunder rumbles overhead. Eric and I play Clue with Emma and Penelope, trying to create some sense of normalcy, while Olivia sits curled up on the overstuffed armchair, blowing oversize bubbles, watching the raindrops trickle down the floor-to-ceiling windows, seemingly lost in thought.

      I watch Emma and Penelope play the game, their tiny hands moving the colored pawns around the board, and I marvel. Their dog is dead, their neighbors have been murdered, and by looking at their faces—wide-eyed, intently focused on the game—you would think it was just another day. They even chew on grapes, triumphantly munching without a trace of irony on the snack that killed their dog.

      I glance at Eric. Does he see what I see in these girls? But he sits down beside me, hands me a glass of red wine, sips his, and watches them dotingly, a soft-yellow linen shirt draped on his tanned frame. He throws an arm onto the couch cushion behind me. He notices me staring at him and smiles a glowing white grin—the same as Olivia’s—but then catches himself and drops the smile. Laelynn’s only been gone a couple of days, but already I feel myself growing closer to him, the deaths on the island encircling us, shoving us together.

      As if sensing it, my phone buzzes. A text from Carlos. Sent at noon. A nice seven-hour delay.

      
        Hey, I heard a couple was murdered on Big Island last night. Is that true? I’m just checking to see if you’re okay. I hope it wasn’t someone you were close to. Btw, I decided to stay for a few days. Headed to Big Island with some friends the day after tomorrow. If you need an escape, you’re more than welcome to join. Be safe.

      

      I slam my phone down on my leg and clutch my thighs. Carlos knows about the murder already? And he’s coming to Big Island? I like how he says “friends.” Based on the looks of Kenzie, it will probably be a boat full of supermodels. Just what I need.

      Penelope points at me, jarring me from my thoughts. Her eyes narrow as she thrusts her finger forward. “You. You’re the killer.”

      The room goes silent. The burning wood clicks like the pendulum of a grandfather clock.

      “What?” I ask, my mind jumping to the Adwanis, Detective Gonzalez, and where his questions will lead.

      “You killed Colonel Mustard in the conservatory.”

      My gaze shoots to Olivia, who rolls her eyes and chortles at her sister’s enthusiasm. I sigh and return my attention to the game, scanning my playing cards to see if I have anything to disprove her accusation. I flash her a card, and Penelope’s lips twist in disappointment. Emma grins at her sister’s failure. I notice she’s always hanging back, waiting to pounce. Et tu, Brute?

      A bolt of lightning rips through the sky, casting light on the darkened room. A gunshot of thunder follows, rattling the house and vibrating the glass on the kitchen shelves. I flinch, nearly spilling my wineglass, but then quickly recover.

      “Jesus. I felt that one in my chest,” says Olivia.

      Eric raises an eyebrow, then hops up from the couch to stoke the fire. He throws in a piece of birch and stabs it with a poker. I watch the bright-orange ash simmer. Without turning around, he says to me, “Everything all right, Charlotte?”

      I cross my legs beneath me on the couch and straighten in my seat. “Yeah, why do you ask?”

      “You seem a little off, that’s all.”

      Olivia fires a look at her father. “Of course she’s a little off, Dad. Our dog is dead, someone murdered our neighbors, and the police are interrogating her. Not the best vacation.”

      I raise a hand to calm her. Emma and Penelope perk up like dogs on a hunt, sensing conflict is in the air.

      “Yeah, I can’t stop thinking about what happened to the Adwanis,” I say.

      Eric returns the poker to the stand and brushes the dust off his hands. He grabs his wine and sits sideways on the couch. He looks down at his glass and folds his lips inward, his dimples pointing downward like frowns. “I understand. It’s terrible what happened to them.”

      “It’s beyond terrible, Eric. It’s—” I steal a glance at the girls, but they’ve returned their focus to their Clue sheets. “Whoever did this could still be on the island.”

      He frowns. “You think whoever did…that…is sticking around the island to get caught? I doubt it. We’re surrounded by water and woods. There’s no safer place than here.”

      Olivia laughs. “C’mon, Dad. I know you love this place, but this is getting absurd.”

      I pile on. “And it’s not just the Adwanis. It’s Heathcliff. The notes on the door. Russ Neuman. Whatever was outside my window.”

      He slides away from me. “What are you saying?”

      I look into his forest-green eyes, and my stomach twists at the thought of leaving him. “I’m saying I think we should leave the island.”

      Emma jumps up from the floor and cozies up next to me.

      “Yes, sweetie?” I ask, wondering if she might miss me if I’m gone.

      “It’s your turn.”

      I move my Clue piece and make a suggestion that Miss Scarlet is the murderer, and Eric shows me a card proving I am wrong. Then he moves his piece and makes a suggestion, which Emma gleefully denies, tongue flipping through her gap teeth.

      He takes a sip of his wine, and for a fleeting moment, that same dark look crosses his face. “Look, if you want to go home, I don’t blame you. But this is one of the rare chances I get to escape work at the bakery and spend quality time with my girls, and I won’t give it up because of a couple of hiccups. Besides, how will it look if the day after a murder we flee the island? We have no choice.”

      Olivia tilts her head and mouths “I told you so” to me.

      “Eric, a double homicide is more than a hiccup.”

      “What’s a double homicide?” asks Emma.

      “It’s nothing, Emma. Focus on the game.” Eric’s eyes snap to me, filled with fury. “Why do you even care? From everything you’ve told me, Vivek was a terrible man who probably deserved everything he got. You, of all people, should know that.”

      “No one deserves to die.”

      “Some people do.” He slams his glass of wine and returns his attention to the game, signaling the conversation is over. Olivia looks at me with pity. She warned me, but I didn’t listen.

      Emma taps her green pawn into the library. She grins triumphantly, looking as though her patience has finally paid off. “I would like to make an accusation,” she says.

      Eric hands me the envelope that shows how the Clue murder went down. “Okay, sweetheart, who is it? Who’s the killer?”

      She points at me, her lip curling. “It was Professor Plum who killed Colonel Mustard with the lead pipe in the library.”

      I open the envelope, look at the card, and force a smile. “You’re right. It’s me. I’m the killer.”

      Eric claps and the girls celebrate. I put the card down and slump in my chair. Olivia returns her gaze to the storm. The text from Carlos stares out at me from my phone.

      
        If you need an escape.

      

      I don’t care what Detective Gonzalez thinks. Tomorrow I’m leaving this island.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 38

      
      I can’t sleep.

      My mind whirs. My brain loops, stuck recalculating every permutation of what’s happened here. Churning. Rotating.

      Like a carousel.

      Like a Ferris wheel.

      Heathcliff foaming at the mouth. The axe missing from the pile. Threat notes impaled on the Parkers’ front door. The Adwanis bludgeoned in their bed. Marjorie Neuman. Dead in this home before I even arrived.

      Who did this?

      Haunting images fill my wine-soaked dreams. Vivek’s eyes open when they should be shut. The shrieks of the merry-go-round. Grandma’s grin, teeth like tombstones. Freida’s blood dripping down the walls of my old Chicago office. Heathcliff barking. My reflection in the window looking back at me with a stranger’s smile.

      I bolt upright, my body slick with sweat.

      Crunch.

      Crunch.

      Crunch.

      Outside the window. That same sound. The one from the other night.

      Footsteps, cautious and light.

      I blink hard. This isn’t a dream. I’m awake. Wide awake.

      I slide from beneath the covers and crawl across the cold hardwood, my oversize T-shirt whispering against the floor. I crouch beneath the sill, every nerve in my body thrumming.

      Thunder, but no rain. A giggle. Distant. Too light. Too close.

      I squeeze my eyes shut. Ghost of Big Island? Seriously? I’m losing it.

      But I rise anyway and peek through the glass.

      And I see her. A blur through the fog.

      A girl.

      The same one from the other night, dark hair bouncing behind her. She moves like mist.

      I blink. She’s gone. No. No, not again. My breath stutters. Something inside me cracks.

      I snap.

      I’m done. With the whispers. The shadows. The lies. I need to know.

      I fling open the front door, barefoot and half mad, the cold, wet gravel biting into my soles as I sprint through the humid blackness toward the apparition. My heartbeat thrashes. I round the side of the house—

      Nothing.

      Just fog curling low like smoke. Silence so thick it chokes. Then another giggle, this time behind me.

      I spin.

      No one.

      The wind hisses through the trees. Taunting me. I grab the croquet mallet from the lawn. The feel of cold, damp wood steadies me.

      Crunch.

      Near the shed.

      I inch toward it, the mallet raised like a baseball bat. The lock hangs open, swinging gently.

      But Eric locked it. Didn’t he?

      I take a breath. Then another.

      And yank the door open.

      Two ghostly figures leap out.

      “BOO!” Penelope and Emma shriek in unison, their grins bright and cruel, like jack-o’-lanterns.

      My heart slams into my ribs. My grip loosens.

      “You thought we were ghosts, didn’t you?” Penelope beams. Each of them grabs my wrists, bouncing up and down, so proud of themselves for scaring me, their laughter ringing through the night.

      I know that laugh. It’s the laugh of the girls I grew up with. The ones who see kindness as weakness. I’m eight years old again. On the playground at recess. Girls tripping me and laughing. Chanting “Char-klutz, Char-klutz.” Me fighting back the tears. Forcing myself to get up, knowing they’ll push me back down again.

      I stare at the twins, body trembling. For a second—just a second—I consider swinging the mallet. Not hard. Just enough to wipe the smirk off their faces.

      Instead, I gather myself. Barely.

      “Bed. Now.”

      They pout their lips and flutter their eyes. “We’re sorry,” they say.

      “No, no. It’s too late for the ‘we’re sorry’ routine. You ladies are in big trouble.”

      “You’re not our mom,” Emma chirps. “You can’t make us do anything.”

      “You’d be surprised what I can do,” I say, voice ice.

      Their smiles falter.

      “And when I tell your father your secret—that you pretended to be a dead girl in the middle of the night—well, good luck.”

      Emma raises one eyebrow and flicks her tongue through the gap in her teeth. “You have a secret too.” I pause outside the entrance. “We saw you sneak out,” she says.

      My mind jumps to the other night. Carlos’s late-night visit. The girl I saw. It was them.

      “That’s none of your business.”

      She stares at me and smiles but says nothing.

      I march them upstairs and shut their door behind them. I don’t care if they sleep. I don’t care if they dream of ghosts. I just want to rest.

      I stagger back to my bed and collapse, but peace doesn’t come.

      Instead comes the rage.

      Rage at this cursed island.

      Rage at these children who toy with fear like it’s a game, who lord secrets over me like a guillotine.

      Rage at myself—for being here, for losing my temper with the twins, for not knowing anymore whether I’m the hero or the villain.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 39

      
      September 4

      The following evening, Olivia sits curled in the corner armchair of my guest room, tracing the nails of one hand along the cream fabric, recording me on her phone with the other. So far, it’s shaping up to be the worst documentary in history.

      The storm from last night has overstayed its welcome, and heavy clouds swallow what little daylight remains. Wind rattles the windowpane, and an unseasonably icy breeze seeps through the cracks.

      I fold a shirt and place it in my bag. With each item inserted, perfectly stacked, I feel as though I’m reassembling my life into a tidy little package. I glimpse myself in the full-length mirror. The jagged crack has spread a third of the way down, slicing my reflection in two.

      Olivia pauses her recording and rocks slightly. “Are you sure you want to leave?” She pouts her lips in exaggerated disappointment. “I was just getting used to having my bestie back.”

      I half smile, but it barely lifts the corners of my mouth. “Yeah. I loved seeing you too, but with what happened to Vivek and Freida, I can’t stay here.”

      “Who’s going to take care of the twins?”

      “Please, you guys don’t need my help. The twins practically take care of themselves.”

      “Aren’t you worried about what the police will think?”

      “I’m sure they’ll find me if they need me. Besides, you guys should have family time without a fifth wheel.”

      She stands and places a hand on my shoulder. “You’re not a fifth wheel. You’re part of the family.”

      I wish that were true. My heart wants to believe it, but my head knows better. Thunder growls, as if to say, “Don’t even think about staying.”

      I swallow hard. “Thanks for saying that, but it’s time.” A pause. “Besides, we’ll stay in touch. You can visit me in Chicago, or I can fly out to LA.”

      We both know that won’t happen, but it’s a pleasant fiction.

      She pulls me into a tight hug, squeezing until my ribs protest. “I’d really like that.”

      I don’t trust myself to respond. Instead, I turn back to my packing, blinking back the tears as I zip up my bag.

      A knock on the doorframe startles me. I twist around, and Eric stands there, leaning against the wood with a heavy smile. For a moment, my eyes flick between him and Olivia—my best friend and my…something.

      “We should probably get going,” he says. His voice is steady, but there’s something tilted in his expression. His Patagonia jacket is zipped up against the cold, and his hands are shoved into his jeans pockets, but it’s his eyes that hold me. Like he wants to say more.

      I hesitate.

      “Lake’s getting real choppy,” he adds. “Another storm’s rolling in.”

      I nod, gripping the strap of my bag like it might keep me together. “Give me a second. I’ll meet you at the dock.”

      He gives me a sympathetic nod and exits.

      Olivia bites her lip. “Well, I guess this is it. Sorry I can’t ride over to Wayzata with you, but my editor is on my ass to look at his changes.”

      “No problem. Emma and Penelope will be plenty of company.”

      We both laugh. Olivia and I hug one last time before I throw my bag over my shoulder and step out, wondering if this is the last time I’ll see her.

      Outside, the wind rips across the water, sending black waves rolling in sharp, unpredictable patterns. Storm clouds march across the sky, casting everything in an unnatural darkness. Trees bow under the force of the wind, creaking like old bones.

      In the distance, I see Wayzata, steady, like a beacon. I think of Carlos, and I wonder if he’s still thinking about me.

      I pull out my phone and dial. He answers. Static fills the line.

      “Hey, it’s me,” I say softly, hoping that’s enough.

      “Hey Charl—” he says, his voice heavy.

      “I wanted to let you know I’m heading back to Wayzata now. I’ve decided to leave Big Island and stay with my mom in town tonight. Then head back to Chicago in the morning.”

      “Oh.” He pauses. Static. “Okay.”

      I hesitate. “But I was wondering if you would have breakfast with me at Benny’s before I leave. We could start over?”

      A long silence. I hear my heart beating.

      “I’d like that.”

      The signal sputters.

      “Can you hear me?” I ask.

      “Bar—ly.”

      “I’ll see you at nine?”

      “Okay. See y— th_n.” The call drops.

      Still, I smile. Just the idea of sitting across from Carlos, sipping coffee without looking over my shoulder, steadies me. He’s a reminder that I used to have a life, a normal one. I could almost reach for it again.

      But then I see Eric, and I’m flushed with what I’m leaving behind.

      At the dock, he grips the console as the boat bucks against the black water. When I get closer, I hear him cursing under his breath.

      “Everything okay? Should I get the girls and tell them we’re pushing off?”

      “No,” he mutters. “Engine won’t start. Starter’s on the fritz again. I think it flooded during the storm.” He slams a palm against the console. “Damn it.”

      The wind howls in my ears. Olivia was right. This island—something keeps you here. Holds you in place, like a spider’s web. Even Eric, and his golden retriever outlook, looks frayed at the edges.

      “Can you fix it?” I ask.

      He snorts. “I can press ‘start’ and push the throttle, but that’s about the extent of my boat knowledge.” He yanks out his phone and dials. “Jimmy, hey, it’s Eric Parker. What? Sorry, you’re cutting out. Boat won’t start.” He nods as the person on the other end responds. “How long?” A pause. His teeth clench. “Tomorrow? You’re sure? Yeah, the storm. I get it. Okay. Thanks.”

      When he hangs up, he lets out a slow breath and clucks his tongue. “Mechanic’s backed up from the storm. He can’t get here until tomorrow.”

      Of course, I think. I always liked Agatha Christie stories, but they’re not so fun when you’re inside one. I stiffen my upper lip. “No problem. It’s not your fault.”

      He studies me for a second. Then his lips curl. “You know…Tony Mitchell might be able to fix this. His house is just around the bend. Hopefully, he hasn’t left for the season.”

      I glance at the sky. “Are you seeing the same weather I am? And it’s going to be pitch-black soon.”

      He laughs his melodic chuckle, puts his arm around me, and squeezes me tight. “Oh, stop it. Worst case, we get a little wet.”

      “Or murdered in the woods.”

      He grins. “C’mon. You think a psychopathic killer is waiting in a storm, hoping two people stroll by?”

      “Probably not.”

      “Exactly. So, what do you say?”

      I relent. Because being near Eric makes me feel alive in a way I haven’t since I left. There’s an effortlessness to him that reaches parts of me I’ve tried to bury. Carlos is my life now. Eric is what I aspire for it to be. I leave my bag on the porch. He grabs an umbrella, and we slip onto the path.

      We wind along the shoreline, the storm-dark sky filtering eerie light through the trees. Rain patters against the umbrella, and the wind moans off the lake. I scan the woods for movement, but Eric was right. Everybody, including the animals, has enough common sense to seek cover in this weather, except for us. The cold is sharp, but we walk close enough that our shoulders brush. He hesitates, like he wants to put an arm around me again. But whatever happened the other night—whatever almost happened—holds him back.

      As we near the old, rusted carousel, a metallic screech cuts through the wind like a bird of prey.

      I think of the ghost of Big Island. Despite the twins’ prank, I still feel a presence here. Like the girl who died all those years ago still hovers in the collective subconscious of everyone on this island, twisting their minds and behaviors. It reminds me of an old movie my mom made me watch once where a group of wealthy guests attend a dinner party, but some unseen force keeps them from leaving the room afterward. Over time, the guests unravel. Death, suicide, and chaos follow. I wonder if that’s what is happening here.

      I should be terrified. But walking beside Eric, our shoulders touching, I feel suspended in something ephemeral. Maybe this is what it’s like to exist between two lives: one with Carlos, rooted and possible, and one with Eric, beautiful and doomed.

      “I’m sorry this trip has been such a disaster,” he says as we continue down the increasingly muddy shoreline.

      “Don’t apologize. The house was wonderful. Your cooking was better. You were an amazing host.”

      He flashes that boyish smile, and I wish I could bundle him up in my suitcase and take him with me.

      “You mean except for the dead dog and murdered neighbors?”

      I laugh. “Dark joke. Yeah, except for that.”

      “What will you do when you get back to Chicago?”

      I grab a multicolored leaf from the ground and twist it in my fingers. “I don’t know exactly. As awful as it sounds, now that Vivek is dead, I’m hoping I can return to work. I miss Kiara and Tia, my little sisters at Big Brothers, Big Sisters. I’ve sort of been adrift without them.”

      I think of Tim Colby, of The Firm. How will they react? Will they take me back?

      “How about you? How long do you think you’ll stay on the island?” I ask.

      “I’d like to stay a few more weeks until the weather turns. Laelynn returns next week, and I’m looking forward to more family time. It’s so strange that she hasn’t call—”

      A gust snaps the umbrella from his hands. It tumbles toward the lakeshore, flipping end over end. We sprint after it, dodging rain and debris. I get there first, lunging.

      My foot slips.

      I crash face-first into a puddle, mud splattering my arms, my chest, my face.

      For a beat, silence. Then Eric snorts. He tries to hold it in, but when I start laughing, he doubles over, his bass chuckle ringing through the trees. And just like that, we’re both standing in the rain, breathless and soaked, his hair dripping, my clothes ruined, laughing like children. It’s as though all the pent-up fear, tension, and sadness burst out in a symphony of laughter.

      He hoists me off the ground, tears running from his minty eyes. His sleeve brushes my cheek as he wipes away a smear of mud. We’re inches apart, and his eyes—God, his eyes—

      Then his expression changes.

      His smile drops, and at first I wonder if he’s worried I’m going to make another move on him. Don’t worry, Eric. I’ve learned my lesson.

      But then I see his forehead bunch and his eyes squint as though he’s spotted something in the water. My smile fades as I watch his transformation.

      The color drains from his face. His mouth falls open. His eyes widen in raw, silent horror.

      “Eric?”

      He doesn’t answer.

      His gaze burrows into the water behind me.

      I pivot—

      And that’s when I see it.

      A shape. An outline in the darkness.

      Human.

      A body, floating in the water just feet from the shore. Bobbing, lifeless, like forgotten refuse.

      We both step forward as though propelled by an invisible force, in disbelief at what we’re seeing.

      The body drifts toward us, and I freeze. My skin goes cold. A bitter taste spreads in my mouth.

      The pink scrunchie.

      Laelynn.

      My stomach hollows. The ground lurches.

      Her body, bloated and pale, tangled in the reeds on the lakeshore. The water laps at her arms, her yellowed fingers curled in a violent clench.

      The carousel screams.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 40

      
      Eric sprints toward Laelynn’s body and wades into the choppy water. He wraps her in his arms like a newborn and carries her to the sand, then drops to his knees, his jeans and T-shirt soaked through. His face twists in pain and shock as he stares at her mottled, sallow skin.

      Time bends.

      “Laelynn,” he says in a broken whisper as he clutches her hand in his. “Oh my God, my baby.” He kisses her gently, a string of spittle clinging to the lake water on her fingers.

      I step back, my heart in my throat. Seeing Laelynn’s face in the dim storm light, I can hardly believe it’s her. Her rich, dark skin now a sickly shade of blue. Her bright brown eyes, sharp with intelligence, now cloudy and opaque. Her body, a coiled spring, now bloated and stiff. How could this happen?

      Tears crash down Eric’s face like rain, and he crumples over as if someone stabbed him in the gut. His face is pure pain, stripped of hope or joy. His cheeks sag and his eyes run red. He swallows as if he’s choking. I step closer to comfort him, but then the smell hits me, a nauseating mix of putrefaction and stale water. I gag but do my best to hide it.

      “Eric, I’m so sorry,” I say, placing a hand on his back. My words sound distant, and my limbs feel light, like I’m floating outside myself. His body trembles underneath my palm, soft, then hard.

      I kneel next to him, my knee sinking in the cold earth, and that’s when I see it. Deep, choppy rope burns wrapped around her neck, her skin ravaged and raw.

      Someone did this to her. Someone snuck up behind her and choked her until her trachea collapsed and the oxygen stopped flowing to her brain. The image captures me, and I swallow to force down the vomit.

      He squeezes his eyes shut, holding in the tears. “We have to call the police.” He reaches for his phone but comes out with only lake water. “Shit, it fell in the lake. Do you have yours?”

      I pull out my phone and dial 911, but there’s only a grinding beep of a lost signal on the other end. I shake my head. For a moment, I wonder if he’ll shatter.

      A bolt of lightning cracks through the sky, and I hear another tree crash in the distance. The rain falls harder, fueled by Eric’s grief. Loose twigs and debris whip past us, carried by a vicious wind.

      “We’ve gotta get back to the house. It’s not safe out here,” I say.

      He looks at me, eyes bulging and blinking as if he’s been awakened from a nightmare. “What? Oh, yes. Of…of course.” His face is unrecognizable, broken into pieces by the memory of his loving wife. He lifts himself from the ground like an old man, sapped of strength.

      He stands and places his hand under Laelynn’s armpits and nods to me to grab her feet. “Can you help me?”

      I hesitate. “Um, aren’t we supposed to leave her here for the police?”

      His face creases and his voice drops to a guttural growl, grief morphing into rage. “Charlotte, I’m not leaving my wife’s body out in the mud to be devoured by God knows what. Grab her feet.”

      We lift, but between the weight and the slickness of her skin we can barely get her off the ground. Her body pulls me down like she’s trying to bury me with her. Together, we take the first steps back home. Laelynn’s blank eyes stare at me, judging me like she always has, as if to say, “You did this.” The ground is soft from the rain, thick with leaves and mud. My hands slip on the cold, wet skin of her legs, and the stench overwhelms me. My breath comes deeper and heavier.

      After a few yards, the sky splits open.

      Thunder explodes, rattling my heart, and the sky illuminates with electricity. With it comes torrential rain with drops so big they slam against our heads like marbles. I feel my feet slipping on the slick grass and watch Eric struggling to hold the body and keep his balance.

      “We have to hurry. It’s getting worse,” I shout above the din.

      He nods, but from the lost look in his eyes, I can tell he’s only half here.

      We carry her a few more steps, but a sound stops me dead.

      A groaning creek, followed by the splintering of wood.

      I whip around to see a massive cottonwood, broken at its trunk, crashing toward me.

      “Look out,” screams Eric.

      I drop her and dive out of the way. The tree crashes to the ground, inches from me and Laelynn’s corpse. Shaken from his trance, Eric leaps to my aid and lifts me from the mud.

      “We have to get inside,” he says, gently grabbing my arm and lifting me to my feet.

      “What about Laelynn?”

      He sighs, broken. “It’s too dangerous. We’ll come back for her when the storm clears. She wouldn’t want us to die out here. She’d want us to get back home and check on the girls.”

      I glance at her, then back at Eric. I hate to leave the body here, but another gust of wind makes it clear. We can’t take the risk. Not in this maelstrom.

      I nod, and we sprint through the mud as the storm shakes the world.

      By the time we reach the porch, we’re drenched and caked in earth. Water drips from my hair, dirt speckles my face, and the revolting smell of Laelynn’s corpse clings to my nostrils. My chest heaves, and my fingers shake so violently I can barely twist the doorknob.

      I step inside, and my insides crash.

      The house is cloaked in darkness.

      The power’s out.

      Olivia runs down the stairs, her hands stuffed into the front pocket of her hoodie. Her eyes and mouth open wide when she sees me. “Oh my God. Are you okay? What happ—”

      “Call the police,” Eric barks as he enters the house.

      “Why? What’s going on?”

      I pull out my cell phone and dial. I give him the thumbs-down. “Fuck,” he shouts.

      Eric throws open the door. “I’ll check the toolshed. We might have a shortwave radio.” Before I can speak, he runs outside.

      My mind spins, and my lungs heave. I have to tell Olivia, but I don’t know if I’m capable.

      Your mother is dead. Strangled with a rope until her last breath.

      Whoever killed her is still here.

      I can feel it.

      And then the worst thought of all tears through me.

      They might be inside this house.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 41

      
      “What the fuck is going on?” Olivia’s scream cleaves the darkness as she barrels downstairs.

      Confusion and panic flood her face, lit in flashes by the storm outside. I curse Eric for bolting, leaving me to deliver this news. How do you tell someone their mother is dead? I run through different phrasings in my mind. All dead ends. There’s no good way to say it, so I just say it.

      “Your mom is dead. Your dad and I found her washed up on the lakeshore.”

      She freezes in place. Her lower lip sinks, and then she raises a trembling hand to cover it. Time stretches and silence grips the house. She collapses onto the bottom step. I watch as her earthen eyes reveal the gamut of emotions: shock, sadness, grief, curiosity, fear. “I don’t…I don’t understand. How?” she says, more to herself than to me, her voice cracking.

      Rain slams against the roof. A tornado siren whines in the distance. I sit beside her, give her a hug, my tone gentle. “I don’t know. It looks like someone strangled her.”

      She pulls away from me like I wielded the rope. “What do you mean, strangled?”

      I blink slowly, stalling for time. “When your dad pulled her out of the water, I noticed there were rope burns on her neck.”

      “What? How?” Hey eyes squint and her forehead collapses. I can tell from her expression she’s asking herself the same questions that have been running through my mind. How could this happen? Who would do something like this? When?

      Her face transforms again, this time swinging from sadness to rage. She surges to her feet. “Where is she? I want to see her.”

      “She’s back on the trail. We tried to bring her home, but the storm was too fierce.”

      “You left her in the woods?”

      I rise to meet her eyes and reach my hand to her shoulder. “I’m sorry. It was too dangerous. We’re going to go get her once the storm dies down.”

      She snaps away from me and pulls her hair back from her forehead. I notice her hands are shaking. A tear slips from her eye, but she remains strong, defiant, like Laelynn. She stands and paces back and forth, eyes scanning the room as if she’s searching for a magic elixir that might bring her mother back. As she wears down the floorboards, I see her grief building.

      “Is there anything I can do?” I ask, although I already know the answer.

      She stops and stares straight through me. “Yeah. Find out who did this.”

      I nod and stiffen my chin. “I will. I will find out who did this. But in the meantime, what else? Do you want me to watch the girls?”

      She snaps out of her trance and freezes in place. “The girls. I totally forgot about them.” She springs up the stairs, and I race behind her. With every creak of the staircase, images flash in my mind. The killer sneaks past us while we grieve, his rope or hatchet in hand. Strangling the little ones or dicing them up with his axe. Sweat pours from my brow, mud dripping into my eyes. Each step up the stairs feels like a mile.

      We burst into the twins’ room, preparing for the worst.

      They’re fine.

      They sit on the floor in the semidarkness, playing with their nineteenth-century dolls. The storm flickers outside the window like a broken light, strobing across cracked porcelain faces. They’ve arranged the dolls around a tiny table set with saucers and teacups, each doll’s face mangled—a missing eye, a gash in the cheek, chunks of hair ripped from their skull. A tea party of the dead, a gathering of corpses.

      Penelope peers at me and squints like, Who dares to disturb the queen while she’s hosting a function? “Is it boat-ride time?”

      “Oh, no. The boat’s not working.”

      “Why are you all wet?”

      I glance at Olivia, who shakes her head, silently telling me not to mention Laelynn. “Oh, I was just playing in the rain.”

      She squints her eyes, sensing the lie. “You’re weird.”

      Emma looks up at me and makes her own assessment. “What happened to the lights?”

      “The storm took out the power. Were you scared?”

      Penelope scoffs. “No, we’re not babies.”

      Olivia tilts her head, and a sad smile crosses her face. “Yeah, Charlotte, we’re not babies.”

      “Of course. How could I forget that?”

      A door slams downstairs.

      Olivia and I flinch. She nods. “It’s probably Dad. Go see if he found a radio.”

      I run downstairs, heart thumping.

      Eric hunches over a device, fiddling with the dials.

      “You found one?” I ask.

      He looks up, his face as stormy as the weather outside. “No. This is just a regular radio. Not a shortwave. But I figured it would at least tell us what we’re up against.” He presses a button, spins dials, and the radio leaps to life. I hear the familiar sounds of static and DJ voices.

      The absurdly cheery jingle of a Menards commercial that’s been running since I was a kid drifts from the speakers. “Save big money at Menards,” the chipper singers croon. I almost laugh. The normalcy of it all feels like an insult.

      I glance at Eric. He looks hollowed, as though Laelynn’s death has sucked out his essence. His face is pale, his chin scar raw. The wrinkles in his skin run like ravines. Laelynn was inside him, and now that she’s been ripped away, there’s only emptiness.

      A weatherman crackles through the static: “A tornado warning is in place for the entire Twin Cities metro. Citizens are encouraged to shelter immediately in a windowless room or basement. Stay inside. Stay alert.”

      Eric’s eyes meet mine.

      “I have to go get her,” he says.

      “What?”

      “Laelynn. I can’t leave her out there.” His voice shakes as though it’s surviving on this thought alone.

      “Eric, you heard what he said. It’s dangerous out there. We can get her in the morning.”

      His eyes darken. “She may not be there tomorrow morning.”

      “There’s a killer out there. It’s not safe.”

      “I’m getting her. You watch the twins. If the storm gets worse, grab a mattress and take them into the basement.” He zips his raincoat with a dramatic tug that signals the end of the conversation.

      I raise my hands. “Okay, it’s your choice.”

      “Thank you.” He runs outside into the napalm sky. He walks past the storm-beaten chrysanthemums, hunched against the wind like it’s trying to push him back into the house. I watch until he vanishes into the blur. Part of me worries this is the last time I’ll see him.

      “Where is he going now?” asks Olivia, sulking down the stairs. Her voice is removed, dreamlike.

      “He went to get your mom’s body.”

      “What? But what about the storm? You said it wasn’t safe.”

      “It’s not, but he wouldn’t listen to me.”

      She shuffles to the patio doors. “We have to go help him.”

      I chase after her. “We can’t. We need to stay with the girls.” Her eyes look through me.

      She blinks slowly, then relents and slumps onto a kitchen stool. Her gaze never leaves the lake. It’s as if she knows there are answers buried underwater and that if she looks long enough, they’ll rise from beneath the surface.

      “Who’s going to take care of my chrysanthemums?” she says. Then she starts laughing. It starts with a subtle giggle, light and wispy, then steadily rises and rises into hysterical cackles. I glance at the water to see if she sees something, but there’s nothing. Only her grief.

      “Liv, don’t do this.”

      “Do what?”

      “Break down on me. Your dad and the twins need us right now. A tornado’s coming, and we need to prepare for it.”

      Thunder shakes the house. A glass crashes to the floor. I flinch. Olivia doesn’t even move. I stoop to clean it, but she interrupts me with a bark.

      “Leave it.”

      I continue cleaning it up.

      She raises her fist, eyes still trained on the water, her voice as calm as a schoolteacher’s. “Charlotte, leave it.” Then silence, like a lead weight. “What does it matter, anyway? If the tornado doesn’t kill us, whoever murdered my mom and the Adwanis will.” More laughter. “They probably knocked off Heathcliff too.”

      I ignore her and scoop up the shards of glass with a paper towel and toss them in the trash. A jagged piece catches my index finger. A trickle of blood runs into my palm. Just like it did the day my dad died.

      “Liv, we’re going to survive. I promise,” I say, not sure if I really mean it.

      She clicks her tongue in a slow, rhythmic beat. Like an antique watch. “I doubt it. But you know what you should do?”

      “What’s that?”

      “Grab Dad’s knife.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 42

      
      While Eric searches for Laelynn, I try to ignore the dread crawling through my chest. I move mechanically through the house, cleaning, organizing, preparing for the coming tornado. I snatch snacks and bottled water from the storage room, light a few candles in the living room, and jam a flashlight into the pockets of my overalls. Twilight still bathes the house for now, but it’s fraying at the edges. Outside, trees bend back and forth, casting jagged shadows on the walls. The wind whistles through the few seams in the house, and lightning cuts the sky like a scalpel, each crack a countdown to the coming tempest.

      Every time I pass through the kitchen, I check on Olivia. She sits motionless in her usual chair, dressed in a matching tan sweatsuit, staring out the window, watching the lake grow angrier and angrier. But she’s not really watching. She floats somewhere else. Not sad. Not blank. Just gone. Like she’s rewinding her mother’s death over and over, searching for a different ending.

      The image of Laelynn’s lifeless body slashes through my mind—limp, pale, wet.

      And then Olivia’s earlier comment hits me. “Grab Dad’s knife.”

      As she remains lost in thought, I tiptoe to my room and grab Eric’s hunting knife. The black handle is solid in my grip, the sharp steel catching the dim light. Would I have the heart to use it? Thunder cracks like a whip, and a voice in my blood answers: Yes.

      “That’s my girl,” she says from behind me, her voice eerily calm. I flinch. A slow, dark smile tugs at her lips—the same look she gave me when she urged me to confront the Adwanis. “Maybe that’ll help you sleep,” she says and floats back to the kitchen. The way she says it twists something inside me. I shake my head and slide the knife back into the bedside drawer with a clink. I already know sleep won’t come tonight.

      Tornado prep. Focus.

      We’ll need something soft for cover, and for sleep, if it comes to that. God, I hope it doesn’t. A murderer loose, a storm bearing down, and now, the prospect of spending the night in a basement straight out of a horror movie.

      I head upstairs. Olivia’s room is spotless. Not a wrinkle on the sheets. No makeup bag, no toothbrush. Nothing in the trash. No sign of life. It’s like a stage set for a person who doesn’t exist.

      The Olivia I knew lived in chaos. One year, I even asked if I could clean her room as a birthday gift. And now she’s perfect? No, something’s wrong. She’s not okay.

      I strip the mattress from the guest room she’s using, dragging it down the hall. The twins’ voices drift from the next room, high and animated as they impersonate fancy tea-party guests. I remember being their age—cocooned, protected from the real world. And then one day it breaks, and the real world comes knocking at your door, drunk and angry. Part of me wishes they could stay in that cocoon forever.

      Hauling the mattress downstairs is a battle of muscle and gravity. It’s a two-person job, but I don’t have the energy—or the nerve—to ask anybody else.

      I wedge open the basement door and shove it down. A stale odor rises from below—of history, of Marjorie Neuman, of death.

      I flick on my flashlight, and I picture her. The loving grandma who died in this home. This is the one part of the house that Laelynn hasn’t touched: unfinished walls, cobwebs, concrete floor, metal shelves stocked with canned goods, a chest freezer looming in the corner. The house’s history vibrates from these walls. Secrets buried here. I move the canned goods to the floor, wary of what might become a projectile in the storm.

      I check the freezer. Lift the lid slowly, breath held.

      It’s empty.

      Then I hear a pounding on the front door upstairs. Slow, thick, angry blows against the hardwood. I wait for a beat, hoping I misheard. Hoping it will go away.

      But it doesn’t.

      Boom.

      Boom.

      Boom.

      I creep up the stairs to the first floor and slide into my room. I peek out my window, and my heart skips.

      It’s Russ Neuman.

      He’s soaked—jeans sagging, poncho plastered to his skin, pipe clenched between his teeth like it might snap in half. His boot taps the porch. His hands are jittery but empty. No weapon.

      I grab the knife from my nightstand and approach.

      I steel my voice. “What do you want, Russ?” I shout through the door.

      “Miss Charlotte. Is that you?”

      I step back, struck by the softness in his voice.

      “Yeah, it’s me. What do you want?”

      “I came by to—” The wind steals his voice.

      “What?”

      “I said I came by—”

      Again, I can’t hear him. I snap open the door and flash the knife.

      “Good Lord,” he says and backs away. Droplets bounce and scatter off his raincoat. His eyes twitch. A gust of wind rips through him, nearly knocking him over.

      “What do you want, Russ?”

      “I came by to make sure you’re okay.”

      “What? Why?”

      “The police came by.”

      I squint and search his eyes for an angle. Blink. Blink.

      “Yeah, so?” I say.

      “So, I—I thought you might be in danger too.”

      “I’m fine. Eric’s here.” I lie.

      He peers over my shoulder.

      I tighten my grip on the knife, and he takes another step back but leans in slightly and lowers his voice. “That’s what I’m worried about.”

      “Eric? Why?”

      He looks behind him and then whispers, his words nervous and rambling. “Before Mom died, Eric came by her house and made an offer. Told her he wants to buy up the whole island. She told him to pound sand. That this island’s Neuman country. Next thing ya know, my mom’s dead. Thought it was natural causes at the time.” A pause. “Now I just heard the Adwanis are dead.”

      I stare at him, trying to read past the deep lines in his pale face. “If you’re so worried about me, why have you been leaving threatening notes on our door?”

      His eyes shift. “Well…ya know…that’s why I’m here.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He kicks the mud and runs a hand through his unwashed hair. “You’re right that I’ve been leaving the notes. But it’s only because Eric told me to, ya know. He wanted to drive down the home prices. Scare everyone away. You see, we’ve got a deal. He said if I left the notes, he’d let me keep my land. Made me put ’em on your door so that it seemed like it was happening to everyone.”

      Russ’s words detonate inside me.

      Eric’s behind the notes?

      The revelation sucks the air from my lungs. I stagger backward, suddenly lightheaded, gripping the doorframe for balance. It can’t be true. Not Eric. Not the man who bakes croissants and wears goofy aprons.

      And yet, it makes too much sense. His measured reaction to the first note. Not wanting to call the police. Snapshots of him spin through my mind as I try to grip the man behind the man. I open my mouth to demand more—

      The patio door slams behind me.

      Russ flinches.

      Eric.

      He’s back.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 43

      
      “You need to leave,” I whisper, my voice dry and jagged. I shut the front door and don’t look back.

      My hand lingers on the knob. Eric told him to leave those notes. The man who makes bootlegs and grills in funny aprons. The words ricochet in my skull. I want to scream. I want to run. I want to press Ctrl+Alt+Delete and pretend this trip never happened.

      Instead, I turn.

      Eric stands in the doorway, Laelynn’s body cradled in his arms. Soaked. Lifeless. A hush falls over the room, pierced only by the wet drip, drip, drip of her hair. Her skin is waxy, bloodless. A sweet, rotting stench rides in with the lake water. My stomach flips, but I move toward him. His leaf-green eyes are wide, hollow. Lost.

      My horror knots with sympathy. But part of me wonders if it’s real.

      Is this what grief looks like? Or guilt?

      “Oh my God,” Olivia gasps, standing from her chair. One glance, then she spins away, hand clamped over her mouth. For a second, I think she’s going to be sick. I ignore her and focus my attention on Eric. His chest heaves long, shallow breaths, and his face is somehow both ruddy and drawn.

      “Are you okay?” I ask, afraid that if I say the wrong thing, he might shatter.

      “Yeah, just tired. Grab whatever ice is left in the freezer,” he mutters, stepping forward like Frankenstein animated by some ephemeral prod. I slide out of his way and press a hand to his back, urging him forward into the house, shielding Olivia from the sight. As he shuffles past, I glimpse his arms. They’re shaking but firm, fueled by resolve.

      I load a bucket and follow him into the basement. He heads straight for the storage freezer. It sits alone, powerless, a silent crypt waiting to be filled. I clear out the contents, and then he gently lowers Laelynn’s body inside. Her limbs shift unnaturally, a grotesque marionette. I hand him the bucket, and he scatters the ice over her like a final offering. He exhales and closes the lid, his hands shaking.

      A shiver crawls up my spine. This is where we’re supposed to sleep tonight. With her.

      Eric turns, face drawn, creases etched in his brow, the stench of death still clinging to him. Russ’s words echo as I search his eyes for something darker, but all I find is a mask of grief.

      “I don’t know how long it’ll stay cool without power, but I don’t know what else to do,” he says.

      I reach out to hold him, but then pull back. “You did the right thing,” I say, the words strange on my tongue. I want to believe him. I want the man I’ve imagined to be real. Even if Russ was telling the truth, that doesn’t make Eric a killer.

      “I don’t know what I’m going to tell the twins,” he says, raising a hand to his lips, his voice crashing with each word.

      “Sleep on it. You can talk to them about it in the morning. You’re exhausted.”

      “Thanks. You’re right,” he murmurs.

      “I keep trying to call the police, but there’s still no signal. Should we try the neighbors?”

      “It’s not safe. I almost died a few times out there. Plus, I don’t trust anyone on this island anymore. Let’s just get through the night, and hopefully the network will be up by morning.”

      “Okay. Well, at least you were able to bring her back.”

      His gaze lingers, something unspoken crackling between us. “It was hard. It was really hard.”

      He staggers upstairs. “C’mon. I’ll shower up and make us some tea.”

      But I don’t follow. Something in his voice keeps me frozen in place. The way he said it.

      It was hard. It was really hard.

      Like he wasn’t just talking about carrying her.

      My mind races back to the rope burns around her neck. The ropes Eric so effortlessly tied when he docked the boat. The axe that split the Adwanis in two. Eric swinging it, splitting logs like butter.

      Upstairs, a drawer slides open.

      The scrape of metal against wood.

      Then, click. Another click.

      Front door locks. Back door locks. Bolting shut.

      With each bolt, a gunshot in my mind.

      I step back from the freezer, pulse pounding, breath shallow.

      Eric’s footsteps slow above me.

      And I wonder…

      Have I just locked myself in with the murderer?

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 44

      
      The five of us spend the rest of the evening in the basement huddled by candlelight, sipping chamomile tea, half watching the storm’s violence, half watching each other. I test my phone. No signal. I try to send an emergency SOS text, but the storm blocks the satellite. Eric looks at me, and we both acknowledge the undeniable reality: We’re trapped here. The adults do our best to put on brave faces for the twins, but none of us can forget that Laelynn’s corpse lies in a freezer.

      Sometimes when I close my eyes, I swear I can hear her voice.

      When the meteorologist on the radio tells of the tornado veering north, Eric puts the twins to bed. Olivia and I retreat to our rooms. I close the door and turn the lock. The subtle click makes me flinch. I flash to Eric’s expression when he saw Laelynn—pure, unfiltered horror. That wasn’t an act. Was it? Could what Russ said be true? Is Eric really scaring people off the island? Was Marjorie Neuman the one he couldn’t scare?

      I don’t think he killed his wife. But I didn’t think I’d find a body rotting in the lake either.

      If I’m wrong… If I let my guard down…

      I shake off the thought. I don’t want to be alone with it.

      A candle flickers on my nightstand, its glow casting unknown monsters across the walls. The storm is losing steam, but the unnatural stillness it leaves behind is worse. It’s the kind of silence you hear before the strike.

      I unpack my bag again to calm my mind, placing my clothing and toiletries back in their proper places. The crack in the mirror reaches my waist now, splitting me in two. As the candle flickers, I catch one side of me bursting with light, the other shrouded in darkness. I rewind the past few days, searching for a pattern, something that makes sense. But the pieces won’t fit.

      My mother? She couldn’t have. Could she?

      Eric? Why lead me straight to Laelynn’s body if he was the one who put her there?

      Russ Neuman? He’s strange, sure, but he had the perfect chance to hurt me on the trail. He didn’t take it.

      Carlos? Where is he now? Where was he when the Adwanis died?

      The twins? Too little. Right? Not too little to torture me.

      None of this seems random. It’s too tangled. Too intentional.

      And then I remember the girl who fell off the Ferris wheel. The ghost.

      I massage my temples. Maybe I was wrong. Maybe this island is haunted. I can’t help but wonder, who’s next?

      A wave of dizziness rushes over me.

      Distant lightning shocks the silence. I open my bedside drawer. Eric’s hunting knife is still there, its steel glinting in the candlelight. I wrap my fingers around the handle, testing its weight. I seriously consider sleeping with it under my pillow. But with my luck, I’d roll over and stab myself in the heart.

      Hell of a way to go.

      A faint sound at the door snaps me to attention.

      “CharBar?” Olivia’s voice, barely above a whisper.

      I slide the knife back into the drawer and ease it shut. “Yeah?”

      “Can I crash with you? My mattress is in the basement, and there’s no way I’m sleeping down there alone.”

      I let out a breath. I’d forgotten I’d hijacked her bed. “Yeah, of course. One sec.”

      I swing my legs over the side and crack the door open. Olivia slips inside fast, like she half expects Jigsaw might reach out and grab her if she lingers.

      I shut the door and lock it.

      “Thanks,” she says. “I was ready to call it a night, then realized, ‘Hey, where’s my bed?’”

      “Sorry. I moved it in case we had to camp out in the basement.”

      “No worries.” She leaps onto the bed, tosses the comforter over her legs, and pats the down. Her coconut-shampoo scent wafts through the room. “Now we get to have an old-school slumber party, like when we were kids. Should I grab popcorn so we can talk about boys? We can make one of those paper fortune tellers.”

      I laugh and climb in beside her. “Your dad’s fortune teller is more than enough for me.”

      She groans, smiling, eyes swollen from crying, her round cheeks glistening in the candlelight. “Don’t get me started on that thing. And the dolls! Those effing things are terrifying. I was like, Dad, could you please get a new hobby?”

      “Seriously.” I clear my throat. “I’m glad you’re here though. Sleeping alone wasn’t high on my list of things I wanted to do tonight.”

      “Same.”

      We both clutch the duvet out of reflex. Silence overtakes our laughter. Not comforting silence, but the kind that reminds us we’re trapped. My instincts scream at me to run, but where? Into the tornado? Through the dark wood? Into the lake? To our dead neighbor’s house? To Russ Neuman’s?

      There’s nowhere to go.

      We watch the candlelight dance across the sailboat wallpaper. The little ships bob as if caught in invisible waves. I feel as though I’m on one of those ships, preparing to capsize. I peek at Olivia and see her lip trembling.

      “How are you holding up?” I ask.

      She hesitates. Swallows hard. “I’m okay.” Her hands shake as she brushes a loose curl from her face.

      I tilt my head.

      She exhales sharply, then speaks, her voice ragged. “No, really, I am. I mean, obviously I’m devastated.” A pause. More shallow breaths. “I loved her. And I’m going to miss her more than you can imagine.” A tear slips. “But these last few years were…rough. She was so controlling. So overbearing. It was like a dark cloud over our family.” She wipes a trickle of snot from her nose. “I feel terrible saying this, but part of me feels relieved that it’s just me and Dad now.”

      I think of Laelynn barking orders, always needing the last word. “I get it.”

      I don’t really get it. If I lost my mom, I’d fall apart. Part of me wonders if, without Laelynn, the Parkers will fall apart too.

      She pulls the headband out of her hair and shakes out her curls. “I just feel bad for Emma and P. I don’t know what they’re going to do. My mom was their structure.” She laughs quietly to herself. “They were little terrors when she was around. I can’t imagine what they’ll be like now. My poor dad would’ve been better off if the killer had gotten them too.”

      “Jesus, Liv,” I say, but a part of me empathizes. I picture them laughing at me. Making me feel three feet tall.

      She winces. “I didn’t mean that.”

      “I understand. We’re both saying and thinking things we don’t mean. You’re exhausted. You’ve been through hell.”

      “Yeah. I just need sleep.”

      “Same.” I blow out the candle, plunging the room into darkness. The only sounds are the needle-fine rain tapping the roof and the growl of thunder. “God, I hope the storm clears so we can leave tomorrow.”

      “Even if it doesn’t, we’re getting off this island. I’ll build us a damn raft if I have to.”

      I smile, though she can’t see it, and wrap my arm around her. “I’ll help.” Her body quivers. “Good night, Liv.”

      “Good night, CharBar.”

      Sleep comes fast.

      And with it, the dream.

      I’m back at the State Fair. Back on the Ferris wheel with Olivia. The summer air thick with the scent of ice cream and hot pavement. Olivia balancing on the safety bar, arms outstretched like a ballerina.

      She falls.

      A scream rips through the night.

      Ear-splitting. Terrifying. The sound jolts me awake.

      Or was I already awake?

      I sit up too fast, a lump in my chest. The air feels wrong. Stale. Suffocating. The candle is out, the storm a memory, the house too still.

      Something’s missing.

      I reach beside me. The bed is empty. Olivia is gone. My blood goes cold.

      The scream.

      The twins.

      I throw back the covers and yank open the nightstand drawer.

      The hunting knife is gone.

      A lump forms in my throat. Did Olivia take it?

      Or did someone else?

      I creep into the pitch-black hallway, a bass pulsing in my skull, my bare feet sweating against the cold hardwood. I pause at the foot of the staircase, listening for movement.

      But all I hear are the trees.

      A scent lingers in the air. Familiar. Wrong.

      I ease up the stairs and reach the landing. Down the hall, the twins’ door swings gently, tapping the frame. Click. Click. Click.

      I tiptoe toward their room. A cold, wet breeze brushes my skin. The bedroom window is open.

      Now I recognize the scent.

      Blood.

      I force myself forward into the room, squinting through the dim light. Moonlight spills through the window. My knees buckle when I see it.

      Emma.

      Lying in bed.

      A knife buried deep in her chest.

      Her sister lies beside her.

      Still. Lifeless. Drenched in crimson.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 45

      
      I crawl to the bed, in disbelief at what I’m seeing. My fingers tremble as they press against cool skin, searching, praying for a pulse.

      Stillness. It’s hopeless. The girls are gone.

      A choked noise limps from my throat, something between a sob and a gasp. Emma and Penelope lie tangled in blood-soaked fabric, their tiny bodies riddled with deep, ragged wounds. Pajamas sticky. Limbs twisted unnaturally. Their dark hair, once soft, brushed and braided with care, is now matted, clumped, ruined.

      The smell. Like a storm in the air. Sweat. Something else. Something I can’t name, something that makes my stomach lurch violently. A scream builds in my chest. I press my hand over my mouth to stop it.

      But I’m too scared to scream. Too scared of who or what it will conjure. A sob blooms inside me anyway. A sharp, stifled noise that barely escapes my lips. My vision warps, darkens at the edges. They were just alive. Hours ago, they were alive.

      Penelope and her mischievous grin. Emma and her curious eyes. Little hands clasping their antique dolls. The ones that now lie discarded, their glass eyes staring, blind and empty.

      My chest crashes, my body shaking so hard it hurts. I reach for my phone to dial 911. Shit. I left it downstairs. Then I see it, again.

      The hunting knife.

      Wedged in Emma’s chest, the hilt jutting out at an unnatural angle.

      My knife.

      My heart stops, and a slow, creeping horror slithers up my spine. Someone was in my room. I reach for the handle, then stop midair. My fingers curl inward.

      Olivia.

      No, it’s impossible. She doesn’t have a violent bone in her body. Then where is she?

      A gust of wind sends the curtains billowing. Lightning cracks across the lake, flooding the room with a cold, white glow. I brace myself to see her—or someone worse—lurking in the shadows.

      But there’s no one. Just the doll. The miniature version of me. Staring. Watching.

      I hear footsteps.

      A slow, deliberate creak down the hall. My grief shatters, replaced by terror.

      I whip my head toward the window, but it’s too far a drop. My pulse slams through my skull. The only weapon within reach is—

      The knife.

      I clench my teeth and rip it free. The steel scrapes against bone. A wet suction sound follows as it slides from her flesh. A wave of nausea crashes through me, but I grip the hilt harder, ignoring the warm blood pooling in my palm.

      My dad’s blood. No, Penelope’s blood.

      The footsteps close in.

      Five feet.

      Four.

      I slip behind the door, pressing into the shadows, my breath like miniature blades in my throat. I hear him before I see him. The slow creak of the floor plank. Then his shadow spills through the doorway.

      Eric.

      A kitchen knife gleams in his fist, reflecting the moonlight. His broad shoulders rise and fall with each breath. Sweat glistens on his brow, running down his temples in jagged streams. His eyes are wild, empty of reason.

      Sweat slides down my spine. The icy breeze bites at my neck.

      He takes a step inside into the semidarkness.

      Another.

      Now.

      I slam the door into him. Wood meets bone with a sickening crack, sending him sprawling into the girls’ miniature table and chairs. I don’t wait to see if he recovers.

      I run.

      Bolting down the hallway, I fly down the stairs two at a time, my bare feet skidding on the slick floor. Behind me, I hear a sound.

      A scream. Eric’s scream.

      A symphony of rage and pain. Followed by an almost interminable silence. Then—the crash of wood splintering.

      He’s coming.

      I reach the patio door and yank it open, my fingers slick with sweat and blood. My breath sticks in my throat. I leap into the night. The lake? The woods? There’s nowhere to run.

      The wet grass is icy against my bare skin as I sprint around the side of the house, my grip tightening on the knife. I leap over the chrysanthemums and see a path through the moonlit forest. I push forward, leaves shifting beneath me, each crunch like an explosion in the quiet void between thunderclaps. Then—

      The slam of the patio door. The pound of footfalls against wet wood. He’s moving fast. Faster than I thought he could.

      I don’t know where I’m going. Just away.

      The trees loom ahead, thick and endless. The path beyond is a blur of mud and darkness.

      I run.

      As I plunge deeper into the woods, the shriek of the crickets stabs my eardrums. I follow the map of the woods I made in my mind, pushing forward, twigs ripping the soles of my feet, branches clawing at my arms, slicing my face.

      Somewhere behind me, Eric crashes through the underbrush. The distance between us shrinks.

      I push harder, faster, but my body is already screaming. My lungs burn, my muscles thrumming with exhaustion. My toe catches on a hidden root, sending me stumbling forward. I feel it break. I throw out a hand, catching myself against a tree.

      Keep moving. Keep moving.

      Then, ahead, something emerges through the downpour.

      The carousel.

      It stands in the clearing, swaying and screeching in the wind. Raindrops from the trees above clink against the rusted metal, the painted horses frozen in mid-gallop, their eyes peeled wide in expressions of permanent terror like they know what’s coming.

      I veer toward it, heart thundering in my chest. Is this a hiding place? Or a mistake? I don’t have time to decide. I slide to the ground behind a row of twisted metal poles, sucking in air that won’t come fast enough. My whole body shakes as I search the trees for help. Where is Olivia?

      I listen.

      Rain ticks against the metal canopy, soft and steady. Each drop a relentless count of moments slipping away. Time’s up.

      I hear footsteps. Slow, methodical. Twigs snapping underfoot. A shadow emerges from between the trees.

      Eric walks hunched, his blade dangling loosely at his side. He moves with eerie resolve, scanning the woods, his eyes flicking over every inch of darkness.

      A burst of distant lightning illuminates the sky. For a split second, our eyes meet, white as snow.

      I freeze. He stops.

      A flash of movement. Fast. He’s coming.

      I launch forward, scrambling out of my hiding spot. My legs barely obey, my feet slipping in the mud. Pain searing up my foot. I don’t care. I run.

      But he’s closer than I realized.

      I hear a snort of breath behind me. The rustling of fabric. The whistle of metal slicing the air. Fingers closing around the neckline of my tank top. Yanking.

      I lurch backward, my spine snapping tight. My feet skid. My body jerks violently. I lash out, swiping my knife backward. The blade catches something.

      Flesh.

      He groans. His grip loosens.

      I don’t stop to look. I rip free and sprint, half stumbling, toward the old Ferris wheel. The rusted skeleton looms in the distance. Calling me. I hear the scream of the girl who died here. The ghost. And I wonder if I will join her.

      Then Eric’s hand snatches my wrist.

      I cry out. Fling myself forward.

      His grip tightens, jerking me off my feet.

      My body slams into the ground, the impact knocking the air from my lungs. My hands scrape against loose rocks, the knife flying from my grasp, sliding in the mud.

      Before I can move—before I can even breathe—he’s on me. Straddling my waist. His knee drives into my ribs, pinning me down. One hand clamps around my throat, crushing, choking. The other raises the blade, dripping in the stormlight.

      I close my eyes and scream, “Olivia, help!”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 46

      
      I brace for the blade.

      But the stroke never comes.

      I force my eyes open. He hovers above me, frozen, his hair dripping black, his knife hand trembling in the air. His face twists into something between grief and rage, his emerald eyes warring with themselves. Tears carve paths through the stubble on his cheeks. The oaks loom above us like silent witnesses.

      “What did you say?”

      I seize my moment.

      Yanking my arm free from beneath his knee, I rake my fingers across his cheek, nails digging deep. The skin gives way, raw flesh under my fingertips. He jerks back with a guttural groan, but my nails catch, dragging deeper as he wrenches away.

      His weight shifts.

      I slam both fists into his chest. Hard. A solid, satisfying thud. He tumbles backward into the mud, and I scramble to my feet, my heartbeat hammering against my ribs. My head darts in every direction, searching for an escape. I spot my knife. A few yards away, half buried in the mud, water dancing off the blade.

      Eric pushes himself up. His gaze flicks to the weapon.

      Our eyes meet. For a breath, neither of us moves.

      “Don’t do it,” he warns.

      I ignore him and bolt. Three strides. The handle is within reach.

      A crushing blow slams into my shoulder.

      I hit the ground hard, rolling through the muck. Wet earth, choking me. I fight to get back on my feet before Eric makes his next move.

      He rises slowly, deliberately, bending to retrieve the other knife. Now he holds one in each hand. Blood soaks his white T-shirt, turning the fabric a deep, violent pink. Emma’s and Penelope’s blood. The grief on his face is gone. The rage has won.

      A sharp pulse of sickness rolls through me. My breath shudders. My mind scrambles for a rational explanation, some clue to this madness.

      “Please, Eric,” I whisper. “Don’t.”

      He tilts his head, studying me like I’m a puzzle missing a piece. His grip tightens around the knives. He steps forward. “How could you do this?” he asks softly. His voice is so disarmingly childlike, so fragile, that for a second, I don’t understand what he’s saying.

      “Do what?”

      His throat bobs. His voice trembles. “My beautiful baby girls.”

      A slow, creeping horror unfurls in my chest. “Eric, what are you talking about? I woke up to a scream. I ran upstairs. I—I found them like that.”

      “Don’t lie to me.”

      “I’m not lying! I thought you—” I choke on the words. “I thought you killed them.” I point to the knife in his hand.

      Eric’s fingers flex over the handles. “I grabbed the knife because I heard a noise. I heard you.”

      The words rock me like a car crash. No. No, that’s not right. That’s not how it happened. I know what I saw. I know what I heard.

      Except…

      A flicker of doubt ignites deep in my brain. Just for a second. What if I—no.

      Olivia. Her words echo in my head, rising like a whispering chorus from the grave.

      They got what they deserved.

      I’m happier when my mother is gone.

      I wish they were gone too.

      My dad would be better off.

      The open window in Emma and Penelope’s room. The curtains billowing in the night air.

      She must have jumped. She’s out here somewhere.

      Thoughts burst and catch in my brain like shrapnel. It doesn’t make sense. It can’t. But—

      She said she was happier when her mother was gone. She said the Adwanis deserved it.

      My breath snags. I can feel it now—the awful certainty metastasizing inside me.

      Olivia is out here somewhere.

      I raise a hand to my mouth, bile stinging my throat.

      “Oh my God,” I whisper.

      Eric stiffens. “What?”

      I swallow hard. “Olivia. It must have been Olivia.”

      I expect Eric to respond with emotion. Shock. Surprise. Anger. Denial. But his brow simply furrows, his mouth forming the beginning of a question before it simply falls open. His arms drop to his sides, both knives dangling uselessly from his grip. His eyes shift—shock, pity, horror colliding all at once.

      For the first time, I see it.

      Doubt.

      I take a step forward, chasing an answer. “What?”

      His lips barely move. His voice an echo.

      “Charlotte… Olivia is dead.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 47

      
      The world tilts. A sickening lurch in my stomach.

      Olivia is dead.

      No, that’s not right. I just talked to her. I search the trees. The muddy path. The carousel. Spinning, spinning, spinning. Looking for what? Proof that I misheard? Someone to tell me Eric is wrong, that he’s lying? That my best friend hasn’t been ripped away from me again?

      But there’s nothing. The lonely frog, the creak of the carousel turning without its riders. The reminder that I’m alone. A slow, sinking numbness spreads through me. I don’t care if Eric kills me anymore.

      I meet his eyes. “How did she die?” My voice barely holds. “Did you kill her?”

      His eyes pulse. His grip tightens around the knife. I brace myself.

      But then he exhales, the fight draining from him like the wind. A shudder rolls through his shoulders, and the knife clatters to the ground. He drags a hand down his face, his mouth twisted, his breath uneven.

      “Charlotte…” His voice is barely above a whisper. “Olivia’s been dead for eighteen years.”

      I stare at him, waiting for the words to make sense. They don’t.

      A small, involuntary breath slips from my lips, half a laugh, half a denial. “What are you talking about? I saw her. She slept in my room last night.” I force my mind to replay it, to hold on to it. That was last night. Wasn’t it? Yes. I said “Good night” to her. She was there. But then she wasn’t.

      Eric runs a hand through his hair, pacing through the mud. He looks up at the sky, as if hoping for some divine intervention. The storm clouds have thinned. A few stars peek through.

      “She died eighteen years ago, Charlotte. You were there. She fell off the Ferris wheel at the State Fair.”

      The words dig into my brain, but they don’t stick.

      “No.” My voice is hoarse. “I saw them put her in the ambulance. My mom…she told me she was okay.”

      Eric rocks his head, like he’s trying to shake loose a nightmare. Tears spill down his cheeks. He presses the heels of his palms against his eyes, trying to hold them in.

      “I can’t believe Julie never told you,” he says, more to himself than to me. “No, Charlotte. She wasn’t okay. She was in a coma for two weeks. Then she died.” His voice cracks. “Your mom wanted to spare you the grief of seeing her like that. We all did.” He pauses, pacing. “That’s why we invited you back here after all this time. We thought it would help us all find closure. I never imagined…” His breath chokes. “I never imagined this.”

      The words should hit like a hammer. But they don’t. They drift over me, slow and weightless, like something happening to someone else. A background conversation.

      Because they’re wrong. They have to be.

      A warm wooziness rushes over me. Like I’ve been drugged. Wait, have I been drugged? Was there something in the tea he gave me before bed? Is Eric gaslighting me? He is.

      Olivia was here. We canoed together. Ate dinner together. Laughed and shared stories. Confided in each other.

      “You’re lying.” My voice is sharp, accusing. “She’s been with us all week. You saw her.”

      Eric doesn’t argue. He just watches me, pity lining his face. His bare feet scrape the mud. “She’s not here, Charlotte.” A pause. “You’re not well.”

      The dizziness grows stronger. My eyelids become heavy, and my vision blurs. I open my mouth to fire back, but something stops me. His eyes. They aren’t evasive, aren’t defensive. Just exhausted. Heavy with something deeper than grief.

      I search my memory, but my mind slips now. Thoughts vaporizing. Olivia and I were alone at the lake. Alone in the canoe. Alone last night. But she was with us at dinner.

      Then I remember. No one ever spoke to her.

      A slow, icy trickle runs down my spine.

      Reality bends. My pulse pounds. My vision sharpens, hyper-focused, like my mind is trying to cling to reality before it shatters completely.

      “Are you okay?” Eric’s voice is careful, measured. He takes a slow, cautious step toward me.

      I nod. Lie. “I’m fine.” But I’m not.

      The trees loom taller, stretching like fingers, reaching, closing in. The air feels tight, suffocating. I ask the question, though I don’t know if I can stand to hear the answer.

      “So if Olivia didn’t kill the twins…” The words leave my mouth before I can stop them. “Who did?”

      Eric doesn’t answer. He just lifts his hand, palm up, and gestures toward me.

      I follow his gaze.

      I smell the blood before I see it. The sharp, metallic scent clinging to my skin. The sickly warmth of it, thick and drying, sticking to the fine hairs on my arms. Blood soaks my tank top. My shorts too. My hands—sticky. That’s from when I found them, I tell myself. I checked their breathing.

      But then I see my arms. Scratches. Deep ones. Not from trees, not from brambles.

      Fingernails. Small. Desperate.

      I touch my face. It burns.

      A slow, creeping horror snakes around me, tightening, squeezing, refusing to let go.

      No.

      No.

      The ground spins. The forest warps. Eric’s voice calls my name, distant, fading. My heart vibrates. I can’t breathe.

      The edges of my vision blur. Then darken. Then—

      Blackness.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 48

      
      I wake to birdsong.

      Sparrows chatter overhead. A loon cries somewhere across the lake, insistent, melancholy, like it’s warning me. My body is leaden. My head pounds with a sharp, rhythmic pain, like something is hammering against my skull from the inside.

      A poisonous film coats my tongue.

      What did Eric put in my tea?

      Men’s voices murmur. I feel my body shift, jolt. I’m moving, bouncing, being carried. One bounce. Two. Three. The ground underneath me is damp, the scent of wet grass and mud thick in the air, but the rain has stopped. The breeze is sharp and crisp, electrifying my skin.

      I force my eyes open.

      Dawn is breaking. The sky nuclear. Eric’s boat bobs lazily next to the dock.

      But it’s not alone.

      Five police boats surround it.

      I gaze at them, blinking hard, as if my vision might be playing tricks on me. But it’s the first one that makes my stomach drop. Detective Gonzalez’s boat.

      A pulse of cold shoots through me. Was it yesterday he arrived? It feels like a memory viewed through fogged glass. My limbs tingle as my body finally registers the weight at my wrists.

      I try to sit up.

      Steel bites into my skin and jerks me back down.

      I suck in a breath, forcing myself to move more slowly this time. The world spins, but I push past it, blinking against the blur. A stretcher. I’m strapped to a stretcher. Handcuffed.

      My breath quickens.

      Two paramedics flank me—one with a beard, the other young, baby-faced. Their expressions are careful, but something heavy crouches behind their eyes. Pity. Wariness.

      Like they’re handling a wounded animal. Or something more dangerous.

      “Easy,” The Beard says.

      Easy?

      Panic floods my veins like an electric current. My breath shortens. My ribs lock. It’s happening too fast. The events of last night burst inside me all at once: the twins, the forest, the carousel spinning in the rain. Eric. The knives. His voice whispering about Olivia.

      Could it be true?

      No.

      No, they’re twisting things. The tea. I’ve been drugged. Everyone has been twisting things since I got here. I search the grounds for Olivia. She’s here. I can feel her.

      My pulse races against the cuffs, skin scraping raw. My thoughts won’t hold still, fracturing, shattering. I tip my head back, searching the sky, looking for something real, something solid.

      But even the clouds look distorted. Floating smears of white, shifting like they’re hiding something. I search the grounds. Familiar faces. Russ Neuman being interviewed by a cop. Eyes twitching. And Carlos. Worry scrawled on his face. What is he doing here?

      And then I hear that familiar news-anchor purr.

      Eric.

      His voice is low, his words muffled by the static in my ears, but it’s him. My head jerks left, my neck straining. He’s standing on the Parkers’ lawn, his back to me. Talking to Gonzalez.

      He looks…different.

      The man from last night—the hunter, the haunted—has disappeared.

      This Eric is clean. Shaven. Sane.

      Dressed in jeans and a white polo, he looks older. Tired. Grief lines his face.

      “And that’s when I found…” he says. His voice wobbles, cracks in the middle. He sounds broken. “My baby girls.”

      A chill spiders down my spine.

      Gonzalez nods, scribbling in his notebook. He believes him.

      Then I see a rustle in the woods over Eric’s shoulder.

      A sliver of skin. A burst of black hair.

      It’s Olivia.

      She’s alive. Watching. Recording me on her phone.

      I feel the moment it clicks into place.

      I’m being set up.

      Eric and Olivia.

      They wanted to be alone. They wanted everyone gone. They invited me here to take the fall.

      I’m being framed.

      My body seizes, muscles tightening like a vise around my bones. My pulse staggers, then slams into a sprint. The paramedics lift the stretcher, carrying me toward the police boat.

      No.

      No, no, no.

      A police officer walks up beside the stretcher. He reads from a laminated card. “You have the right to remain silent. You have the right—”

      I wrench my gaze to The Beard. I force my voice to be calm, reasonable.

      “Sir, please. There’s been a mistake.”

      He sets the stretcher down on the dock. Doesn’t answer. Just trades a look with Baby Face.

      “If you cannot afford an attorney—”

      “You don’t understand.” My voice wavers, the calm slipping. “I’m being framed. I was drugged.”

      No response.

      They push me toward the cabin. Panic ignites in my chest. If I go belowdeck, no one will hear me.

      I thrash, hard.

      “Help!” My coarse scream rips from my throat. “Help me! Please!”

      The cuffs bite deeper. My wrists are slick, stinging. I press my fingers together, twist them, try to wedge them out. The metal scrapes, skin splitting open.

      “Do you understand the rights I have just read to you?”

      Baby Face lays a hand on my shoulder. His grip is firm. “Calm down,” he says. “It’s gonna be fine.”

      The cabin door swings open.

      A stairwell plunges down into darkness.

      Something primal takes over. My body spasms, kicking, jerking, trying to tear free. The stretcher bucks beneath me, but the cuffs hold.

      One last plea.

      “Please.” The word barely makes it out.

      They lift me through the door.

      No.

      My skins screams. The walls close in.

      “No.”

      The door swings shut, the hinges letting out a slow, final creak.

      I drag in one last desperate breath.

      And then I scream.

      “Nooooo!”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 49

      
      I pace my concrete-block isolation cell at the Hennepin County Public Safety Facility and chew my nails down to their nubs. The air is cold. The floor is colder. After my tantrum on the boat ride over, the cops eighty-sixed the stretcher. They processed me through booking, took mug shots and fingerprints, searched me, took all my personal possessions, and dumped me in this grim, eight-by-eight room in a gray uniform that looks like they fished it out of a garbage dump. It hangs on me as if it were meant for someone else. Someone who didn’t make it out.

      I used my designated phone time to call my mother, a rock as always, who told me she’d be right over with Tom Kim in tow.

      As I pace the cell, I try to make sense of it all. This must be a setup. I know I didn’t kill anyone. But then I remember the night Laelynn died, waking up soaking wet. No, that was sweat. But the cuts on my arms, my cheeks? From my fight with Vivek or the trees? Did Olivia scratch me while I was sleeping, so it appeared I did this? Wait, Eric said Olivia’s been dead for eighteen years. That’s not true. I was talking to her, for God’s sake. I saw her in the woods.

      The two of them must be conspiring. This was their plan from the start. They wanted Big Island to themselves, then invited me to be the pawn. They figured if they could convince me and everyone else that I’m insane, then no one would suspect them.

      It was the drinks.

      They drugged them to confuse me. First bootlegs, then wine, then tea.

      For a moment, their plan worked. I was questioning my sanity. Did Olivia really exist? Could I have killed the girls, Laelynn, Vivek, and Freida? But in the bright light of day, I realize that can’t be true. I could never do something like that.

      The external door to my cell squeaks open, and two corrections officers enter.

      “Your attorney’s here,” one of them barks at me.

      The guards escort me through a tunnel of locked doors to a private room with a table bolted to the floor and cheap plastic chairs. The overhead light buzzes faintly, interrupted only by the occasional sounds of metal doors slamming, inmates shouting. It smells of bleach and steel and sadness. The room has no windows, no clocks, no sense of time. Only the quiet hum of the fluorescent bulb and the hollow ache of waiting. A purgatory of sorts.

      My cheeks rise into a smile when I see who’s greeting me. It’s my mother and our old family attorney. My mom looks her usual self. She wears gray slacks with a white blouse and a yellow cable-knit sweater draped around her shoulders. A burst of light in this drab confine.

      Tom is as frumpy and adorable as I remember. Wrinkled suit, tie with a stain on it. A round, kind face beneath a mop of black hair. He helped me when Olivia fell and my dad died. He’s my guardian angel.

      My mom rises from her chair.

      “Oh, darling,” she whispers, brushing her hand against my cheek. “I’m so sorry. We’re going to figure this out. I promise.”

      “Okay,” I say. I force the tears back. “How did you get in here? I thought family wasn’t allowed.”

      She waves her hand. “Oh, it was nothing. Tom told them I was a necessary agent of the defense, and voilà.”

      At the mention of his name, Tom rises and offers his hand and a hesitant smile. I shake his meaty palm, expecting the warm grip of an old friend, but something about it is distant, rushed, overly formal, like he’s working a reception line. I search his eyes, but he looks away.

      “Sit, sit,” my mother says to me. “Let’s get to the bottom of this.”

      Mom and I sit down, the plastic cold against my back, but Tom remains standing. He has a manila folder in front of him and taps his fingers on it repeatedly. “If you don’t mind, Julie, I’d like to speak to Charlotte alone for a minute. You know, attorney-client privilege and all that. There’s a waiting room just outside.”

      My mom bites her lip, and for a moment I think she might protest, but she relents. “Of course. Apologies. I’ll be right outside when you need me.”

      Tom sits across from me once my mom exits. He pulls out a thermos and a couple of paper cups from his bag and pours us cups of coffee. He sighs and again taps the file in front of him.

      “Okay, why don’t you tell me what happened?” His voice is calm and nasally.

      I tell him everything that’s happened over the past few days. About my suspension, the Adwanis, Olivia, Laelynn, and the twins. As I’m talking, Tom takes a deep breath and leans back in his chair and begins staring at the wall behind me. He seems lost in thought, as if he’s barely listening.

      “I’m sorry, Tom. Am I boring you?” I snap.

      His eyes return to me. They’re the same sad eyes that I saw on Eric Parker last night.

      “No, I’m sorry. It’s just, well, frankly, your story’s not adding up, Charlotte.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He slides his hand over the folder and opens it. A police report stares back at him. He places his frameless reading glasses on his owl nose. “First, the report says your pajamas were covered in blood. Is that true?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “I assume this was the twins’ blood?”

      “Yes, but that’s from when I discovered them. I checked their pulses to see if they were dead.”

      He sighs and frowns and returns his gaze back to the report. “Second, the girls had skin under their fingernails.” He peers over his reading glasses at my forearms. “Based on the cuts on your arms, I’m guessing the DNA lab is going to come back with your skin under their nails.”

      “No, that can’t be. The cuts on my arms are from something else. The trees. Eric was chasing me. I was running through the forest. I’m not sure. Olivia might have made those marks on my arms while I was asleep to frame me.”

      “C’mon, Charlotte. Don’t you think if someone had scratched your arms while you were sleeping, you would have woken up? Now, I’m not the judge or jury here. I’m on your side. But I need a story that makes sense.”

      “You don’t understand. I was exhausted. I hadn’t slept all week, and Eric made tea for me before I went to bed. He might have drugged it. I think he and Olivia are framing me.”

      “Who is this Olivia you keep referencing?”

      “The Parkers’ daughter. Olivia Parker. We need to find her.”

      Tom takes his glasses off and massages his temples. “Olivia’s been dead for eighteen years, Charlotte.”

      I stand up out of my chair, propelled by the frustration. “Goddamn it. She’s not dead. That’s what Eric said. That’s what they want you to think. That’s part of the setup. I spoke to her myself.”

      The edges of the interview room fuzz. I feel the familiar detached feeling I felt last night. I count the concrete blocks of the cell to steady myself. One block, two blocks, three blocks, four.

      “Charlotte. Olivia died at the State Fair. Don’t you remember?”

      “No, you’re wrong. She fell, but she didn’t die. I saw the ambulance take her away.”

      “I talked to you myself after the incident because your mom was afraid the Parkers might press charges.”

      A memory breaks into my mind. Me, Tom, and my mother talking in hushed tones. “Yeah, she was in a coma then. She recovered. My mom told me she recovered.”

      He pulls another paper from the folder and hands it to me. “The detective heard you mention her name, so they added this to the file.”

      
        Certificate of Death

        Name of Deceased: Olivia Parker

        Date of Death: August 28, 2007

      

      I drop the paper on the floor like it’s on fire.

      He keeps talking. The ringing in my ears grows louder. The room grows fuzzier. My airways tighter.

      He raises his voice. “Charlotte? Are you listening?”

      “Yes, I’m sorry. I’m listening.”

      “I think our best step forward at this point is to get you transferred to a medical unit for a full psychiatric evaluation.”

      I continue pacing, chewing my nails but saying nothing. The walls inflate and then deflate.

      I search his face. It’s flat, emotionless.

      Then it hits me.

      The coffee. He drugged it.

      Tom’s in on this.

      They’re all conspiring to frame me.

      He’s the final nail in my coffin. Here to convince me I’m insane. Convince me to plead guilty.

      I pace faster. I count faster. Twenty-four blocks in the wall. Twenty-five blocks. Twenty-six blocks.

      “How much did he pay you, Tom?”

      “What? Who?”

      I slam the coffee cup on the table. “Eric. How much did he pay you to doctor the death certificate, to lie to me?”

      “Nothing. I don’t work for Eric. I work for you. I’ve known you since you were twelve.”

      “I’d like to speak to my mother.”

      “Charlotte, I don’t think you’re hearing me.”

      “I’d like to speak to my mother. Now!”

      He leaves the room, and my mother returns minutes later. Just smelling her perfume slows my pacing. As she enters, our eyes meet, and I notice a hardness behind the soft blue. A lifetime of battles, of pain.

      She reaches out and takes my hands in hers.

      “Talk to me, darling,” she says.

      “We need a new attorney. Tom Kim is in on this. He’s working with Eric and Olivia.”

      Her eyebrows rise, and an eye twitches, but then she recovers herself. “Okay, dear. Calm down. We’ll get you a new attorney. Whatever you need. We’ll fix this just like we did with Olivia and your fa—”

      She stops herself.

      “Olivia and Dad? Those were accidents. What do they have to do with this?”

      Her mouth creases, and I watch her eyes dance left and right, searching mine.

      “Nothing. It was an accident. It’s not your fault. Mom will make it better.”

      Something in the way she says it seems off, more like she’s reciting a mantra than the truth. It was an accident. It’s not your fault. Mom will make it better.

      Those words unlock something in me.

      Memories resurface in my mind like Laelynn’s body.

      Olivia lying on the fairground pavement. A halo of blood around her head.

      It was an accident. It’s not your fault. Mom will make it better.

      My dad. A shard of glass jammed into his neck, glistening.

      It was an accident. It’s not your fault. Mom will make it better.

      Laelynn. Vivek and Freida. Heathcliff. The twins.

      The rope, the knife, the axe. The blood.

      It was an accident. It’s not your fault. Mom will make it better.

      It can’t be.

      My breath seizes. My temperature rises.

      The room spins. The fluorescent lights flicker and spread like a starburst, taking over my vision.

      I drop to the floor, curling.

      My mother hugs me and brushes my hair from my face. Just like when I was eight. We rock back and forth. I say it with her, barely breathing.

      “It was an accident. It’s not my fault. Mom will make it better.”

      “It was an accident. It’s not my fault. Mom will make it better.”

    
  
    
      
        Epilogue

      
      Six months later

      The cold steel bench bites through my jumpsuit as I survey the yard. The snow is gone, leaving behind damp soil and the scent of thaw. Dead leaves skitter across the concrete, restless in the breeze. They call this place the Central Square. But let’s be honest: It’s a prison yard.

      Tilting my head, I let the March sun warm my face. It’s been a long winter. I was beginning to forget the feel of heat. Nearby, a basketball thuds in a steady rhythm as six women play a sluggish three-on-three. Others drift along the perimeter in white uniforms, chatting, laughing, pretending this is anything other than what it is. I prefer to be alone. Alone with my thoughts. Alone with nature. At my feet, a blade of grass fights its way through a crack in the pavement. An ant scuttles up its length, frantic, searching.

      Dr. Moeller says I have dissociative identity disorder. Not multiple personalities, he’s quick to clarify. Not like the monsters in the movies. Just me, splintered into jagged panes, each one reflecting what I couldn’t face. He calls the shard that carried the sharpest edges my “alter.” I call her CharBar. She was never separate though. She was just the part I wasn’t allowed to be.

      He says Olivia was different. Not an alter. A hallucinated companion. A trauma-born ghost my mind conjured to hold the guilt I couldn’t carry. I saw her because I couldn’t accept the truth of what I’d done at the Ferris wheel. He calls her a “visual projection of unresolved grief.” A coping mechanism. A child’s trick dragged into adulthood.

      I know she’s not real now.

      Integration. That’s his word. He says we’ve made progress, stitching the pieces together. He expected me to weep. That’s what they want when they press your trauma into words, squeeze it through the therapeutic sieve: tears, apologies, guilt. But when I saw CharBar whole, I didn’t feel guilt. I felt recognition. Like finally catching my reflection in a broken mirror and realizing it was me all along.

      We—I mean—I remember everything now. The Ferris wheel. Olivia beside me, teasing, always making me feel small. Not as pretty. Not as athletic. Not as charming. She broke the rules, but I was always the one who paid the consequences. That day, she stood on the edge of the gondola, taunting me, taunting death itself. So, I taught her a lesson.

      I let her fall.

      She paid the consequences.

      Mom said she’d take care of it. And she did.

      I thought Olivia’s death would bring me peace. Let me grow out from under her shadow. Instead, it brought loss. I lost Eric. He was more than a crush. He was everything. The only man I’ve ever trusted.

      But deep down, I always knew he’d come back to me.

      I remember my father. In Boston, things went from bad to worse. He hit my mother. He hit me. Did other bad things. One day, I decided the bad things needed to stop. So, I shattered that Smirnoff bottle and drove a hooked edge into his throat.

      Then he was gone, and I was free.

      Mom said she’d take care of it. And she did.

      She called Tom Kim and spun a story about self-defense. My father was an abusive drunk. No one questioned it. No one missed him.

      After that, life was good. College. Grad school. Consulting. I kept to myself, and people let me. I was busy. I solved problems. I helped people. There was no time for dark thoughts.

      Then I saw Eric.

      Part of me hoped age had taken its toll, enough that I could let go. Give Carlos a spin.

      But it hadn’t. He was better than I remembered. Gorgeous. Funny. Kind. Effortless.

      Unfortunately, Laelynn and those two little brats kept him from me. And the dog. That damn dog.

      Looking back, it was Heathcliff who brought CharBar back. When that Saint Bernard slobbered on me and humiliated me in front of Eric, I knew he had to go. A few grapes before bedtime took care of that.

      It reminded me how easy it was to kill. One day he was here. The next he was gone. And the world was a better place afterward. Just like my father.

      Of course, Laelynn wouldn’t let it go. She wanted to call the police. I tried to talk her down that morning before she left, but she wouldn’t listen.

      So, I choked her with the boat rope. Then went back to bed.

      To be honest, I would have done it anyway. Eric and I could never be together while she was alive. The moment her breath ceased beneath my hands—pure peace.

      The Adwanis were even easier. Sneak out in the night. Grab the axe. Doors were open. Swing. Swing. Swing. Whistle while you work.

      With Laelynn and the Adwanis gone, only the twins stood between me and Eric. I’ll admit we—I—got a little sloppy on that one. But when I found out they were pranking me, playing their little ghost tricks, and then Emma mentioned my “secret,” I lost it. Those smug, gaptooth smiles. Laughing at me, trying to hold me down, just like Olivia used to. They were pretending to be ghosts. Well…now they are.

      Actions have consequences.

      That’s what my mother always said, but I don’t think she understood what it really meant. Not like I do. The poor woman. She feels that this is all her fault. That she’s the reason I’m this way. But the truth is, CharBar’s always been inside me. You just had to look for her. Beth, the babysitter, saw her. I think that’s why she locked me away.

      I think Carlos saw her too. That’s what freaked me out about him. But he also saw the good in me. Ah, what could have been? I’m glad I pushed him away. I wouldn’t want him to get hurt.

      The ant climbs from the blade of grass onto my shoe, then up my pant leg. I reach down, letting it scuttle into my palm. Then, in one swift motion, I press my hands together, feeling the tiny body crush between my palms. I rub them together, smearing its insides, ensuring it’s dead.

      That’s what I do. I eliminate problems.

      Now, there’s nothing left to eliminate. Laelynn, Emma, Penelope, the Adwanis—they’re all gone. It’s just me and Eric now.

      Finally.

      And now I know he’s like me. He has secrets too. Scaring people out of their homes so that he can become the king of Big Island. Who knows? He might have killed Marjorie Neuman too.

      I hope he did.

      Then we’ll be bonded not just by love but by blood. King and queen together.

      I write him a letter every day at noon. Two pages exactly. Each time, I imagine his hands trembling as he unfolds the paper, his breath catching on my words. He hasn’t responded yet, but he will. He has to.

      We will be together someday.

      I just know it.

      It’s destiny.

      A ripple passes through the air beside me, a shift in the light. I turn my head, and there she is—a whisper of warm air, a flash of curly black hair. Olivia. In the distance. Across the basketball court. Slouched against the prison stone. Blowing a bright-pink bubble.

      I wave.

      She waves.

      I watch as her lips curl into a knowing smile.

    
  
    
      
        Author’s Note

      
      The world of Buried in the Woods Below may feel unsettlingly real, but rest assured, not all is as it seems.

      Big Island and the lovely lakeside town of Wayzata, Minnesota, are indeed real places (and truly beautiful ones at that!). But if you are planning a visit, a few clarifications might be helpful:

      
        No Ghosts or Murder and Minimal Mist (I Promise)

        To the best of my knowledge, Big Island is blissfully free of axe-wielding maniacs, vengeful phantoms, or scandalous deaths involving boating ropes and poisoned grapes. It’s generally sunny, peaceful, idyllic, and ghost-free.

      
      
        Nobody Fell Off the Ferris Wheel

        Yes, there was a dazzling amusement park on Big Island over a century ago (a detail too perfect to leave out). But no tragic accidents occurred, and the only thing that crashed to the ground was the park’s finances.

      
      
        James J. Hill Days Is Totally Real and Delightful

        Wayzata’s beloved James J. Hill Days festival is absolutely real, though in the name of narrative suspense, I shifted the date a smidge. (It would have started on September 5 in 2025.) In reality, the festival is full of music, food, and family fun, not existential dread and slow-burn psychological collapse.

        

        Think of the Big Island in this book as a warped Gothic reflection of the real thing. Any resemblance to real people, places, or events is purely coincidental…and just a little bit fun.

        With gratitude, Daniel G. Miller

      
    
  
    
      
        Loved Buried in the Woods Below? Don’t miss Daniel G. Miller’s thrilling The Orphanage by the Lake, available now.
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        1

      
      Ah, the morning.

      Is there anything worse?

      I’ve always envied people who spring out of bed and jog around the neighborhood with a broad smile on their face. Unfortunately, I am not that person. My standard routine is to be woken from a deep sleep by a song from my Totally ’80s mix. The sound of “Bette Davis Eyes” usually points me in the right direction. Then I snooze my phone alarm once on a good day, three times on most days. At this point, my roommate, Kenny, barks from the other room, telling me to get up and turn my damn alarm off. This is when I heave myself out of my squeaky bed and, with one eye open, stumble into the shower. Because my brain is only partly functional, I stand there under the hot water singing “Bette Davis Eyes” for the next five minutes before I embark on the whole soap-and-shampoo process.

      Today is no different. I go through my routine and throw on a white blouse and navy pencil skirt. Once I’ve applied my makeup—a touch of bronzer, a dab of mascara, and a streak of highlighter to make those cheekbones pop—I enter the living room of our firetrap Chinatown apartment. The room doubles as our kitchen and dining room. It was open concept before people knew what open concept was. Kenny lounges at the folding card table/dining table and works his way through a trough of Froot Loops while he reads. He’s studying for his police officer’s exam. The thought of him as a police officer is slightly horrifying. There isn’t an object in our place that Kenny Shum hasn’t dropped, toppled, or flat-out obliterated since he arrived. I’m sure that will go down swimmingly at the New York City Police Department.

      My phone’s calendar notification pings. Ugh, I’m going to be late for my meeting. I reach into the fridge and grab a sugar-free Red Bull. I know what you’re going to say… What am I doing drinking Red Bull in the morning? Well, I don’t like coffee, and when you’re as tired of your job as I am, you do what it takes to get you through. Plus, it’s sugar-free. You’ve got to give me credit for that. This day-old mochi doughnut I’m eating isn’t going to wash itself down.

      Kenny observes me and gives me a smile and a nod. He’s witnessed my panicked late-for-work routine before.

      “Good morning,” he says.

      He sports black hair, kind brown eyes, a tight haircut that feels like a tennis ball when you rub it, and a face as flat and round as a pancake. He reminds me of an Asian Stay Puft Marshmallow Man except without the sailor hat. I suspect he might have a crush on me, but I do my best to make it clear that’s not happening.

      “Good morning. How many days till your exam?” I say with doughnut crumbs hanging from my lips.

      “Five. I can’t wait to be done.”

      “Don’t worry. You’ll crush it. I’ll quiz you when I get back tonight.”

      Kenny’s eyes light up.

      “Thanks, Hazel. That would be great. I’ll cook us some bibimbap.”

      Kenny and I bond over food, especially Korean food. It reminds us of home.

      “Yum. That’s a deal. All right, Special K, I’m off to the office. Good luck with your studying.”

      I run out the door with my doughnut and Red Bull in hand. Kenny says something back to me as I leave, but I don’t hear it because I’m already rocketing down the stairs of our walk-up building. We live on the fifth floor, which makes for a soul-crushing slog up the stairs at the end of a tough workday.

      I hustle down the steps and launch myself out the front door and onto Mulberry Street. The sidewalk is bustling with a bunch of those smiley early risers I can’t understand. It’s a cloudy fall day in Manhattan, cool enough to keep the less pleasant smells at bay but warm enough to take a long stroll. Aromas from the Chinese vendor stands float through the air. An enchanting mixture of fish, fruit, and flowers. I wish I had time to stop and smell the proverbial roses, but I’m already late, and this is not a client I want to keep waiting.

      Fortunately, my office stands just a few blocks from my apartment. I power walk down Mulberry and then hook a left on Canal. My agency sits on the third floor of a weathered brick building on Cortlandt Alley, which oddly isn’t an alley but a tiny street. When I signed my lease on this building, I was the only tenant. But in the intervening years, it’s somehow become trendy, with various designers and fashion start-ups moving in. I think it’s the first and last trend that I’ll start. Not a day goes by when I don’t stumble over a self-important fashion shoot when I pop out for lunch. Still, it fits what I do. Close enough to walk but far enough away that the shady characters who hire me can’t find where I live.

      Speaking of shady characters, time to meet with my client. I wave my key card at the keypad of the building and scamper up the worn wooden stairs. More stairs. Keeps the glutes tight. I turn the corner of the stairwell, and an unwelcome sight greets me.

      “You’re late,” says Gene Strauss.

      Gene slouches on the bench outside my office, beads of sweat gathering about the slicked black hairs on his receding hairline. He’s wearing a brown-and-yellow-striped shirt, buttoned about two buttons too low and revealing a rash of chest hair. The knuckles of his thick, meaty, gold-ringed fingers crack before he rests his hands on his oversize gut. He’s here to find out about his wife, and I can’t stop thinking to myself, Who in their right mind would marry this man?

      I take a moment to catch my breath.

      “I’m sorry about that, Mr. Strauss. How did you get into the building?”

      He stands and smiles, showing unnaturally large canine teeth on a face that’s sloped forward like a rat’s.

      “Never mind how I got here. You got something for me?”

      I don’t know how I feel about the fact that anyone can access my supposedly secure office building, but I decide to dismiss it for now. I don’t want to spend more time with him than necessary. Unfortunately, right now he’s my only client, so it is necessary.

      “Yes, Mr. Strauss, I have the report you requested. Why don’t we discuss it in my office?”

      I pull out my key and unlock the door. As I open it, I look at the engraving in the frosted glass: “Hazel Cho—Private Investigator.” It sounds so official, so badass. When I was a kid, my dad and I used to watch old Humphrey Bogart movies, and I fell in love with Detective Sam Spade in The Maltese Falcon. “The cheaper the crook, the gaudier the patter.” Someday I’m going to deliver a line like that. If only my clients knew I live blocks away in a building that the city should condemn.

      “Why don’t you have a seat, Mr. Strauss?” I say, closing the door behind him and gesturing to one of the two leather chairs that sit across from my desk. I don’t have many things that I’m proud of, but my office is one of them. My sister, Christina, and I decorated it during the early days of my private investigation business when I thought I would be like Veronica Mars, Thomas Magnum, or someone similar. I raided my savings and bought beautiful white chairs and a glass desk with gold trim. We installed built-in bookshelves and stuffed them with a bunch of books I still aspire to read. My dad and I painted the walls a calming dark blue gray while Christina looked at her phone and pretended to help. My detective license hangs behind my desk in a frame that would be more suitable for a Van Gogh. Little did I know then that my private investigation business would be less Magnum, P.I. and more To Catch an Insurance Swindle.

      “Before we start, can I get you anything? A coffee, water, soda?” I say.

      My news for him isn’t good, so I’m hoping the coffee might help it go down smoother. Maybe I should slip in a sedative while I’m at it.

      “Nah. Just give me the report.”

      He has a thick South Philly accent and the charm to match.

      “Okay, your call.”

      I pull a manila folder from my canvas work bag and put it on the desk in front of me. I used to show clients the reports and pictures on my computer or via email, but I’ve found that they’re less likely to be in denial if I show them the hard copies. It makes it more real.

      “Mr. Strauss, you hired me because you wanted to know if your wife was having an affair. In short, the answer is yes. Per your instructions, I followed Emily last Thursday and Friday when you were out of town. On both occasions, she ate dinner with another man. The dinner was clearly personal in nature. No laptops, documents, or other work paraphernalia. She and that man then left dinner. I followed their cars, which traveled the same direction, and they eventually returned to his house.”

      I open the folder and hand him the report. He flips past the text and skips to the pictures. They always skip to the pictures. As his thick, hairy fingers flip through the images of his wife in the arms of another man, I watch the rage building. He clenches the photos harder. His face turns a dangerous shade of purple, and his legs bounce violently up and down like a washing machine on full tilt. Then his eyes rise from the pictures to me.

      The eyes of a demon.

      “You fuckin’ bitch,” he says to me, savoring every word. A malevolent smile crawls across his face.

      “I’m sorry, what?”

      At first, I think I misheard him. He must have said That fuckin’ bitch. I replay it in my mind. Nope, he said You fuckin’ bitch.

      He rises from his seat and hurls the pictures in my face. A vein protrudes from his forehead. “These pictures are fakes. What, you think you can give me a few fake photos and I’m going to just say thank you and pay you my hard-earned money? You think I’m an idiot?”

      When I followed Mrs. Strauss, I thought I saw bruises on her wrists, but I couldn’t be sure.

      Now, I’m certain.

      I ease up from my chair and raise my palms to calm him. This isn’t the first time one of my clients has tried to shoot the messenger. Of course, none have been as big as Gene Strauss.

      “I assure you those pictures are real. Now, I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but it’s the truth.”

      He points a thick finger in my face. Loud, fast breaths rush from his nose.

      “Don’t you lie to me.”

      “I’m not lying to you. I’ve seen many of these cases, and it might take time, but you can f—”

      He heaves one of the desk chairs, and it crashes against the bookshelf. Private investigation handbooks tumble to the floor. I glance back at him. Sweat pours from his hairline. I search his eyes. They remind me of a wounded dog I found once in the woods by my parent’s house: hurt, scared, angry, unpredictable. I glance over at my bag. My Taser sits inside it just a few feet away.

      “I want my deposit back.”

      I stiffen my spine and shake my head.

      “I can’t do that, Mr. Strauss.”

      What I don’t tell him is that his fifty percent deposit has already been spent and I was banking on his second payment to cover this month’s rent.

      His fists clench, and he takes a step closer, lumbering around my desk. An artery pulses in his neck. He’s coming for me.

      I keep my eyes locked on him, but my hand slides toward my Taser. I’ve seen this look before. It’s the look of a predator searching for his advantage.

      A door slams on the first floor, interrupting our stare-down. Strauss takes a step backward and listens. A woman’s heels click and clack up the stairs. The only other sound is our breathing. I want to run, but if you want to be a female private investigator, you don’t have that luxury. That’s what they want. They want you to run. They want you to be afraid. They want you to quit. They want you to cry.

      I hear the entrance to my hallway squeak open and then a rap against my office door. I release a breath. I don’t know who it is, but they can’t be worse than being alone with this animal.

      “Who is it?” I say. My voice catches in my throat.

      “It’s Madeline Hemsley,” says a haughty voice through the door.

      I rack my brain to put a face to the name, but I don’t remember any Madeline Hemsley.

      “Who?”

      The door opens, and she glides into the room, the scent of expensive perfume wafting around her. She is the inverse of Gene Strauss: lithe and immaculate, dressed in a tailored suit that screams money—something I desperately need. She’s young but has clearly had several rounds of Botox. The pale skin on her forehead shines beneath a waterfall of blond hair. Everything about her is pointed. Her nose, her cheekbones, her speech, her gaze. But what distinguishes her are her eyes, an icy shade of green that penetrates. Relief washes over me at having another woman in the room.

      She shoots a dismissive look at Gene Strauss, oblivious to what she’s walked into.

      “I’m sorry to interrupt, but I really must speak with you.” She looks like she’s in her midthirties, but she speaks like a middle-aged countess.

      Madeline’s disdain only fuels Gene’s rage. I watch his pupils pulse back and forth to me and then Madeline, calculating whether he should take out his anger on both of us. I squint at him and shake my head, silently telling him it’s not worth it.

      After a few interminable seconds, his shoulders slouch, and his face cools. He’s not smart, but he’s smart enough to know this doesn’t end well for him. He’ll have to fight another day. Still, he can’t walk away without a parting shot. He points at me.

      “This isn’t over.”

      He trains his stubby finger on me for a beat, letting the threat sink in, then brushes past Madeline and slams the door behind him.
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        Reading Group Guide

      
      
        Charlotte is an unreliable narrator.

        
          	At what point did you start to question her version of events—and why? When did you become certain you couldn’t trust what she had to say? Why do you think the author chose to tell the story through her POV?

        

      
      
        Memory plays a unique role.

        
          	How does the book explore the difference between memory, imagination, and delusion? Where do you think the lines blur for the characters?

        

      
      
        The setting as a character.

        
          	How do Big Island and its eerie, decaying amusement park shape the atmosphere of the novel? Have you ever been somewhere where you could sense the impact the past has on the present? Where was it, and how did it make you feel?

        

      
      
        Olivia is a constant presence throughout the book—even when she’s not physically “there.”

        
          	What do you think Olivia represents to Charlotte? Why does she surface when Charlotte returns to Big Island?

        

      
      
        Charlotte walks the line between sympathetic and unsympathetic.

        
          	Were there any moments when you sympathized with Charlotte, despite what you later learn? Why do you think the author chose to build that emotional connection before the reveal?

        

      
      
        Eric is an ambiguous figure throughout.

        
          	Do you believe he is innocent, complicit, or something in between? What did his ambiguity add to the overall story?

        

      
      
        The twins bring an extra layer of tension.

        
          	What did you make of the twins’ role in the story? How does their behavior contribute to the mounting tension—and how did your perception of them change?

        

      
      
        This book blends psychological suspense with horror and Gothic elements.

        
          	Which genre felt dominant to you, and how did that affect your reading experience?

        

      
      
        Let’s talk about the carousel and the Ferris wheel.

        
          	What do you think they symbolize, both literally and metaphorically?

        

      
      
        Charlotte’s mother plays a small but powerful role.

        
          	How do you interpret her complicity—or protection—across Charlotte’s life? What would you do in her place?

        

      
      
        Charlotte has a duality to her.

        
          	Do you think CharBar and Charlotte are truly separate identities or just two sides of the same coin? What does this say about how we all manage the darker parts of ourselves?

        

      
      
        Place yourself in the action.

        
          	What would you do if you found yourself on Big Island, halfway through this story? Who would you trust, and how far would you go to escape?

        

      
    
  
    
      
        Acknowledgments

      
      Mark Gottlieb, my agent at Trident Literary Agency, thank you for championing my work and bringing my writing into the world.

      Mary Altman, editor, support system, cheerleader, and critic all in one. It’s a joy and a privilege to have you as a creative partner.

      The entire team at Sourcebooks and Poisoned Pen Press for making sure my stories find homes both big and small. A special shout-out to Mandy Chahal: Thank you for everything you do to share my books with a broader audience.

      Reed Soefker for keeping the criminal elements of my novels grounded in reality. Any inaccuracies are mine, not his.

      Paul Marvellas for your encyclopedic knowledge of Big Island’s history.

      Siobhan Jones for holding my feet to the fire with yet another dazzling developmental edit.

      Jessica Hasan, who did the yeoman’s work of confirming fair schedules and full moons, ensuring the details are as accurate as the drama.

      To my family and friends, thank you for cheering me on and offering both solicited and unsolicited advice when I need it most.

      To my wife, Lexi, the ultimate beta reader. If she yawns, I know it’s time to rewrite.

      And finally, to my son, for inspiring me to be a better author, a better father, and a better man.

    
  
    
      
        About the Author

      
      Daniel G. Miller is the bestselling author of The Orphanage by the Lake, The Red Letter, and The Tree of Knowledge thriller series. When he’s not writing, he enjoys sipping sunset cocktails with his wife, watching NBA basketball, and singing off-key to his son, not necessarily in that order. He currently lives in Delray Beach, Florida. He loves hearing from readers, so feel free to drop him a line at dan@danielmillerbooks.com.

      danielmillerbooks.com

      Instagram: @danielgmillerauthor

      Facebook: facebook.com/danielgmillerauthor

      TikTok: @danielgmillerwrites

    
  

	
		
		Thank you for reading this Sourcebooks eBook!

		Join our mailing list to learn about new releases, special offers, and bonus content—right in your inbox!

		Sign up now!

	

cover.jpeg
“Gripping, tense, and absolutely unputdownable.”
—NOELLE W. IHLI, USA Today bestselling author of Ask for Andrea






OEBPS/images/Title.jpeg
BURIED

IN THE

WOODS
BELOW

DANIEL G. MILLER





OEBPS/images/9781464257933.jpeg
“Irresistible.” —JAMES PATTERSON

THE

ORPHANAGE

“’jwf - i

DANIEL G.
MILLER





OEBPS/images/Map.jpeg





OEBPS/images/sb-logo.jpg





