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For those who have been watched when they only wanted to be seen.
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“The memory of my mother has always been the pride and delight of my life.”

—Mary Shelley, daughter of Mary Wollstonecraft



“I do not wish women to have power over men; but over themselves.”

—Mary Wollstonecraft



“A glimpse into the world proves that horror is nothing other than reality.”

—Alfred Hitchcock








AUTHOR’S NOTE
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Stalking is a deplorable pattern of repeated, unwanted contact that can occur within or outside intimate relationships. When it does involve a current or former partner, it frequently overlaps with or escalates into domestic violence.

Learn more about the warning signs, the patterns, and the ways these behaviors can intersect.

Awareness matters. Help is available.

You are not alone.







IMOGEN

[image: ]
For six seconds my eyes have been open, and I already process the rain sliding in silver rivers down the glass outside my fourth-story apartment windows, refracting the streetlamp’s glow in hundreds of trembling droplets. And I can feel it, the sweat curling around the crest of my hairline, the hum of Seattle’s quieted nightlife vibrating beneath my ribs, and I know I’m okay.

Still. None of it calms me when the sweat turns cold against my raised flesh, and I remember it was only The Nightmare. Tears brim behind my eyelashes as fear pins me to the bed in the darkness—save for that petite sliver of streetlamp shine, casting its faint glow into my bedroom. I beg it to comfort me, to trick my subconscious into believing the waking world is gentler than the one I dream of.

But The Nightmare slides back in, thrusting into memory like an unwelcome lover, all hard and fast, keeping me breathless and cursing its constancy.

A crash of glass.

Mom screaming my name.

The boy’s bloodied face.

Like sick clockwork, I dreamt of it again. The same confounding spectacle that has plagued me sporadically since childhood.

“It’s over. You’re awake,” I whisper soothingly, swiping my wet forehead.

I push my lips into a hollow O and breathe out, forcing back the nausea, searching manically for a sudden distraction. Then I hear the low hum of boats on the Puget Sound only blocks away, preparing to dock with plentiful seafood deliveries as dawn rises. And I know that, in a few hours, Alaskan salmon and halibut from said boats will be thrown across Pike Place Market by bearded men in rubber fishing bibs—who will loudly echo the fish’s name with each brawny toss—to entertain the tourists, and I picture it.

Halibut!

Halibuuut!

A twitch pulls at the corner of my lip when I visualize the tourists laughing and pointing their phones at the handsome men repeating their silly act for the hundredth time that day, shoveling samples of mac and cheese and clam chowder into their mouths, hungry, too, for the show.

I take a deep breath, gently shoving the duvet off my heated skin and propping myself on my palms, scanning my small bedroom for intruders. Because The Nightmare always makes me feel like I’m being haunted.

No ghosts.

I roll over and kneel, my posture mocking prayer, and face the wall behind my headboard. With a tug, the curtain spills open to reveal brick buildings and windswept trees, their outlines bleary in the dimness. And there are the trusty streetlamps, illuminating the sidewalks for no one, as it’s too early for anyone other than the fishermen. I can’t even hear the twitter of birds yet.

I unlatch the windowpane, desperate for a misted breath of night, to feel the outside world on my skin, like an embrace from my neighborhood. Instead, it steals any air I still had. I suddenly remember that I live in a haunted house of my own. One that ensures I’m constantly tormented during my waking hours.

My mother is dead.
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IMOGEN

I drive through pea-soup fog and horizontal rain on my way out of Seattle. The highway’s traffic is light for a Wednesday afternoon, empowering me to speed past those on the slightly clogged lane beside me, full of people driving back from work in the city. Many locals who live in my picturesque hometown make their money in Seattle and end their day in a place that feels far more removed than a forty-five-minute commute. That’s something Mom always loved about living on Lake Blair: being immersed in nature but close to excitement if she ever chose to seek it.

Terribly exhausted from interrupted sleep, I sip coffee as I drive and pretend it didn’t take the sun coming up at 7:00 to comfort me back to a short snooze, stretching slumber into late morning.

Earlier, as I lay atop my duvet in the throes of grief, eyes swollen with warm tears, I could practically feel Mom’s fingernails tidying my honeyed locks, soothing me to sleep as she did when I awoke from the same nightmare as a child. Impossible to pinpoint the source of terror, as the dream’s details disappear upon waking. I only ever remember violence, some unknown scandal lurking in the depths of my subconscious. But the storyline never mattered, so long as Mom heard my whimpers from the neighboring room and came in, soft fingertips and steadying comfort at the ready.

The giant evergreen firs engulf the road, leaving a strip of charcoal skies overhead, matching my mood. My hands grip the cold steering wheel as wind twirls the left side of my hair like a twister. I find myself mesmerized by the blustering soundtrack it creates—if only for a short spell. It’s the third day of autumn, and the weather report boasts sunless skies and light rain for the rest of the week, but I don’t mind. Breathing in the crisp Pacific Northwest air, I hug the trickling river beyond the guardrail and the bright, moss-covered trees lined up along it. The wiper blades on my car work tirelessly to keep droplets out of view as I stare blankly out the windshield. As I pull off the highway toward Lake Blair, I somewhat come to life when I recognize the pungent aroma of grand fir trees, their tantalizing notes of citrus reminiscent of a freshly peeled tangerine.

That juicy familiarity sours as I begin to pass landmarks of my childhood, an inexplicable uneasiness replacing all feeling.

I fled this place nearly as soon as I reached adulthood, keeping in consistent communication with Mom over weekly phone calls, or texts every couple of days about her burning the weekly batch of cookies again, or we’d send each other smiling selfies wherever we were. After I moved into the city years ago, I didn’t let myself come back to Blair for a long time. I almost had to force myself to return for holidays, or lake events Mom put on, as something about being in this town never felt right to me, like there are ghosts all over the place. I just can’t see them.

A stickiness settles in my gut as I spy my favorite video store that stubbornly still resides on the same street corner it’s inhabited my entire life. Shortly past it: my middle school. Then the authentic Italian sandwich shop I’d visit nearly every day after class with Amelia.

My twin sister drove separately so neither of us would be stranded out here without a car, already anticipating the desire to flee at any given moment if it all becomes too much. It’s an idea that would’ve never materialized years ago, when we were still interwoven as fraternal twins, inseparable for every movement and chapter. Unexpected forces picked our sisterhood apart thread by thread, with the norm becoming canceled plans on account of her boyfriends, or her job, or her friends. Amelia’s to-do list, for a while now, is always full and purposeful. Absent of any space for her sister, Imogen, making the idea of being under the same roof again, in a word, comforting. In another, nostalgic. Until I remember why we’re doing it.

I stop my car at the bottom of the driveway, and I don’t even remember how I got here. I look to my right and see what used to be the Turners’ house, a sweet older couple who made jam out of their kitchen and sold it at the local farmers market every Sunday. They had lived in that house since I was a baby. But both died over the past few years, Mom told me. Now the plaque on their mailbox reads THE WICKERS.

To my left, just before our house, it appears the Holloways still reside in the pastel-green lakefront manor at the end of the cul-de-sac, as I recognize their son Rory’s old motorcycle behind the gate.

Does he still live there?

I lost touch with Rory after high school graduation and never saw him or his family during my infrequent visits here over the years. Due to his sort of brooding, creative persona, I can see him as a guerilla artist living in San Francisco now. Or a failed New York City poet surviving off wired checks from his rich hippie parents. Or maybe he still lives here, on Lake Blair, stunted from becoming anything at all.

Our neighbors to the right are the Bensons, who definitely still live in their house, but only seasonally. And right now, I’d consider this off-season. Meaning they’re probably back in Los Angeles, excitedly shoving their kids off to private school.

Although we’re at the top of a private driveway, Mom wanted us to be part of the neighborhood. She was always getting everyone together for soirees or potlucks. Our house was regularly full of people and life.

I shudder at the thought of how ominously empty it’s been recently.

I hit the gas and cruise around the corner until I reach the top of the driveway. When I park, my mouth fills with saliva, nausea taking over. I didn’t plan for this part. The getting out. The walking to the door, the entering of the house. And I didn’t think about how much it was going to hurt going through all her things once I finally made it inside. I’d probably see unused and nearly spoiled cookie dough sitting in her fridge, begging to be baked by her. Or I’d get random wafts of the cinnamon pine cones that have always sat on her mantel. Or recognize her handwriting on random Post-it notes within her desk drawers.

Part of me didn’t plan on making it here at all. There was always the possibility I’d get into a head-on collision during the gloomy drive over, relieving me from living with this bottomless melancholy.

But here I am. Staring at the front door of the first place I ever lived. The house Mom brought me to from the hospital. The house I inhabited for my first nineteen years.

Amelia isn’t here yet, so I wait in the car, happy to push off the unimaginable for as long as possible.

I’m not going in there alone, I tell myself.

But the “pushing this off” thing turns into anxiety and anticipation. And I no longer want any part of it. I want to burst through the door and get it done and move forward.

I grab my cell phone from the cupholder and check Amelia’s location, hoping she left at our agreed time. Knowing her, I’m surprised she didn’t arrive before me. I look at the reading on my location app.


Amelia, Blair, WA • Now, 1 mile



As the rain lets up, I exit my car and stand in the driveway, allowing my eyes to roam across the Tudor-style home. I can’t help but smile at its gables, and original front door, and tree-covered serenity. To anyone else, the sight could evoke visions of baked goods in the windowsill or a straw-hatted woman trimming shrubs in the English knot garden on the west side of the house. I let myself imagine that for a few lovely moments, until it’s wiped out by all the sadness spilling from its attractive chimney. As though when I finally open the front door, I’ll be knocked off my feet by the physicality of its gloom.

I walk to the edge of the property to glance at the lake, sloshing away from the mild, late-September storm. The leaves are just starting to turn and fall from their hosts, painting the scene with red and orange and yellow.

This was Mom’s favorite time of year, and she just missed it.

Lost in thought, I jump a little when I hear Amelia’s car pulling up, pebbles popping under her car’s tires. Before her car even stops bouncing from being thrown into park, she leaps out and hugs me. It’s the kind of hug I lose myself in and dread the moment we will pull apart. Because for this moment, time stops. I feel warm and safe. It’s been nearly a week since I’ve seen her, yet somehow it feels like the first time we’ve been in the other’s presence since before. Neither of us says a word; we just cry for a long while into each other’s shoulder.

I don’t know how I will bear the weight of this pain for the rest of my life, and I don’t want to. I’m desperate to rewind and find a way to undo it.

Throughout my entire school career, from elementary to high school, the sirens of ambulances passing my school struck stark fear into me that Mom had died in some kind of accident. That in the moment I was hearing the wailing, her body was being carted away to the hospital one town over, minutes away from being pronounced dead, and I’d never see her again. I’d get a note from my teacher that the principal wanted to see me. And there, a police officer would be waiting to deliver the earth-shattering news that my mother didn’t make it and that I was parentless. To get ahead of the panic, I’d covertly slip her a text message telling her I loved her, or I’d ask her what she was doing. Until I heard back, my heart would be thumping in agony, deducing my suspicions to fact. When I’d finally detect the vibration in my pocket, accompanied by the word Mom, I could take air in again.

Despite imagining her death innumerable times, I never truly thought about when it would happen. At least not until I was much older, when I had kids of my own. Until she was feeble and delicate, and we saw it coming distantly. Its instantaneous nature couldn’t have been further from anticipated.

Amelia drops her arms and pushes her forehead against mine, likely mirroring my thoughts.

I stare at her. The girl who looks like me, but different. Reddish hair to my blonde, straight nose to my curved. Same blue-green eyes and heart-shaped lips. Like Mom’s, too.

I wipe the mascara flakes off our cheeks and take a deep breath, holding Amelia’s hand. My bangs push off my face as the howling wind sweeps those newly fallen leaves around our feet, dancing as though we’re at a party. I want to kick them for having so much fun.

Despite the bit of distance, I can hear the Holloways’ wind chimes collide, mimicking clanging church bells in a vacant courtyard. This sets an eerier tone for what I’m about to do, but we clunk along the flagstone walkway to the front door anyway and brace for emotional impact.

I fumble with my keys to find the one for the house and nearly crash into the entry’s coatrack as the security system robot voice blares in my right ear: “Front door open.”

Yes, I know the front door is open, I think. I’m the one opening it.

I turn toward the panel, hoping to switch it off, nearly hitting the Panic button instead, which would surely send police swarming. I shrug, giving up, hoping the notifications will become a comfort.

As I spin around, I’m struck with the smell of winter spices from those pine cones on her mantel. The ones I knew would be there.

It feels like she’s here with us now. Like at any second, she’ll round the corner, ready to greet me with her bright white smile and awkward hug, bending over and squeezing my abdomen like she’s the child. Her positive effervescence glowed; it was tangible. She was everyone’s favorite person.

I pull my damp boots off and place them on the rack by the door, turning up the thermostat above it to warm the house, which presently is chilly and depressing. Amelia just stands in the living room looking around, not saying anything. She walks around the house aimlessly, visibly lost and likely wishing one of the exposed beams above would fall and crush her.

I glide across the hardwood with purpose and light a fire in the stone fireplace using a box of matches I find atop the mantel before heading into the open-concept kitchen to put on some tea. I spend too much time picking out a mug as a mode of distraction.

When the kettle starts to whistle, I pour scalding water on an Earl Grey tea bag, watching it twirl around the mug and blow up like blistered skin. I almost feel bad for it.

“Imogen?” Amelia asks softly.

Her voice sounds distant at first, like I’ve fallen into my cup and my hearing is muffled from the water clogging my ears. Soon enough, I snap back to reality, my unblinking eyes stinging. I meet her gaze.

“Did you hear me?” she asks, taking a brief beat. “What’s our plan?”

I lick my dry lips and think. “I guess we just keep whatever we want to keep. Whatever’s sentimental,” I manage to say. “And the rest…” I trail off.

Thinking about getting rid of anything in this house makes me numb. I don’t even want to sell the place. But neither of us wants to live out here on the lake, and although many happy, wonderful memories crowd this house, I can’t imagine residing here without Mom.

Part of me wants to sit on it a little longer and think about what we’re doing. Mom’s been gone for two weeks, and it feels like we’re already putting her in the past. Leaving her behind. Maybe I’ll have kids someday. Raise them on this lake like Mom did us. Spend weekend nights snuggled up with them on the island that sits in the middle of the lake, watching old movies on the projector with neighbors while snacking on hot popcorn. Springing off the rope swing into the water and teaching them how to swim in the same place I was taught. Watching them run around the supposedly haunted community center with friends from next door, hoping to spot a spirit in the windows like we did, scaring each other in the process.

As these memories occupy my mind, dark clouds appear over them. Because something about this community also brings fear, uncertainty, bitterness. I can’t put my finger on why I feel this way, but I always have. There’s an eeriness in the air, a weight. A dark presence.

Aside from the looming negativity, I know that if we keep this house with all her things in it and leave for the city like we did years ago, we’ll be abandoning her again. As much as I don’t want to go through the compulsory ceremony that is losing someone I love so profoundly, I know I can’t do that properly until I deal with the house.

I grab my cup of tea and glance up at Amelia, who is still in the living room. She turns on the TV to liven up the place, and I sit at the kitchen counter swirling honey into my mug, too sickened to actually take a sip.

“It’s supposed to rain again tonight,” Amelia says, fussing at her ginger locks. “Want to help me bring in the cardboard boxes?”

I slip my boots back on and trudge outside with her to pull flattened stacks of boxes in four sizes from her back seat.

“Thanks for getting all this,” I blurt.

“We’ll probably end up needing more, but this should get us through the first few days,” Amelia says. “Sorry you have to start packing without me. I know it’ll be hard being here alone.”

I almost forgot she’ll be back at work in the morning, putting most of the packing on me. A lump forms in my esophagus at the thought.

“It’s okay. I know your job is more important than mine,” I say, balancing a stack of boxes on my head and jogging to the porch. And I meant it. But it didn’t come out that way.

Miscalculating how close the boxes are to the wall, I smack into the front of the house and lose my balance, dropping the boxes and knocking over a floor lantern next to the entry mat. Luckily, it doesn’t shatter.

“Are you okay?” Amelia asks, sounding almost frustrated.

I wave her off.

Under the lantern is a spare house key, painted to look like a single rose. It’s the same key my mom had customized for the house long ago, to match the one on her own set, and mine and Amelia’s. I put the large lantern back on top of it, grab the dropped boxes, and head inside.

[image: ]
After suffering through a silent dinner of frozen pizza with Amelia, we retire to our old bedrooms. I drag my bloated overnight bag into mine and choke down any sense of nostalgia that rises in me. My Alfred Hitchcock posters still caress the walls, sans the layers of dust I’d expect on account of the room’s vacancy. It’s just like Mom to continue to clean it after I’ve gone, yearning for the day I’d come back and need a bedroom again.

I let myself look at old photos pinned on my bulletin board: a Polaroid of Amelia sitting on the hood of my first car, a few of me and my high school friends, a photo booth set of my old boyfriend Aiden and me after seeing a horror movie in the city, and one where I look very young. Maybe first grade. Sporting a white T-shirt, denim shorts, and pigtails, I showed off my crooked front tooth with a big thumbs-up at what looks like a lake party. I see my mom in the background laughing, and some neighbor kids I grew up with. My first best friend, Laura; my first crush, Rory Holloway; and another boy with dark hair, who I don’t recognize, probably since I can’t see his face under his sweeping mop of hair.

I switch on my bedside lamp and close the curtains before changing into sweats and a T-shirt and collapsing onto the full-sized bed. The springs squeak below my back, the mattress almost as old as the TV that sits upon my desk. Holding the lake party photo in hand, I stare hard at Mom, hoping to commit this version of her to memory. Nineties blonde bob. Always smiling. Constant attention from friends, her daughters. When everything was bliss.

I miss her so much.

I pull my knees and duvet against my chest, hugging it like a makeshift body pillow. Trembling as I choke back sobs, I struggle to keep Amelia from hearing me in the other room. Taking the blanket in my mouth, I bite hard and let the tears flow, down feathers masking any pathetic sounds that escape from my throat. I stay like this for minutes until my eyes run dry. For a while, the crying continues anyway, with mousy whimpers being the only proof of a breakdown. Until finally, exhaustion takes over and numbness fills me.

Everything will be okay, I lie.
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At last, Imogen Bly has returned to Lake Blair.

He knew she must have come back to find him, homesick for him. Why else would she return? Others might say grief brought her back here. But he knew better. Imogen wasn’t here for her dead mother. She was here for him.

He’d found her in Seattle four months ago, years between their last meeting. His surprise was evident when he noticed her behind the counter of Bar Henry, a spot he’d stumbled into by chance. But it wasn’t chance. He knew it had to be fate, walking into that particular bar on that particular night. He didn’t even like wine, and that was virtually all they served.

Fate.

The man didn’t know what she’d say if she saw him, or if she would recognize him after all that time. So he’d visit, night after night, watching from the end of the bar as she’d pour booze into the empty glasses of strangers, flashing a bewitching, coy smile their way. How he yearned for her to look at him with such fervor.

But he kept his distance and eventually moved to observe her from a high-top table in the corner, shrouded in soft candlelight, promising himself that someday he would speak to her. Until that day arrived, he watched her from behind novels to remain as inconspicuous as possible, worried a coworker would notice if he blatantly stared in her direction. Planting a tiny spy camera behind a wall sconce came to mind, but he swiftly dismissed the idea. He wasn’t a stalker, he assured himself. Admiring an old fling was all it was.

One rain-drenched spring evening a short while later, he finally gathered the courage. He pulled up a stool right at the bar and gave her the chance to remember him. But she didn’t seem to recognize him. Maybe she was feeling sheepish, he thought. Keeping all the thrill of seeing him imprisoned inside her, ready to flood out like wine from all the bar’s bottles. But if that’s how she felt, she never showed it. When she turned around to make his drink, he dashed outside, his exit only visible by the flash of his coat out the doorway. He hoped she’d think she dreamt it, of him.

As the rain pattered down, he waited, and waited, and waited in a diner across the street for her to finish work. A mug of lukewarm coffee in his hand, he did nothing but stare out the window waiting for her to stroll by.

Each time the bouncy-haired waitress stopped by to check on him or refill his cup, he became more enraged. Had he missed Imogen walking past? Had she taken a different route home? Sometimes he didn’t even reply to the inquisitive waitress. Unflinching, his gaze would hold on the street beyond the glass. He wasn’t going to let this woman ruin his chance of spotting Imogen. But still, she’d hang around and ask, “Sir, would you like more coffee?” or “Can I get you anything else?”—impatient for an answer that would never come. In his mind’s eye, he’d heave the coffee at her face and demand she leave him alone. Such a thought brought a tiny, satisfied smile to his lips, as if he’d actually done it.

Two hours into his stakeout, his eyes burned, begging him to surrender. The glaring diner lights reflecting off the window were becoming impossible to bear in his peripherals. He rubbed his eyes, one eyeball at a time, keeping his gaze fixed outside. Until finally, Imogen strolled by in a hurry. Hands in her pockets and scarlet coat buttoned tight against her, she squinted her eyes against the downpour.

The man slammed the laminate tabletop with cash and discreetly rushed up behind her, keeping a healthy distance between his front and her back. Another smile cracked his face, feeling as though he was escorting her home. It was romantic, he thought. Better to guide her from the shadows, the way a man guards what’s his.

When they reached her building a few blocks away, he bid her good night inside his head and waited across the street for her unit’s lights to turn on, ensuring she had gotten inside. Considering she lived on the fourth floor, he could only see the top half of her body as she came in. But that was enough to satisfy him. The man couldn’t help but hold his gaze as she dropped the coat off her shoulders and hung it on the rack by the front door. Even though she shut her blinds seconds later, he sensed that she wanted him to stay, protecting her from the dangers of the city. So he remained at his post, his mind on fire imagining all the things she could be doing. It was so ablaze that he considered marching up, letting himself in. But he knew it wasn’t time.

He’d tried to focus on other girls after Imogen, thinking he’d never see her again after what happened. For a stretch, the other girls worked as distractions. But they teased him, mocked him, neglected him, even though he’d given them everything. In the end, they twisted things, made him out to be cruel. As if loving someone too much was a bad thing. What he had to do to the last girl was such a pity.

So here he’s been. In Blair. Patiently awaiting Imogen’s return. He’d wondered if Alice’s passing would prompt her to come back and meet him where their story budded. And it came true. Because as he’d sat in the window admiring the dark skies overhead this afternoon, he could see across the way as her car rolled up the Bly driveway, heading toward her dead mother’s house.

The man’s gut tumbled in knots so violent that he almost became sick at the fleeting sight of her shadowed profile as she drove past. All he wanted to do was chase after it and take her into his arms. But he’d calculated every move thus far to bring them together again, and he wasn’t about to spoil his plans.

Seattle wasn’t the right setting for their reunion. It had to be here, where it all started.
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We didn’t ask for an autopsy. They’re not automatically performed in all situations in our state, not that Imogen or I knew the rules, with this being our first encounter with death. Our healthy and fit mother dying at fifty-four didn’t make sense to us, or anyone else who knew her. But without signs to the contrary, her death was determined to be a tragic drowning accident, with no reason to question that conclusion.

We came to learn that Washington state law permits medical examiners to perform autopsies if they see fit, but since the crinkly skinned man at the county office didn’t find grounds to perform one, our mom was set in line for cremation without the intrusion.

It was simply an attack by Mother Nature, fastening Mom’s name to a list of thousands who die annually from vicious storms: lightning, wind, earthquakes, fires, and, in her case, rain.

Mom was a serial pedal boater. It had been her daily exercise for as long as I can remember, something she usually did before dusk, as the sun made the surface of the water glow orange and pink, when she could pretend she was gliding on sherbet. She’d be out for over an hour, weather permitting, listening to birds or the water oscillating through the rear wheel. Imogen and I would watch her from the living room sometimes, like a remarkably uneventful reality TV show that would bore anyone else. She’d pedal across the two-mile surface that makes up our private lake, returning after dark with a smile. They’re beautiful memories that have only recently withered to something rotten and wicked. When I look at the lake now, all I see are the waves snuffing her out. No more birdsong or cheer, just death, ever since the officers arrived at Lake Blair that dreadful Wednesday morning, finding her body washed up on the shallow shore near the community center after a freak end-of-summer storm, dripping in a cream nightgown, her body still, her skin an unnerving shade of blue.

I spoke to her on the phone the night before, and she was tired. She told me she hadn’t been sleeping well for weeks—though she didn’t explain why—and, being the restless woman she was, the only thing she felt would help wear her out enough to doze off was more exercise. I didn’t feel good about her going out at night, without even the light of the moon to guide her. But being in Seattle, I couldn’t stop her. And with Lake Blair being so safe and familiar, I’d never truly imagined something would happen out there to my I’m-going-to-live-forever mom. Even though she didn’t pass that night, she must have gone out late again the following evening. Though I’m not sure why she was wearing her nightgown.

I was told the storm came out of nowhere, raining harder than it had in two years. For whatever reason, she took our old kayak out, something she hadn’t done in a while, to my knowledge. Like I said, serial pedal boater. It was found snagged on a neighbor’s canoe across the lake early the next morning, turned over on its face with BLY written underneath it in worn Sharpie.

I picture her rapidly paddling to get back to the dock after the rain began, water filling the boat faster than her paddle could propel her across the lake’s surface. The pure sense of regret ringing in her head, knowing there was little she could do, being up against a vicious and unpredictable force. That’s a difficult reality I had to face. That there were likely multiple minutes of terror and suffering that she endured, wishing she could teleport to shore. That thought will never leave me.

The kayak had eventually capsized, with rain beating her face hard enough to make breathing a challenge. Until finally, she couldn’t keep her mouth above the waves, and they took her under. The lake reaches forty feet at the center, so if she was caught offshore, she’d be unable to touch the soft mud below, with quick-swimming trout and bass darting around the space between her feet and the bottom.

Late the next morning, my mother’s ex-partner and longtime friend, Leo, drove down to the community dock to check for storm damage before heading into the offices across the street—he’s the de facto contractor of the area, doing all the building and repairs around here. Mom hadn’t shown up for work yet, Leo had been told by the woman who helped her run the lake club. With the neighborhood losing power from the storm, he figured she was running behind. But while checking for general destruction at the community docks, he saw splayed blonde hair and a foot, lightly bobbing in the waters below. That’s when he found her, at the mouth of the lake’s beach, lying on her back, as though she were having a peaceful morning float. It would have been easy, however, to tell that wasn’t the case, even without touching her. I can picture the overcast light hitting her cloudy, unblinking eyes. A neutral expression on her pale lips. Like a hollow mannequin greatly out of place.

I wonder if Leo made a sound when he saw her. A guttural cry that echoed on the still water, hitting the windows of every home in earshot.

These are the thoughts that haunt me.

After calling the police, Leo dialed me next. There was no reason to wait for officers to arrive and assess the scene, because he knew without a doubt that it was her, and he didn’t want another second going by without me and Imogen knowing she was gone. I hadn’t seen him in years, so when his name appeared on my phone, a knot immediately formed in the base of my abdomen. I didn’t even know what I thought was wrong, but it certainly wasn’t what he explained.

Not that.

He shakily whimpered into the phone, knowing how much of a loss this was, not just for the family, but for the entire community. For it to happen right there on the lake in a way that was completely avoidable made it that much more tragic.

Realizing I was a twenty-eight-year-old orphan was inconceivably numbing. I sat in my classroom sixteen minutes before the end-of-lunch bell rang, hung up the phone, and sobbed over my peanut butter and jelly sandwich, feeling like a small, abandoned child.

I called Imogen, and then my boyfriend, Wes, and my entire world crumbled beneath my feet, as though my teacher’s desk cracked in half and Hell opened up in the belly of my third-grade classroom. Imogen answered on the fifth ring in a sleepy voice. Her job makes for late nights, so I think I woke her up with this call, making her wish desperately that it was a very bad dream.

“It’s Mom,” I had managed to blurt out. “She’s gone.”

“Where?” Imogen groggily replied with a tinge of tension. “What are you talking about, Amelia?”

I relayed what Leo told me in dramatic, gasping whispers so no one passing by in the hall could hear me. The last thing I needed was a fellow teacher I barely knew popping their head in with a worried smile, asking, “Is everything all right?”

Imogen was silent for a long time, and I knew she was as confused and overwhelmed as I was.

With it only being my second year officially teaching and the very first week of the new school year, the kids who would fill the thirty seats in front of me minutes later were still complete strangers to me. Would they care about what I was going through? Would they even understand what it meant?

It didn’t matter. I knew I’d have to wipe my tears and plaster a smile on before that bell rang.

Before I knew it, the back-to-class bell shrieked through the speakers, making me jump, while giggling eight-year-olds pounced into the room in clusters. I envied them for being so slap happy in a moment like that. But they quickly behaved and slid into their seats. And as I looked at their tiny, round faces, I knew that each of them would experience such misery someday. Though, statistically, I know some already had.

I pulled it together and acted like my entire life hadn’t changed in the thirty minutes since I’d seen them last, and they were unfazed by my glassy eyes and pink cheeks. For the next two hours, I gave scattered lessons on US regions and fucking single-digit multiplication and pretended like any of it mattered. Because falling apart wouldn’t have done me any good, and my students count on me to be an adult of positive influence.

As I lay in my childhood bedroom thinking of the horrors that occurred two weeks ago, I once again have the same glassy eyes and pink cheeks.

I slip under my covers, unable to sleep, and imagine my sister in the room across the hall, probably wide awake and afraid of the world. The last time we felt like this was twenty-one years ago, when That Terrible Thing happened with Imogen.
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When I get up for the day, Amelia is already gone. I enter the kitchen looking for black coffee and find a handwritten note next to the stove.


Imogen,

Can you try to make progress on the office? We’ll leave the kitchen and dining room for last.

P.S. Bringing back sushi for dinner. I know what you like.

Love you sis, Amelia



Sometimes I forget we’re the same age, that I’m not the kid sister. Although I was born two minutes earlier, I don’t carry the crown of competence. She does. And I hate that I can’t ever seem to meet her where she is.

I read the note again and consider the idea of cleaning Mom’s office… or crying on the couch all day with a blanket wrapped around me like I’m some sort of phantom.

I deserve a day like that, don’t I? I think. Or, two weeks like that, since it’s all I’ve been doing since I got the call. Surely one more day wouldn’t hurt. Because there’s Productivity and then there’s Amelia Productivity.

The thought of chipping away at tasks makes me wish she’d been the one to take time off work while I buried myself in customer conversation at Bar Henry, sneaking glugs of stinky, biodynamic wine any chance I got.

The sun is shining this morning, and I squint at its reflection off the lake through the gigantic, curtainless picture window in the center of the living room. By late morning, I’m sure it will retreat behind the clouds again and stay there.

Standing in the middle of the room, I can only see the edges of the lake and the shores near the houses on the opposite side. It’s far enough away to spot movement, but not specific people or features. Our deck wraps from the left side of the house to the back, boasting windows all around and two doors leading out to the patio: the side door, next to a gas fire pit and outdoor sofas, and then the lakefront door, also located on the patio but closest to the twenty-three-step staircase that connects to our dock. The house feels more secluded than it is, a line of trees bordering both sides of our property. You can’t see the Holloways’ house on the left or the Bensons’ house on the right unless you’re down on the docks or in the water.

When I was a child, the lack of visible neighbors turned me into more of an observer, grasping at any connection I could. I’d sit on the couch, a pair of binoculars pressed to my eyes, and invent lives for the strangers who lived across the lake. There was one house I watched more than the others—the black one on the cliff—with one person inhabiting it: a man with dark hair who I called Tim. Probably because he reminded me of Tim Burton. He had a telescope standing against his floor-to-ceiling windows and a tiki bar on the dock; his pontoon even flew a pirate flag. To young me, he was equal parts cool and mysterious. I’d often notice different women in his house and, because I loved a good story, I suspected the worst—that he might be dangerous. Maybe even a serial killer. I almost wanted him to be one just so I could crack the case.

Next door to “Tim” lived a fortysomething couple in the Spanish-style stucco house, who had a Saint Bernard and spent many evenings on their dock under string lights. When they weren’t outside, I could usually spot the man typing away at his computer under a single lamp, chain-smoking. I always imagined he was a writer, clicking away at an adventurous tale.

All the houses had stories, and I enjoyed conjuring them up, night after night until Mom would laugh and tell me to stop being a weirdo and get to bed.

Wondering if the same people live across the lake now, I consider walking out to the deck, embracing the sunshine, and looking. But instead, I collapse into the cloudlike sectional, allowing myself a few minutes of relaxation before I officially begin the day.

Breaking the peace is a familiar name being discussed on the TV above the mantel. It’s the name of a woman who went missing sometime last year. The name of a woman who was never found. Amelia must have left the news on when she headed out for work, as they’re beginning to discuss a developing story.

“In a perplexing tale that has haunted the Pacific Northwest, twenty-eight-year-old Madison Tory disappeared after leaving her job in Seattle one year ago this evening. Joining us today is her mother, Michelle, to give us the latest in the case.”

This story dominated the local news last year. Living so close, I devoured every detail at first, certain a predator was prowling our streets, targeting young women. Madison grew up here in Blair, a grade above me. We weren’t close, but knowing someone from our tiny town might have been killed made it feel unbearably personal.

Her mom sits in a brown leather chair on a studio set, dabbing her eyes with a tissue. On a stand next to her is a large photo of Madison, showing off her beautiful smile and toffee hair—before her life took a mystifying turn. I wonder if her mom still lives on the lake.

“Michelle, you know your daughter best, and I’m well aware there are some things in this investigation that you cannot share. But tell us, what do you think happened that night? And do you think Madison’s ex-boyfriend, or someone from work, had anything to do with whatever happened to her?” the interviewer, Susan Ritter, asks.

I turn up the volume, anticipating her response.

They haven’t found Madison’s body—assuming she was murdered because, well, everybody does—so I’m interested to hear her mom’s theories. Madison left her job in the city one night and was spotted on a few surveillance cameras strolling past stores and bars before vanishing. She lived in an apartment only blocks away, her usual walk taking a mysterious turn. That’s all I remember.

“I’m willing to say that I wasn’t a fan of her boyfriend when he was dating my daughter, and I, of course, have wondered if he did something to her. But the police tell me they don’t think he’s guilty, so…” Michelle trails off, staring at the floor.

This poor woman. She looks exhausted.

“When you say you weren’t a fan of him, could you elaborate? And is there anything you can tell us about him?” Susan presses.

“He’s not a suspect, so I’m not going to be the one to dox him,” she huffs. “But I think she was better than him. I didn’t think they were a good match when they were dating—which was only for a few months. When Madison broke up with him before she went missing, he seemed to leave her alone. So I don’t know. It could have been anyone, I guess. Any guy she was casually dating. Or someone who saw an opportunity while she walked home from work. She was perfect. Is perfect,” she corrects herself.

The camera pans to the audience, showcasing many sympathetic faces.

“Then, is it your impression that someone else could have been after her? Maybe someone she rejected? Possibly even someone from work, as has previously been posited?”

Michelle thinks for a moment. “Before she went missing, she told her best friend that she wanted to get a new job—that something was bothering her, and she wanted to get out of there and maybe even move. But she loved her job at Pacific Records. Music is her passion.”

“And we know she didn’t run away, based on police finding her purse on the corner of Fourteenth and Howell, isn’t that right?” Susan asks with a borderline imposing tone.

Michelle doesn’t even take a beat before replying. “I know my girl didn’t run away. Yes, they found her purse. Now, where would she be without her purse? Without any money? Without letting me know she’s okay? She hasn’t used her phone or her bank cards since that day. How did she just vanish off the street like that?”

I’m thankful when my stomach growls, yanking me away from the TV and into the kitchen. I don’t have the bandwidth to deal with more sadness, though I feel for Michelle.

When I pull on the stainless-steel fridge handle, I’m hit with a glum reminder: the scarce edible remnants of Mom’s kitchen. The perishables of a single woman. Sour half-and-half, a bag of wilted spinach, and a deli sandwich from Rainbow Acres Grocery that, curiously, isn’t expired.

I often forgot that she was alone in this house. Probably because she’d always been alone when Amelia and I weren’t around. My father left before we were born, making it just us girls.

Mom handled single parenthood with grace. But when Amelia and I started our own lives, she lost a big piece of hers and I don’t think she ever got it back.

Plucking spoiled food from the cold shelf, I stack it all against my chest and dump the lot straight into the trash.
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Growing up in a town of nine thousand people, you’d think it would be a big enough population where you could have some discretion.

Wrong.

After pulling up to Rainbow Acres, the Holloways’ store, I rush inside to escape the downpour. As I wring the rain from my golden hair, I nearly collide with a clerk I haven’t seen in years. Before I can apologize, she pulls me into a bear hug.

“Oh, Imogen,” she says. “I am so sorry about Alice, honey. How are you and sissy holding up?”

It’s sweet of her to remember me after all this time, but I don’t feel like reminiscing. I force a small smile. “We’re okay. Just… dealing with it. I hope you’re well.”

She squeezes my hand with an empathetic frown before I slip away down the aisle. Green basket in hand, I stock up on apples, sharp English cheddar, local eggs—little anchors of normalcy. But with every turn I feel eyes on me, the casual smiles and passing hellos feel too pointed, like everyone knows. I keep my head down and hurry, piling bottles of wine into the basket until my arms protest and the weight tells me it’s time to check out.

At the register, I unload my groceries on the belt and catch the male checker staring.

My gaze meets his, and he startles, snapping back into motion, scanning items in silence. Something about him nags at me—dark hair, sharp jawline, tall frame. Familiar, but I can’t place him. I glance at his name tag: Cale. I’d remember a name like that, even in this town.

“Having a party?” he asks flatly, plucking me out of my own head.

“No, I… No.” I almost explain why I need this much wine but shut myself up instead.

As I pull out my Washington driver’s license, he casually says, “I know who you are, Imogen. You’re good.”
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I don’t have the mental capacity to go through Mom’s room yet, and surely not alone, so I do as Amelia asked and begin with the office. Inside is an exercise bike, a file cabinet, and a small wooden desk by the window. I spend the next couple hours making sure I don’t toss any important documents, like tax filings, or anything for her job they may need back.

As I sift through the last of the beige file cabinet, one folder strikes me as odd. It’s haphazardly shoved in the bottom drawer, toward the back, sitting out of its organizer.

In black Sharpie, the tab reads IMOGEN INCIDENT—2003.

What the hell?

Strangely, the folder is empty. I turned seven in the spring of 2003, and I certainly don’t remember any sort of “incident” that was important enough to create a folder for. I take a photo of it and text it to Amelia.

I write:


Do you know what this is about?



It takes about a minute for her to reply.


If you don’t know, how would I?



Another text comes in almost immediately.


I hope you’re actually getting things done over there!



I want to tell her she isn’t my mom, but that seems like a poorly timed joke. I fire off a cheeky middle finger emoji and shove my phone back into my jeans pocket, tossing the mysterious folder in the KEEP stack.
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Oh god. There’s a folder about it? I think, racking my brain as to why Mom would have kept any physical proof of the incident with Imogen. Had I known, I never would have asked her to start packing up the office. At least, not until I peeked around myself and got rid of any evidence that could fracture Imogen’s world as she knows it.

I stare into the swirling wood of my desk, as if the details of the folder’s contents might surface there. Maybe Mom had already destroyed whatever was inside and simply forgot to throw away the folder itself.

I quickly change the subject to packing and hit Send.

“Miss Bly?”

A small gasp escapes my throat. I didn’t hear the boy approaching my desk. I drop my phone between my legs like I’ve been caught by a police officer at a red light. One of my students stands in front of me, a piece of paper clasped proudly in his hand.

“Yes, Bodhi?” I say, startled, hoping I got his name right. I quickly spot the name tent on the only empty desk in the classroom and see BODHI scribbled messily in blue crayon. I smile softly in confirmation.

“I finished my test,” he whispers, handing it to me.

Right, the test.

“Great job.” I beam.

It’s a little test called Mighty Math that will help me assess the class’s general level of skill as we continue our lessons on multiplication. I check the final question on the sheet, which is the only one that tests the multiplication we’ve learned this month. It asks, What is 3 x 3?

Bodhi put 6. I try not to take it personally.

“Are you sure you don’t need some extra time? You finished pretty quickly,” I say quietly so the other kids don’t hear me.

I want to get back to my text with Imogen, but I’m worried Bodhi sped through his test.

“I’m sure,” he says with a slight lisp, sweeping long hair from his eyes. He leans in closer. “Can I play on my Nintendo Switch now?”

Sigh.

“Do you have a book that you can enjoy instead while the rest of the class finishes their tests?” I ask gently.

Bodhi shakes his head; he doesn’t have a book to read. He only has his video game.

“What about my phone? Can I play on my phone?”

Third graders have phones now?

“No phones in class, buddy,” I say, feeling guilty. Just after the words leave my mouth, my own phone silently buzzes against my thigh. Imogen, I imagine.

What did she find now?

“But you were on your phone,” he says almost mischievously. “So doesn’t that mean I can go on my phone, Miss Bly?”

“That was”—I pause—“an emergency.” I snatch Jane Austen’s Mansfield Park from my desk. “See? I’m going to read, too.”

I peer around the room to check if any of the other kids notice our conversation. They are hard at work, fat pencils scrawling across papers.

“Give it a try,” I attempt. “Why don’t you grab one from my shelf over there?” I whisper, nodding toward the short case of favorites from my own elementary school days. I include books for multiple reading levels to ensure all my kids have something that works for them. “I have some fun ones I think you’ll like as much as your game.”

He slumps over in disappointment, and I realize I have the perfect book.

I creep over to the bookcase and trace my fingertips across the spines until I find Goblins Don’t Play Video Games within The Adventures of the Bailey School Kids series. Imogen and I used to love reading all the ones with food in the title, like, Ghouls Don’t Scoop Ice Cream, and The Bride of Frankenstein Doesn’t Bake Cookies, and Cupid Doesn’t Flip Hamburgers. Each book is about a school employee who is believed to be a mythical creature, with four recurring kid characters having to crack the case of whether the staff member is, indeed, a mythical creature. Or if they’re simply the new lunch lady.

With the messages Imogen and I are exchanging, I almost feel like the main character of my own book in the series. Like, Amelias Don’t Tell Lies. It sounds far less fun than Bigfoot not square dancing, or Dracula not drinking lemonade. But it’s because mine is real.

A big grin crosses Bodhi’s cheeks when I hand him the book. As he skitters back to his desk, I grab my phone off the chair and covertly read Imogen’s latest text.

A middle finger emoji. Charming.

I had to lie to her, saying I didn’t know. Truthfully, the year is a distant blur—just fragments, the echo of a fuss I can’t place. Because does anyone really remember being seven?

What I do remember is what came after. For years, Mom and I circled the subject, trying to find ways to bury it, like an anchor dropped into the lake. But anchors don’t vanish. They sit there, heavy and rusting, their chain tethered to the surface. The secret has stayed that way, too: visible to us, to the other family, to the therapists and doctors. But even their versions are skewed, as there was never an official police report filed, at Mom’s insistence.

Sometimes I wonder how much of my own version of events—secondhand, as it is—has twisted away from the truth. What details am I missing? The one person I could ask doesn’t even remember it happened.

As I got older, I became the only one Mom could confide in. She was too ashamed to tell her friends, and I was the only person who could understand anyway. She knew, because of the details within that secret, that I wouldn’t tell anyone. I never did. But carrying that weight caused me to push Imogen away. It’s almost as though the further we get from it, the more I want to talk about it. The more I want her to tell me. Yet I can’t bring it up.

Mom and I never wanted anyone to look at Imogen any differently. Besides, in a way, Mom fixed it. There was no need to unearth its filthy memory, not even now.

Especially not now. Not without her here to help me explain it. It’ll just send Imogen spiraling, into the unsafe depths of fragility.

Desk chairs squeak as students finish their tests, thwacking them on my desk one by one:

9. 9. 9. 6. 9. 6. 9. 9.

I check the clock on the wall and watch as the smallest hand ticks on; second, after second, after second. Like it’s taunting me. Its ticking hasn’t even crossed my mind once since I arrived at my desk at 9:00 a.m. But now, suddenly, it’s showing me how slowly it can go. I almost swear one second lasts as long as two—3:30 feels hours away, when it’s only minutes away.

Tick, tock. Tick, tock.

My heartbeat quickens when I remember the note I left for Imogen this morning—promising I’d pick up food on my way back. I haven’t even ordered it yet. When I penned it in the kitchen earlier, I expected a leisurely afternoon of errands after work. Popping around the city at snail speed to prolong my time away from Mom’s house. To feel normal.

More tests drop on my desk. The classroom gets louder as children chat and giggle. I look up, and Bodhi is still reading.

I smile again. But it swiftly fades.

I’m the monster in my story. The lying monster.

I haven’t been anxious to return to Lake Blair all day. The only reason I didn’t wait until this weekend to go there was so Imogen didn’t have to be alone every night. She wanted more than two days to pack everything up, expecting to find precious items of our past. We hadn’t been back in a while, didn’t know the state of the house. I can’t help power-pack until Saturday morning, when I’m off work—something I was already dreading. But now all I can think about is the end-of-day bell ringing so I can speed home and make sure Imogen doesn’t find whatever was in that folder.
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By 4:00, after packing up the office, I’m ready to quit for the day. Boxing one room in the house isn’t much compared to the work ahead, but it feels like enough progress to end the day without feeling like a total failure. I sink into the couch with a flicker of accomplishment, though Amelia’s words gnaw at me—I hope you’re actually getting things done over there!—until I force myself to do one last task, something small but necessary: list the boats for sale.

With the unpredictable recent storms, there’s no reason to ride out on the water during our final days in Blair. Not like I have the time or desire to anyway. Plus, the sooner I post the boats to Facebook Marketplace, the less likely I am to drastically slash prices in a panic.

Wearing a wool coat and sweatpants, I jog down the steps to our private dock, wood creaking beneath me the whole way down. The wind picks up, sending the boats rocking against the waves, murky blue water splashing angrily around them.

I start with the pontoon—the one from the boat party photo in my bedroom. Pushing away the memories that these boats hold, I snap the photos one after the other, getting different angles. Next, Mom’s pedal boat.

It’s just a boat, I force myself to believe. Take the picture. Move forward.

The images aren’t anything fancy, and the overcast lighting isn’t helping. But I do the best with what I’ve got.

They’re just boats.

The next gust of wind nearly sends me toppling into the lake. I imagine the water is frigid—summer didn’t bring enough sun to warm it or make swimming any fun. I lean down and poke a finger beneath the surface. It’s bitter.

Mom must have been so cold.

“Oh my god,” I huff, frustrated at my racing thoughts.

I reach into the pedal boat and yank the drain plug to release pooled rainwater in the bottom, taking deep breaths as it all glug glugs out.

Snap. Snap. Next.

The kayak.

I stare at it blankly. And the next thing I know, tears are streaming down my face.

How did this thing even get back here? It almost seems cruel to return it to this dock, as if we want anything to do with it. Its tail end is rippling like a flag, waves ribboned below it. Despite its journey in the storm, it’s in perfect condition, except for the pooled rainwater in the bottom.

I drop to my knees, shove my phone back into my pocket, and reach for the damned thing. As I grab hold, the tears keep flowing. I sniff hard and flip the forest-green kayak over to get the water out, as it doesn’t have a drain plug like the pedal boat. But doing so feels like I’m reenacting Mom’s death.

I collapse on the dock next to the kayak, cross-legged, my face in my hands. The wind turns my streaming tears to ice, making my cheeks feel like they’re on fire.

“I miss you so much, Mom,” I mutter, my voice breaking. The words feel too small for the ocean of ache inside me. “I wish I could have saved you.” My whisper is carried out, but I send it upward anyway, desperate for her to hear me—if she’s anywhere at all.

For a while, I sit with my sorrow, the lake vacant and still, thinking of her, of what happened. I wipe my suddenly running nose. I collapse in the fetal position right here on the dock. Overtaken by loneliness, I let myself weep against the gently swaying wooden planks, pretending it’s her soothing me.

I feel tiny amid the cavernous lake, insignificant among its grand being. I find myself conflicted between its beauty and its beastliness. I cry knowing it took her. I gape at its wonder. I hate it here. But it’s home. Alongside its darkness, it evokes her presence. Her warmth, her affection, her tenderness. Warmth and affection and tenderness she can never show me again.

A madness grows in me. Gloom overtakes me. I meet the darkness at its door. I almost wish I could die, too.

I shake the thoughts away and practice breath work. I let nature relax me—the sloshing waves, the tweet of a blackbird, the distant hopping of a rabbit onshore. I cry until nothing but silent peace is left. Then I lift my head and sit up. I admire the setting sun, remembering how it used to glow on my mother. And I breathe deeply.

When I’ve calmed and wiped the wetness from my face, I pull my phone out and snap a few photos of the kayak.

My head hurts.

Even the idea of selling this thing is grim, and there’s something I just realized: Will anyone on the lake want it, knowing that it was used by a woman in her final moments? Our name is clearly scrawled in black on the bottom. And as I know too well by now, word spreads fast around here. Everyone who sees my post will know exactly what boat this is, won’t they? Do I have to mention that someone technically died in it, like you have to do with houses in some states? It’s not a character flaw of the vessel itself, but of the storm it was taken out in. Surely that’s not the fault of the boat.

I scoff at the ridiculousness of such questions and finish up the photos. The end of the weekend can’t come soon enough.

I tip the kayak on its front so it doesn’t continue to collect water as it rains, and I leave it on the dock’s edge.

Sorry, pedal boat. You’re shit out of luck.

I’ll have to drain it again before the sale—if I can even get rid of them.

As I stand and whip around to head back up the stairs and inside, my eyes flick to the ground floor of the Holloways’ home. Their house sits back a bit from their dock like ours does. Someone is standing in one of the large windows on the lakefront side. A male. Facing me.

I instinctively wipe any remnants of tears off my face, embarrassed they may have seen me crying in my own company. I didn’t care enough to consider I had an audience during my breakdown, but the aftermath feels different.

Just as I meet the person’s gaze, they turn around and walk out of view.

From what I could see, they appeared on the younger side. It probably wasn’t Emmett Holloway. Was it his son, Rory? I feel like I would have recognized him. But whoever stood in the window peering down at me looked like a stranger.

[image: ]
The sun sinks behind the trees, creating a wall of shadows where mountains should be. My bedroom glows vibrant orange as I sit at my desk and open my laptop. I upload the boat images one by one, pulling them into a Facebook post. After checking prices, I decide to list them for lower than comparable used boats, as ours are nearly vintage by now. But not in a collectible way. They’re dated.

With only a few days before we leave here for good, I note on each post that I need them gone by Sunday—three days from now. It’s an estimation, but we’re hoping to have Mom’s place fully packed come Monday. The thought of folding an entire house neatly into boxes in that amount of time makes my bones ache. But the less I linger here, the sooner I can return to life in Seattle and process what my future looks like after this terrible shift.

My stomach releases an audible growl as I check the clock to see that I, once again, didn’t eat all day. Food has been the last thing on my mind since Mom’s death, but Amelia should be home soon with takeout boxes full of colorful sushi rolls.

She called after school, explaining she’d be home near sunset. So, in the next thirty minutes, give or take. To distract myself from hunger, I refocus on the computer and press Post on the last of the three boat listings, setting the radius out to Seattle. My best bet for selling them is probably right here on this lake, since anyone docking in the larger bays on the ocean is going to steer clear of small boats. Worst case, I’ll leave them at the dock. Include them with the house when we sell.

I’m about to close my laptop when I hear something. An indiscernible sound. I’m suddenly conscious of how alone I am in this house, aware that my mind has been lost in the technicalities of used boat postings. I look at my bedroom door, cracked open, and stare hard into the lit hallway. I hear and see nothing. Yet that unnerving sensation remains.

I looked this up once, as I’ve felt it many times before. I read that if you often feel like someone is watching you, it could stem from insecurity or general fear. Like the pure nature of being perceived gives you feelings of unrest. But I never felt like that’s what I was experiencing. So I looked deeper into the connections of humans and primates, hunted and eaten through time. It’s like we have innate alarm bells, always running, always processing, sending us cues to indicate we may be prey to dangerous species in our midst. Like a gut feeling. It’s a built-in survival tool that can sometimes set false signals off in our brains when there isn’t really anything wrong.

I could have sworn something hit my eardrum. But with each passing second, it becomes harder to know if I even heard something. I must be paranoid. Overemotional.

Realizing I haven’t taken a full breath since I thought I heard something, I take a deep one and move my computer’s cursor over to the Sleep button. As I do, I hear another noise. This time, it’s considerably more obvious, and much more terrifying.

“Lakefront door open.”

The female robot voice echoes throughout the house. The speaker/panel is located on the wall by the front door, but since my bedroom is open and this is a single-level home, I heard it faintly.

Robot Woman has a recognizable voice and cadence. It chimes every time we enter or exit one of the doors of the house. But if I’m the only one here, what set it off?

Even more concerning, the “lakefront door” is on the wall opposite the front door, leading out to the wraparound deck that overlooks the lake. It’s the door closest to where I am now. Meaning if a person set it off, they’re down the hallway from where I am in this exact moment. Just outside the office around the corner.

I want to lunge for my bedroom door, slam it closed, and lock it. But I don’t. I go back to holding my breath in utter stillness.

Of course, I wonder if it’s Amelia. But my brain speedily reminds me that she shouldn’t be home yet. I can’t imagine she’s had enough time to get to Blair, sushi in hand, since we last spoke.

The warm glow of the sunset has mostly faded into a purple hue of twilight. She said she’d be back after dark—which is approaching.

Then it must be her, I rationalize.

But other than the proof of the changing light, I haven’t noted any other noises in the mere seconds since Robot Woman chirped. Surely if Amelia had gotten home, she’d shout for me, or I’d hear jingling keys and the rustling of a bag filled with rice and fish and vegetables.

Why would she use the back door to enter the house?

It’s simple. She wouldn’t.

I pray I’m wrong. I beg I’m wrong. To confirm, I silently lift my smartphone off my desk and open the Find My app. It refreshes immediately.


Amelia, Bellevue, WA • Now, 11 miles



She’s still on the highway. My face is hot, pulse thumping like a heartbeat as I go through every possible scenario in my head, still unable to move toward the hall.

Did I forget to shut the door all the way when I came in? And the wind pulled it open?

Is Mom’s security system glitching?

Both are reasonable prospects. It’s gusty outside. And I don’t know the quality of the security brand.

Mom didn’t have security cameras installed—not that I’d know how to access them if she did—because she didn’t feel unsafe in this house. Being by the water, the door sensor system came in handy, notifying her if the lakeside wind had swept the doors open. It would also help ensure the doors were secured for our dog, who had passed since she installed the system. Eventually, I assume she got used to having it: the Robot Woman to keep her company when she had no one else.

I continue to listen for a noise, hearing only the sharp ringing of nothingness.

The silence is piercing; I can’t even hear the screens battering against the windows from the wind anymore. All is still.

I stand up, ready to make a move. But a queasiness rises at the thought of walking out there and being seen by someone through the big windows. I muster what could hardly be considered courage and sneak around the corner to see… the empty living room.

No noise, no movement, nobody.

Somehow this almost seems scarier than the alternative. Curse of the not-knowing.

I slowly make my way across the room, skeleton jumping out of my skin at the sight of my own reflection in the glass door leading to the balcony, mirroring against the outside’s darkness.

Worse, the door is open an inch.

That wasn’t all in my head.

I yank on the handle and pull the door into its frame, imagining that as soon as I do, a hand will appear on the other side to stop me.

But it doesn’t happen.

I flip the lock as fast as I can before scrambling to the other doors in the house to ensure they are all locked as well. As I do, a wave of dread falls on me.

What if I’m locking someone in with me?

I call Amelia. She picks up on the second ring.

“Hey, are you coming home soon?” I ask, knowing full well she is on her way.

“I’ll be getting off the highway soon,” she says. “I’m probably, like, fifteen minutes away.”

“Could you hurry?” I press. “I don’t think I’m alone.”
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IMOGEN

A crash of glass.

Mom screaming my name.

The boy’s bloodied face.

My eyes shoot open, hair stuck to the nape of my neck. Like a spell of sleep paralysis, my lungs feel like they’ve been crushed. I can almost see that ghastly, signature sleep demon sitting on my chest, sucking every inch of air from me as I look around in a panic. I can hardly see anything, but I catch my breath as I begin to recognize my surroundings: Amelia’s childhood bedroom? My eyes adjust to the darkness, and I see the clock by the bedside: 6:29 a.m.

The relief of not being inside The Nightmare is quickly replaced by longing for it. The visual of Mom rushing to my side, yelling, Imogen! replays in my head. It’s not a positive situation, whatever happens in my dream. But a world where Mom is there, running to me, can’t be that bad.

I rub my eyes and look around. The shape of a figure lying between me and the clock, and before I can get too spooked, I see that it’s Amelia, sleeping soundly. The memories of last night come flooding back.

I sat in sheer terror awaiting Amelia’s return, worried that someone else was in the house with me. I didn’t understand why someone would break in during the daytime hours, or in general. But I didn’t want to let my guard down. I locked myself in my bedroom until I heard Robot Woman speak again to tell me that Amelia was home, coming through the front door. Naturally, I was hesitant to believe it was her. Until I heard her voice.

“Imogen? It’s me,” she’d called out.

We walked every inch of the house together, searching for anything that could explain the door popping open. When we couldn’t, I went back to one of my original theories: the blasted wind. And then I felt like an idiot, overreacting over something as simple as not securing the door after taking photos at the dock. Still, my panic persisted as night settled in. To ease my concern, Amelia invited her boyfriend, Wes, out to spend the night with us. After all, three’s a crowd. And I felt like I could use a crowd.

I look around my sister’s overtly feminine room again and notice another dark figure. This time, it’s horizontal on the floor beside Amelia’s bed. As I stare, I begin to make out their features. Rounded nose, short hair, boyish good looks—though I know he’s nearing thirty. It’s Wes.

Last night, the three of us ate sushi on the couch, packed up some boxes together, and brought as much laughter to the house as we could before collapsing to sleep in the same room for ultimate safety.

Here we are, alive and able to tackle another day.

As my head hits the pillow again, I find it impossible to fall back into slumber as I repeat the same question over and over. Because “the wind” isn’t a sufficient answer.

How did that door really open?
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Amelia’s phone alarm sounds as sunrise breaks, rousing Wes, too. I’m up first, eager to check the doors, before putting on a pot of coffee. To my relief, everything is secure.

The dated machine on Mom’s granite countertop hisses and bubbles as black liquid fills its base. As I stare into it, bleary-eyed, a distant shadow crosses the glow from the living room windows. My pulse spikes—until I whip around and see Wes heading toward the kitchen.

“Whoa,” he says, hands in front of him to showcase innocence. “Didn’t mean to startle you.”

We both chuckle awkwardly.

“Clearly losing my mind over here,” I say, hopping onto the counter.

Wes walks into the kitchen, leaning his tailbone against the opposite counter. “Nah, you’re just going through a hard time,” he says. “You have infinite hall passes for crazy in my book.”

Even half awake, Wes looks impressively composed. Handsome. Put together. Maybe it’s because we’re still mere acquaintances, but he always carries himself with this respectful, relaxed ease.

“Well,” I sigh. “I really appreciate you coming out here last night. I know it’s dumb. But it made me feel a lot better.”

“Nothing dumb about it.” He waves his hand down. “I’m here for you girls. Especially with everything you’re going through.”

I smile, but the silence that follows makes me fidget.

Wes fills it. “And, hey, I don’t have to head into work for a few hours. Want me to help around here? Be Amelia’s stand-in?”

I consider it—for the extra help, for the chance to know him better. Besides, I’d prefer not to be alone all day. More hands make for faster work.

The idea of burdening him further takes over. Guilt wins.

“I’ll be all right, but thanks. Really,” I say with a grin as the pot beeps. I pour coffee into three mugs, handing him one as Amelia walks in.

“All right, kids.” Amelia smiles, taking hers. “Tonight… Back to School Night. I’ll be out late. Maybe till eight thirty? Nine? It starts at seven, so I’m going to prep my classroom after school,” she adds, pouring a splash of milk into her cup.

I open my mouth to reply but can’t.

How did I forget about Back to School Night?

Great. Alone again at nightfall…

Reading my face, Amelia adds, “Sorry that I can’t help with the house today. And that you’ll be here by yourself.” She frowns. “I promise I’ll rush home afterward. I’ll even tackle some boxes when I get back.”

Wes intervenes. “Again, I can totally help out. Or come back later,” he offers kindly. “I know where you live.”

I laugh at myself. “Guys, I’ll be fine.” And I mean it. I know I’m safe. I’m just not used to being in an actual house with multiple bedrooms and giant curtainless windows. It’s making me overreact. I can pack up a house, for God’s sake.

Wes and Amelia finish their coffee and file out of the house. It’s still early, so I decide to enjoy the rest of my cup on the deck with a book. Then I’ll spend the day downsizing Mom’s garage.

A sharp knock at the door, followed by the doorbell, jolts me out of my planning. Expecting it to be Wes, I walk over and whisk it open without thought.

Standing in front of me is a woman. It takes me a moment to place her. At least ten years have passed since I’ve seen her.

“Look at what a beautiful woman you’ve grown up to be,” says Rory’s mother, Mara, her tone gentle, chipper.

“Hi, Mara.” I beam, reaching out for a hug. She hasn’t changed much—same long chestnut hair down her back. Chic, earthy style. The kind of woman who seems to grow younger with age, probably thanks to yoga and health products from the market she owns. “It’s nice of you to come by.”

“I know it’s early, but I saw Amelia leaving with a boy and thought you might be here,” she says warmly. “I wanted to check in and see how you’re holding up. God, we’re all devastated. What a shock it must be for you both.”

“It’s hard to put into words,” I admit, glancing at the ground. After a pause, I add, “You might be getting new neighbors soon. Amelia and I are going to sell the house.”

“I understand.” She tuts, resting her hand on my arm. “Well, I’d love to talk more, even cook you a proper meal if you’re up for it. What are you two doing tonight?”

“Amelia’s a teacher now. Fitting, right?” I laugh lightly, leaning against the doorframe. “She’ll be at Back to School Night until late.”

“Even more reason to have you over! Rory’s home. It’d be lovely to see you two catch up,” Mara gushes. “No pressure, of course. Why don’t you think about it. And if you’re interested, come by around six thirty.”

Rory’s home.

My stomach dips at the thought. But my desire for company tonight supersedes that of avoiding an awkward catch-up with my old fling and his parents. I have been curious to know what Rory’s been up to since high school, and who was watching me from their window yesterday.

“I’ll be there.”
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IMOGEN

The stately green cottage at the bottom of Mom’s driveway is charmingly kissed by vines and old paint, comfortable with its original style, not in need of modern adaptations. I take it in, remembering the last time I walked its cobblestone steps. It must have been some eleven years ago, likely with Amelia by my side for game night with our friend group, often hosted by Rory. Cards Against Humanity, or poker with gummy bears instead of chips.

Now, years older, alone, and wearing high-waisted cigarette pants and a baby cardigan instead of my teenage uniform of denim short-shorts and Uggs, I clutch a bottle of wine in clammy hands, belly full of nerves. I push ahead and knock on the double wooden doors before I can reconsider, realizing this to be a terrible mistake. Returning to Blair, I hadn’t intended to fall back into my past. I wanted to box it up—literally and figuratively—and carry on with my life in the city.

What am I doing here?

The butterflies making a home in my stomach nearly escape out of my skin when the doors open—revealing a tall, handsome man who resembles the person I saw in their window yesterday… life-sized. Strands of chocolate hair fall gently onto his forehead. He wears a dark knit pullover and classic black twill pants.

“Rory?” I ask, uncertainty threading my voice. The teenager I remember had long, sun-kissed hair often pulled in a bun and a wardrobe consisting primarily of juvenile skatewear. The man before me is older, confident, even suave. His jawline is sharper, his posture surer, and there’s an ease about him I don’t recognize. But the more I stare at his face, the more I know it’s him.

Heat creeps up my neck, and I have a ridiculous urge to shed the cardigan, to look sharper, chicer—like someone who grew up. Maybe to prove I’ve transformed, too. To show I’m no longer the inexperienced girl who let him dare me into skinny-dipping under a July moon, our laughter echoing across the water as he held my towel hostage on the dock.

“Well, if it isn’t Imogen Bly,” he says, his voice low and amused. He holds out his arm and nods, ushering me inside. As I cross the threshold, he pulls me into a tight, confident hug, our bodies uniting perfectly. His hand lingers a second too long at the sliver of exposed skin between my cardigan and pants.

“You look…” I stare at him, lingering on my next word. “Different. Good different.”

His coy smile deepens, emerald eyes grazing my body as he closes the door. I’m hit with the tantalizing scent of garlic and tomato sauce wafting out of the kitchen. But I’m suddenly too nervous to feel hunger from it.

“Growing up looks good on you, too,” he says as we cross the foyer.

I stutter a laugh. “Um, I brought wine. It’s a lot nicer than the stuff we used to drink out on the boat,” I add, referencing nights of stealing cheap wine our parents wouldn’t miss, sipping it between dock dives. I can almost feel the summer gnats buzzing overhead. I hand him the bottle, a natural red from his family’s store.

“We’ll enjoy it all the same.” He grins. “We have an open bottle on the bar if you want some?”

“I’d love that,” I say, trying to sound composed.

He cocks his head, signaling me to follow him across the open room.

Gladly.

Overhead lights gleam off the slate floors as we enter the bar area—

an old, glossy walnut nook, perched by a window overlooking the lake. The setting sun streams through the lake-facing windows catching dust motes midair. The bar smells faintly of cedar. An open bottle of red sits atop it—beneath a shelf of more wine and a modest liquor collection. Rory removes the cork with a hollow pop and pours, crimson liquid swirling into two stemmed glasses.

“So where have you been all these years?” he asks, handing me a glass.

Rory leads me to a sleek leather couch in the living room. We sit close enough for our knees to graze, while a lively fire flickers in the river rock hearth across from us. Beside it is the window I saw Rory standing in yesterday, framing Mom’s dock perfectly. I don’t mention it.

“You know… here and there. Mostly Seattle,” I say, taking a hefty sip, meaning here and there literally, as I’ve never lived anywhere else. “Don’t tell me you’ve stayed here all these years.”

Luckily, he laughs.

Even if home is the nicest place in the world, it’s hard not to imagine something else—if only the closest city.

“I headed to college that first fall. Boston. Didn’t suit me, though.”

“Boston didn’t?” I ask.

“College,” he admits. “I stayed on the East Coast for a while. Lived in New York. I moved to Seattle last year. Feels good to be back in the West.” He takes a sip, eyes on mine the whole time.

“So, what are you doing here now? At your parents’.”

“I do freelance graphic design. I’m helping them rebrand the store. It’s easier to do from here, since there’s a lot to go through. I’ve only been back a couple weeks.” Rory tucks a strand of hair behind his ear, placing a hand lightly on my knee. “But you… you doin’ okay?”

I gulp, aware of how high his fingers are slipping above my knee. I breathe to respond but am interrupted by the sound of clanging pots and ’70s rock music blasting from the kitchen. Mara walks out.

“You’re here!” she chirps. “Join us in the dining room. Emmett’s almost ready to plate.”

Rory withdraws his hand, guiding me to the table.

Small talk is rarely appealing, especially days into your mother’s death. Answering the repetitive, sad questions is as awkward as asking them. Emmett, Rory’s older, slightly more muscular doppelgänger, sits diagonal from me, battering off questions. “Do they know how it happened?” “What about the house?” “What do you do in Seattle?” “Would you ever move into your mother’s place?” “Where in Seattle do you live, then?”

He means well, I know. Our families were always close, and the Holloways continued to see Mom frequently after I moved out. These people watched me grow up. Understandably, they have questions.

I answer politely, eyes constantly snagging on Rory across the table—who eats his vodka bucatini with a rough patience. Like the questions are making him as tense as they are me.

Emmett says, “God, I wish we had seen Alice go out in the storm. Mara and I would have gone down there, you know?”

Rory speaks up. “Dad, I think Imogen deserves a night off, don’t you agree?” He winks at me apologetically.

“Honey, I’m sorry. I’m not trying to give you a hard time,” Emmett assures me. “We’re surprised is all.”

“I know. It’s okay.” I nod, swallowing kale salad. “It’s a big elephant, isn’t it?”

“But Rory’s right,” Mara says. “Let’s talk about something positive. This is a happy space.”

“It’s totally fine,” I repeat, twisting a piece of pasta off my stoneware plate.

The lighting is dim from the chandelier, the warm wooden ceiling creating a yellow glow around the room. I want to comment on how cozy their home still is, but Emmett speaks first.

“Have you seen Harry since you’ve been back?”

I hear a minor commotion under the table. When I see Emmett’s expression drop, I realize Mara must have kicked him. I can’t imagine why—as though that name is sensitive. On the contrary, I don’t know anyone named Harry.

“What was that about?” Rory pokes, joining me in confusion.

“Enough of the questions,” Mara announces nonchalantly. She clears her throat. “Have you met the new neighbors yet? The Wickers?

Well, they’ve been here for months, so I guess they’re not quite new. But they moved into the Turners’ house,” she explains. “Someone else bought it from the Turners’ kids last year, and now this new family is renting it. I don’t think your mom ever got them to open the door to meet her. They can be reclusive. But the son actually—”

“Mom,” Rory interrupts her rambling with a small smile. “You’re still asking questions.”

“No, I haven’t met them,” I tell her.

I remember wondering about the Turners when I drove past yesterday. Their house sits behind a patch of trees diagonal from the Holloways’ home, next to a small, wooded area. It’s a modest house, without a lake view.

“Why don’t you tell Imogen about your work for the store,” Mara suggests to Rory, desperately trying to pass the figurative talking stick. She pours more wine into everyone’s glasses.

Rory dabs his mouth with a cloth napkin. “They want to go modern. Get away from the old hippie vibes,” he explains, running his tongue across his back teeth.

“Aw,” I mutter. “I kind of like the old hippie vibes.”

“I said the same thing.” Rory grins.

“We’re trying to keep it fresh,” Emmett says. “Stay up-to-date with the likes of you kids.”

As if Mara and Emmett Holloway need to stay “up-to-date” with any of us. They’re cooler than most people I know.

“Although maybe they have a point. I hear retro’s back,” Mara says matter-of-factly.

I chuckle. “I’m sure you’re in good hands with Rory.”

“You haven’t seen my work. Maybe I have terrible style,” he says, leaning closer.

“I find that hard to believe.” I raise my wineglass to my mouth. “But I guess you’ll just have to show me.”

“I will,” Rory says, raising his eyebrows at me, poking his salad.

After dinner, Mara collects plates while I stand—thanking them for the meal. I meet Rory’s gaze, steady and unreadable, and without looking away, he announces, “I’m taking Imogen down to the lake. To catch up properly.”

In comical unison, they reply, “That’s a great idea.”

As if remembering my unease with the water as of late, Rory adds, “That cool with you?”

I nod, and Rory grabs a bottle of wine off the bar before leading us out the back door.

Clouds cover the sky; artificial light streams down from houses and shimmers off the lake’s surface to create a string-light effect. It’s a calm night, with the water gently splashing against the docks, its rhythm growing louder as we descend the rickety steps. A chilly wind makes me clutch my cardigan tight to my body.

Mom’s dock sits off to our right, half hidden by a large tree that leans out of the shoreline, its roots swallowed by water. Our docks look alike: slatted wood, three boats tied up, a couple lounge chairs, and stepladders that slip into the lake—though it’s hard to make much out in the dark. A few houses to our left is Sawyer Dam, which connects the north side of Lake Blair to the south. Its mouth is wide open, resembling the end of an infinity pool—a forest down beyond it that Sawyer Creek cuts through.

“When were you last out on the water?” Rory asks, breaking the silence.

I think for a moment. “A couple summers ago maybe? When I visited my mom, we never really utilized the lake anymore. It’s usually raining when I come here.”

This part of Washington gets rain nearly half the year, if not more. Although living on a lake is idyllic anywhere, no one really uses Lake Blair year-round. Even Mom timed her pedal-boating around dry spells. Sometimes, though, the wetness was unavoidable. When it was, she’d embrace it.

“I’ve been coming out here a lot the last few weeks,” he says. “I forgot how much I love it.”

Rory climbs into the rowboat tied to his dock and offers me his hand. It’s soft and strong in mine, and I let him pull me aboard before settling across from him. He loosens the rope and pushes us off, and for the next few minutes as he rows us into deeper water, he tells me about his work projects—logos and campaigns for beverage companies, record labels, local brands. I share more of my love for wine—and working in it; spending harvest making and bottling wine in the country with a fun team, then working the bar the rest of the year.

“So. Will you be around for a while?” I ask. “Or do you have a place in the city to get back to?” I hope he says the latter. Seeing him in a normal setting sounds nice.

“I’ve got my own place waiting for me, but I won’t be back there until mid-Octoberish,” he replies, pumping the oars, mellow. “Which means… I’ve still got time to finally take you on a date.”

Nothing about our boat conversation has been distinctly flirtatious, so this surprises me. It makes his words hit even harder… despite the tension between us feeling constant.

“Finally?” I tease, biting the tip of my thumbnail.

“It’s always been you and me, Imogen,” he says, confident.

The thumping in my chest becomes heavier. I’m impressed that he’s speaking so freely, so confidently.

We’ve always connected. We’ve always made sense. But for no clear reason, I never searched for him or kept in touch over the years. Being back in his orbit feels right.

“You don’t even know me anymore,” I admit. “Maybe I’m different. Or weird.” I echo his playful tone from upstairs about his design work.

He narrows his eyes, grinning. “You’ve been different and weird as long as I’ve known you.” He sticks out his tongue as he rows, pushing us farther from the docks and the dam.

I shake my head and grab the bottle of wine between his shoes as I pull my keys out of my handbag. “You’re lucky I have a wine bottle opener on my key ring, by the way,” I say, seeing as he didn’t bother opening the bottle before we came down here.

“I knew you’d have something like that,” Rory says.

“Oh yeah?”

“I had heard about your wine gig,” Rory admits with a sly grin. “You know. People talk. Seattle’s not that big.”

“So you’re stalking me?” I titter, twisting my wine key into the cork.

“You wish I was.”

“Okay, cocky,” I prod, taking a sip straight from the bottle and instantly feeling it heat my insides.

“Give me some of that,” he says, nodding at the wine—still using both arms to row.

“You want some?” I bait.

“Yeah. Get over here,” he demands, his smile practically glowing in the dark.

The gap between us is wide, so I shift into a crouch. But the boat rocks, and I fumble into his lap, nowhere else to go in the narrow vessel.

“Jeez, Imogen. So forward of you.”

I laugh a little too loud and sink onto my knees in front of him. “I think you did that on purpose.”

He winks, lips pursed, gesturing for me to tip the bottle into his mouth so he can continue rowing. With his eyes never leaving mine, I spill it against his lips. A long drop slips down his stubbled chin, lightly showcasing a shadow of dark hair.

“Excuse me, bartender,” he murmurs, tilting his head skyward. “Do you pour wine on all your customers?”

I swipe my fingers across his jaw. “Only the ones who deserve it.”

Right then, we reach the center of the lake, and Rory rests the oars into their cradles. I turn my body and gently fall into him, my head against his hard stomach. Doing so is disarmingly easy, dropping into youth; the sneaky boat kisses, the stargazing, the thrill of being close to someone for the first time. We didn’t know what to do with any of it then.

It’s translated into something natural, yet nerve-racking. A clear tension pulling like a taut string between us that makes me second-guess every word out of my mouth.

He drops his arms around my neck, locking me against his chest, and we stay like that for a while, admiring the vast navy sky, stars scattering among the clouds. The perfect viewpoint, far enough away from the trees to see everything. The breeze brushes my face, mingling with the warmth of his body and the wine. I’m hypnotized by it, the soft bloop bloop glug of water against the boat, the distant chirp of crickets, the cinematic rumblings of Lake Blair spilling off the edge of the dam.

Soon, a sharp ache presses against my back from the wooden seat behind me, forcing me to shift. And although I’m careful, the boat rocks, a sinking twist in my stomach making my head swim. I glance down at the water and shiver, a pang of regret hitting me.

What the hell am I doing out here?

Rory steadies us, pulling me tighter. His lips brush my hair as he whispers, “I got you. I got you.”

Goosebumps rise on every inch of skin I have.

I turn more gracefully this time, sliding down to sit on the other seat while taking a pronounced swig from the bottle. His eyes never leave my lips. Slowly, deliberately, he leans forward. Before I can think, his mouth finds mine as he yanks me into him. His hands slide down my back, my thighs, holding me in place. I’m so lost in him I forget the bottle in my hands and drop it inside the rowboat. Wine splatters everywhere.

I pull away with a laugh. “Oh fuck.”

I shrug off my sweater, wine-slick now—tossing it in a messy ball to the other side of the boat. I’m left in a thin white baby tee, dotted with red wine.

A faint crease at the corner of Rory’s mouth suggests amusement as he takes a sip from the near-empty bottle. As he does, my gaze drifts past him, landing on a glowing rectangle across the lake. Tim’s house. The silhouette of a figure is framed in the floor-to-ceiling window—motionless, as if watching us. The telescope beside them gleams faintly, almost accusingly.

Rory follows my line of sight. “Nothing to see here,” he calls, with a tone that screams playful. I can’t shake the way his voice echoes across the water, every ripple amplifying the knot of nerves in my stomach.

The figure steps away from the window, and the lantern overhead clicks off, swallowing the house in darkness. The silence that follows feels unnatural, like being in an old black-and-white episode of The Twilight Zone—where every shadow might hide something. Where you can be a doll in someone else’s meticulously controlled world.

With their home now encased in that shadow, I can’t help but wonder if they’re still watching.
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AMELIA

WELCOME TO ROOM 15! MS. BLY is written across my whiteboard in swirls of purple and green. As 8:00 approaches and the evening winds down, the halls outside my door bustle with grown-up strangers shuffling out of their children’s classrooms—mine included. Nearly every parent showed, watching me spend an hour clicking through a PowerPoint of the year’s curriculum, complete with an About Me slide. A few stragglers linger at their children’s desks, finishing the Tell Me About Your Child worksheet I handed out. Its prompts include What is your child’s favorite subject? and How can I better support your child’s success? On the first day of school, I’d given the kids a similar sheet—only theirs came with illustrations and bright markers to fill in answers for Favorite place, Favorite music, My pets, and so on.

Parents munch on cookies I snagged from Trader Joe’s earlier, while others inspect the room their kids spend half their days in, admiring our colorful worksheet cubbies and the daily whiteboard riddle.

A soft, permanent smile is pasted on my face, braced for the inevitable questions parents will hurl my way. I’m hoping they won’t snap their jaws at me—a danger no one warned me about when I became a teacher. Because, as it turns out, much of teaching is pandering to parents’ exceptional demands. But there’s been no snapping yet. On the contrary, each parent has been pleasant thus far.

My gaze fixes on the steady blur of figures passing my open door. I suck water from my reusable bottle, nearly finished after an hour of bored sips. Look around the room, sip. Glance down at a paper, sip. As I gulp the cold liquid, I’m pulled from my thoughts when a tall woman, chic in wide-legged jeans and an oversized blazer, shuffles in, her expression rigid with worry.

“Are you Ms. Bly?” she asks before noticing my name on the whiteboard. “Oh, duh.”

“Hi!” I offer with a wide smile. “Yes, welcome in.”

“Sorry I’m late. I realized this afternoon it started at seven and not eight,” she says, frantic. Exhaling sharply, she adds, “I’m Phoebe Tory. Bodhi’s mom.”

I see it now. He’s her mirror image, the big brown eyes, dirty blond hair, the sharp chin already developing.

“No problem at all,” I say assuredly. “It’s so nice to meet you. Bodhi’s a great kid.”

“Aw,” Phoebe tuts, beaming. “He thinks the same of you. He even credited you for our trip to the Queen Anne Book Company last night to get some Bailey School Kids books. I couldn’t believe it. I remember reading those.”

“I love that,” I admit, a sense of pride washing over me. “We’ll be reading some great books in class this year. It’s all in the pamphlet.” I hand her a copy with the Tell Me About Your Child sheet. “If you want, a lot of the other parents filled out this paper. It helps me get to know the kids better.”

“Fabulous. Should I do it here?”

“Yes, and you can sit at Bodhi’s desk if you want,” I suggest, pointing.

Phoebe smiles, sliding into the small wooden seat.

I retreat to the front of my desk, twirling a long strand of red hair. Pair by pair, parents hand me the paperwork, shake my hand, and file out. Soon, only Phoebe remains. I try not to stare. I can’t help but notice that she keeps staring at me. I busy myself with reading the papers to avoid meeting her gaze again. I’d hate if she thought I was rushing her out.

Finally, she approaches my desk. “Do I know you from somewhere?” she asks, brows lightly twisted. “I wasn’t trying to gawk. I just can’t place your face…”

“Maybe you’ve seen me outside school during pickup?” I suggest, aware that something about her feels familiar, unable to place it, either.

“No…” she says, trailing off, hand on her chin. “Bodhi’s dad or babysitter always picks him up. Where are you from?”

“I’m from here. Well, Lake Blair. It’s about twenty miles east.”

“That’s it. I’m from Blair, too. Unfortunately.” She grimaces.

It’s only then that her last name clicks. Tory. As in Madison Tory. The girl who went missing last year. Phoebe must be her older sister.

I almost bring it up, but the words catch somewhere between curiosity and dread. I hesitate, not wanting to contribute to the endless questions that must be pressed upon her.

“You didn’t like growing up there?” I ask instead.

She falters for a moment, looking around the room to ensure we’re alone.

“No, I liked my childhood. But in recent memory…” She trails off, taking a hefty breath. “My younger sister went missing a year ago. Madison Tory?” she says, checking if I’m familiar.

“Of course. I remember her from school. I’m so sorry.”

Phoebe perches on the desk across from mine, fingers picking at her thumbnail. “It’s been… hard,” she admits, looking up at me. “My mom moved out of Blair a few months ago when she realized that at least one of the police’s suspects lives there. Left a bad taste, you know? That some rich asshole on the lake could have done something to Madison. And the police aren’t even close to arresting anyone.” She exhales. Her voice softens. “You don’t still live there, do you?”

My lips are dry, my throat tight. “I don’t, but…”

Phoebe’s phone blares in her pocket, startling us both. She groans, rolling her eyes at the caller ID. “It’s my ex. He’s probably calling about Bodhi. It was really great meeting you.” She swipes to answer. “Hey. I’m just leaving the school.”

And then Phoebe’s gone. I’m alone in my classroom, which suddenly feels like an eerie place—the outside’s blackness crushing against the windows. The fluorescent lights feel brighter, like they’re spotlighting me. My mind is spinning with questions.

Could someone on the lake really be behind Madison’s potential murder? I should have insisted Phoebe tell me who she meant. But now she’s gone, and Imogen and I are stuck in Blair for at least a few more days. With a potential killer.

I pull out my phone and google Madison’s name with the word suspect. I don’t get any hits. Sparse articles note only that the case is open, that foul play is suspected.

I pinch the cookie tub closed, shove all the completed papers into my desk drawer, and rush to lock up my classroom, moving with the same anxiety I did yesterday afternoon. All at once, I can’t stop wondering: Out in Blair, in that house by herself, could Imogen be in danger?
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IMOGEN

Imogen?” Rory says, interrupting me from my trance. Ever since the figure disappeared and their house sank into darkness, my eyes haven’t strayed from that window. It’s like I’m waiting—for a face to reappear in moonlight, for a sudden flare of glass to confirm the telescope is turned toward us. The person in the window appeared tall, broad-shouldered, with a short but shaggy haircut. Certainly a man, with no other people or signs of life in sight.

“Do you know who lives in that house?” I ask him, settling back into the bench across from Rory. Still, my gaze refuses to leave the cliffside.

“No,” he answers casually. “I don’t really know anyone from that side of the lake.”

Come to think of it, neither do I. Most of my friends from school lived on our side, or farther back in the neighborhoods behind the lakefronts. My mom had known a few of the south lakefront owners once. Her friend Rachel, another family I once babysat for. But now—after all the years I’ve been gone—I can’t name a single one.

I frown, having hoped Rory could crack Tim’s true identity—as though it would help anything. Pulling my eyes down to his dock at the bottom of a staircase snaking against the rocky cliff, I spy a black pontoon boat and pirate flag, the latter of which is lifting faintly in the breeze. They’re like relics. Confirmations that the same person must reside there.

A shiver dances across my skin, raising goosebumps along my bare arms. I fold inward, clutching my elbows, though I’m not sure if it’s the night air or the house that chills me. Probably both.

“Are you cold?” Rory asks, tugging one arm free of his pullover.

“A little.” I shrug. “But I don’t want your sweater,” I lie, desperate to be enveloped in his smell. “Then you’ll be cold.”

“I care more about your comfort than mine,” he admits, exposing a white T-shirt as he rips the pullover off entirely.

“Actually, Amelia should be home soon. And we agreed to pack up some more boxes tonight. So”—I tilt my head back toward our houses—“I should probably get back.”

Color the mood officially killed. But the creep in the window spoiled our budding romance anyway. Well, I think I did first when I dropped the wine. I’d rather leave Rory wanting more than allow my wandering mind to ruin the night even further.

I can tell that Rory is disappointed, as a partial frown tightens his mouth.

“Yeah, no worries,” he says. With a reluctant smile, he hands me his sweater. “At least take this until we get back up there.”

I blush, slipping it over my head in private glee. The fabric is supple, tepid from his body, scented faintly of spice and something earthy and musky. I watch his biceps flex under the weight of water against the rowboat’s oars, like pushing paddles through Jell-O—the opposite of aerodynamic. The house looms behind him, trying to grab my attention—as though someone inside is waiting for me to look back.

“When are you back in Seattle?” he asks, inching us closer and closer to shore.

During dinner, I had mentioned that Amelia and I needed to finish packing up the house before moving forward with Mom’s Realtor, but I didn’t mention a day. It’s Friday, and with the weekend finally here, I’m still on track to finish by Monday morning, when the movers are scheduled to arrive.

“It’s hard to say. I’m hoping we can get the brunt of it done by the end of the weekend,” I say. “You know… so you can take me on that date. Once this is all behind me.”

“That’s right.” Rory nods, a grin crossing his face. “I wish you could stay a bit longer, though. Selfishly. Keep me company while I’m stuck here.”

“You’ll be back in Seattle before you know it. I hope.”

Instead of going back to the Holloways’ dock, upstairs, through his home, and then up the street back to mine, I ask Rory to drop me off at Mom’s dock. He ties the rowboat to a cleat beside her three boats, and the motion-sensor light clicks on above, cutting a slice of silver through the inky night. Without it, we’d be struggling to see a thing—as the clouds are charcoal now, swallowing the moon entirely.

“Thanks for this,” I murmur, returning his sweater. My fingers linger just a second longer than necessary, brushing his skin. “And tell your parents thanks again for dinner. I had a really nice time.”

“I know they’re crazy,” he says, waving a hand. His eyes lock on mine, that low grin curling at the edges of his mouth. “I’m glad I got to see you again.” He licks his lips, waiting, and I feel it in my chest.

The dock rocks beneath our feet, enough to throw me off balance. I step closer, letting the wine loosen my nerves, and he closes the distance between us. Our lips meet in a kiss that’s tender and electric all at once. I let myself melt into my buckling knees, half tempted to invite him upstairs—but aware that Amelia might already be there.

When we break apart, I swiftly retreat with a devilish smirk. “See you later, Holloway.”

“You bet,” he says, pulling his lower lip into his mouth.

I climb the wooden staircase, solar pathway lights tracing my route and exposing the sloping garden and walkway up to the house as I trek, unable to think of anything but Rory. My mind swirls in the heat of that kiss—but then chills as I remember Tim, or whatever his name is, watching from the house across the lake.

Was he even watching us?

I quicken my pace up the balcony steps and slide my key into the lock.

When I walk into the lit house, I hear, “Lakefront door open,” chirping from the entryway’s speaker, and I jump. My mind rushes back to last night, another chill shivering up my spine.

“Amelia?” I call.

No response. She must not be home yet.

The house is cold. I hurry to my bedroom, flipping the big light on and undressing. I move toward the window, shedding my bra and barely noticing the blinds are open. But I don’t care, as the only way anyone could see me would be through binoculars.

Or a telescope.

Next to the window, a sofa chair holds my open bag, clothes spilling out. I’m digging for black sweats and a cashmere sweater when my eye catches movement down in the yard.

Still topless, I peer down at the English knot garden on our slanted hill. Rory stands on the stone path, holding my cardigan. The one soaked in wine from the boat. I must have left it behind.

Our eyes lock. I watch his gaze travel over me, lingering on what’s exposed: my breasts to my belly button. My body hums with desire, aching to be touched by him. In a sudden decision, I wiggle my index finger to say: Come here.

Rory moves with calm confidence, disappearing toward the balcony stairs. And I hear a door open.

“Front door open,” Robot Woman says.

“It’s me!” Amelia calls.

Fuck.

She doesn’t even know she’s destroying my movie moment.

“Hey!” I shout back, throwing on clothes as fast as possible. I run to the living room as Amelia drops her purse on the kitchen counter.

“You okay?” she asks, hurriedly crossing the room toward me. “I was worried about you being alone.”

I look at the balcony to find it empty. No Rory.

After a pause, I stutter, “U-uh, yeah, all good. I just got home.”

Amelia passes me and speed-walks toward the hallway. “From where?” she asks enthusiastically. “Actually, hold that thought. I have to pee so bad,” she adds, running now.

As I move to the balcony, Rory appears behind the glass door.

“Hey,” I say, opening it. I scrunch my nose. “So… my sister just got home. Just now.”

“Ah,” he says, nodding slowly. “I understand.” He holds out my damp cardigan.

“To be continued?” I tease, gazing up at him.

“I hope so,” Rory says mischievously, before stepping across the balcony and down toward the dock.
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Through the window, he watched her, his beloved Imogen, her evening unfolding like a private performance meant solely for him. He had followed the rhythm of her day, studied the minutiae of her solitude as she carefully packed boxes. He watched in admiration as Imogen Bly took a stroll, fitted in dark pants and a sweater showcasing her midriff. The authority in her gait thrilled and consumed him; the soft curl in her long hair, flowing behind her with the subtle blow of wind.

When she descended the Holloways’ lakefront staircase, clopping down the worn wooden steps, the man momentarily departed his post at the window to breathe the same air she did—cold, pine-needled—as he concealed himself behind the trunk of a western hemlock, standing on jagged rocks to gain full access to the scene.

Who was with her? Who had dared to accompany her?

The Holloway boy…

The realization twisted his intestines. It ignited a steady fire, crawling up his chest, coiling in his veins. He attempted to fathom a rational reasoning for their lone adventure. But he couldn’t produce a scheme that didn’t involve something… romantic.

The trees obscured his view as they pushed off the dock. He followed, jogging back up the hillside, back to the window. His face pressed against the cold glass, heart hammering as they rowed, stopped, and then… embraced.

In an instant, a rush of indignation washed over him—jaw tensing at the sight of her with another man. Her head rested against Rory’s chest, her back pressed against his groin. The man’s eyes stung; his earlobes grew hot to the touch. But this anger paled in comparison to the utter fury that crossed him when he watched Rory kiss her. He even rubbed his eyes, desperate to ensure he hadn’t imagined it. Even from behind the glass, he saw every caress of the face. Every brush of the lips.

He couldn’t watch. Not for another second. The betrayal was too great. Not just at Rory Holloway for taking what’s his, at her for wanting someone else. But at the same time, at his own failure to intervene, to possess, to reclaim what was his first. Two days she’d been back in Lake Blair. Two days of waiting, watching, planning.

Her departure could be imminent. Yet his fixed observations of her haven’t brought them closer to reuniting. And now a barrier had risen where none should exist.

He must correct it at once.
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IMOGEN

Ten minutes. That’s how long Amelia and I have been sitting at the dock, waiting for a prospective buyer to scope the pontoon boat. Last night, after filling her in on my evening with Rory over a garage-packing session, I crawled into bed to find a Facebook Messenger ping on one of my Marketplace listings.


I’m interested in seeing this boat tomorrow. Can I swing by your dock around 1:00? I will boat over from mine.



Relief washed over me that someone right here on the lake was interested. Though, admittedly, a creeping suspicion lingers around the buyer. The person’s private Facebook profile, Frank Martin, showcases a single image: a generic-looking family. Naturally, his name doesn’t ring a bell.

So here we sit, awaiting this alleged buyer as the minutes stretch on without so much as a ripple in the water to suggest an approaching vessel. The lake is vacant, draped in the gloom of another autumn afternoon. Down on the north side, I can make out a lone figure fishing off a dock—a speck against the minor bustle of downtown Blair, which looks deceptively calm from this distance. The buyer did say “around” one, but when I glance at my phone, the screen reads 1:16.

“This feels like a waste of time,” Amelia groans, rising from her cream Adirondack chair. “We’ve got a list a mile long.”

“You can’t leave me,” I plead. “What if he’s a psycho looking to abduct a girl? You’d never see me again.”

She shoots me a look. “You’re not a girl. You’re a woman. And don’t joke about that stuff.”

I unlock my phone to find our Messenger conversation still stuck on his last note. Nothing new.

“Let me just ask him if he’s coming,” I say. “Give it until 1:20.”

“And not a second later,” Amelia playfully demands, sitting back in her chair.


Are you still coming? Let me know if you need to reschedule. Looking to sell it this weekend.



I turn away from the water to face Amelia, glancing at the Holloway house for the billionth time—hopelessly wishing Rory would be stalking the living room window again. With the midday glare, all I see cast against the glass are the gray clouds overhead. I continue to pace across the dock’s platform, tapping my phone against my palm so I won’t miss a vibration—whether a message from Frank or a text from Rory, if he still has my number.

A light buzz suddenly tickles my fingers. It’s Frank.


I’m sorry. I got caught up in something.

I’ll touch base later if I’m still interested.



“Oh, come on,” I mutter, reading it aloud to Amelia.

We roll our eyes and stomp up to the house, half an hour wasted.

“If you want to start on the hall closets, I’ll go pick us up some sandwiches,” Amelia offers as we cross the patio.

“I’m going stir-crazy in this place,” I say. “I’ll go get the sandwiches—”

I stop mid-sentence when we step through the unlocked balcony door and freeze. Every box I packed in Mom’s office has been pulled out to the living room, opened, and emptied. The door to the garage—located off the kitchen—is wide open, overhead lights shining over similar chaos.

Amelia and I gasp in unison.

“Get outside. Now,” she commands, likely thinking the same thing I am. That someone is in the house. Right now.

We jog across the patio toward the driveway, ready to sprint up the road to safety. The afternoon daylight might feel like a security blanket in itself—but I run anyway.

And then I see him. Rory. Walking down Mom’s driveway, as though he left our house moments ago.

“Hey,” I shout, trotting up behind him. Relief and confusion mix in my head, though my tone is casual.

Rory turns, walking back up the hill until we’re face-to-face on the concrete driveway, consumed by the thick trees lining the road. Amelia is already dialing 911.

“Hey,” he copies, hands sliding out of his jean pockets. “I came by to see if you needed any help. Must have just missed you.”

His response is smooth, yet suspicion spikes. I almost can’t reconcile him walking away from what looks like a crime scene. But Rory would never do something like this. He knows how hard it’s been for me to be back here, stuck in a house that harbors the memory of a woman I miss so dearly. Every minute in that house, going through her things, smelling her, missing her, is agonizing. Over dinner at the Holloways’ last night, I explained all of this—using it to justify my desire to sell. As though he’d conceal some reason to stifle my progress anyway.

“Someone came into the house,” I blurt. “They unpacked a bunch of stuff.” My stomach knots, reacting to the uncertainty of the intruder’s location.

Rory looks startled. “What? Today?”

“Can we wait at your house until the police get here?” I ask, already guiding Amelia down the street.

“Of course,” he says. He takes a protective stance, peering at the house behind me. “Whatever you need.”

After last night, I’d hoped our next meeting would be quieter, maybe even more private—to feel the weight of what we haven’t done or said. This, traipsing down the road, with the house half torn apart and looming in the growing distance, Amelia nearby and on the phone with a dispatcher, feels anything but intimate. It’s another elephant in the circus of our history.

“What a mess,” I say, leaning against his yard’s iron gate, more for balance than comfort. “But it was sweet of you to come by and help. God knows we could use it after today.”

“Well, I couldn’t stay away after last night,” he says. His voice is low, body leaning into mine. The faintest trace of cologne cuts through the grassy air.

I bite back a laugh but fail. I’m almost embarrassed, like my heartbeat is playing over loudspeakers.

Amelia walks over, still glued to her phone, but manages to tuck it against her shoulder long enough to wrap Rory in a one-armed hug.

“You look good! How have you been?” she whispers, her cell’s microphone on her neck.

Rory chuckles, offering her two thumbs-up. “Doing all right. It’s good to see you.”

Amelia pauses, listening. “Sorry, no. I was talking to someone,” she says into her phone. “How far away are they now?”

After a beat, she holds up her index finger and mouths, One minute.

“Anyway, yeah,” Rory says as Amelia circles the yard aimlessly. “I thought coming by would be a good excuse to see you. And help out. It’s not like we have to wait until we’re both back in the city.”

“Well, lucky for you, this little disaster may have stretched our stay. So”—I let the words hang—“you can see me as much as you want.”

His smile tilts. “Then I should take you out tonight. Could be a good distraction. Get you out of that house.”

A small pit forms in my stomach at the idea, happily replacing worry. “What’d you have in mind?”

“The Waterside is screening Psycho at 7:00. Could be fun.”

The Waterside—half restaurant, half four-screen cinema—rests on the lip of Lake Blair. It’s stitched into every summer I’ve spent here: neon-lit marquee glimmering off the water, idyllic patio seating for post- or pre-movie discussions, themed cocktails for each film. It’s my favorite place in Blair.

“Sounds like my perfect night,” I say, softer than I mean to. “I’m in.”

And just like that, I’m snapped into reality as blue and red lights flash in my peripherals, rolling past the Holloways’ house and up Mom’s steep driveway. The three of us follow its steady ascent in gauche silence.

Two officers sweep the house before waving us inside. “All clear,” one tells us, but the words feel hollow when I step into the living room and see the wreckage again: boxes gaping open, office papers and mementos littered across the floor like flotsam after a typhoon.

Amelia and I plop on the couch to steady ourselves, Rory standing by the windows for moral support, his stunned expression matching ours.

Officer Wright is handsome, large, his presence like a lighthouse beam in human form—sweeping, scanning for trouble with tactful expertise. He doesn’t waste words or gestures, making me wonder how many times he’s walked into a scene like this—if he’s as careful as he looks. His partner, Officer Smith, couldn’t be more different. He’s softer around the edges, paler, fidgety. His pen bounces off his notepad as he scribbles thoughts or clues of the scene—though I wouldn’t be surprised if his notes consisted of simplicities like, “open boxes” and “break-in?” But there’s something earnest about him—like a pupil trying hard to measure up.

“So just to confirm,” Officer Wright says, voice flat but strong. “You left for about twenty to thirty minutes. Came back and”—he gestures at the room—“this was how you found it?”

“Correct,” Amelia says, her tone clipped. She’s standing on business for the both of us.

“And you were at the dock the whole time? No unusual sounds? No sightings of anyone on your property?” Smith asks.

“Nothing,” I tell them, unsure what other details to give. I adjust on the couch, sitting up straight. “We did keep the balcony door unlocked when we went down there, though. But we didn’t see or hear anyone. I actually remember the opposite. It was quiet down at the dock.”

“We didn’t see any signs of forced entry,” Officer Smith begins. “All the windows are locked. I’d guess they entered through that unlocked patio door.”

We’ve got Sherlock here!

“Who was it you were meeting for the boat sale?” Wright asks.

“Says his name is Frank Martin,” I say, fumbling for his social media profile, the pixelated image of him and his supposed family displayed on my phone screen.

Smith scribbles the name on his notepad, and I nearly chuckle at the thought of him searching such a basic identity.

“We’ll flag that in the report,” Smith says. “We can run it against local complaints and see if anything pops up.” He doesn’t make promises, as if that would give me more confidence in them finding the person responsible. They have practically nothing to go off of.

“That’s it?” Rory cuts in, disappointed. His eyes narrow at the officers, dissatisfied with their offerings.

“We’ll canvas the area—see if anyone saw a person or a vehicle,” Wright offers. “We’ll do what we can, but if nothing’s been stolen and there’s no sign of forced entry… our options are limited.” Wright looks between Amelia and me, his police-officer accessories shifting against a nylon belt. “Keep your doors locked—even in the daytime. And give us a call if you remember anything else.”

Rory’s jaw tightens. “You’re just going to leave two women here, knowing someone walked through their house? You don’t think that’s dangerous?” His tone is stern, bothered by the lack of action. At this, I crack a small, private smile.

Officer Wright regards him, unflinching, his stance like a steel wall. “Their safety does matter, very much,” he says evenly. “But nothing here suggests violence. No theft, no harm.”

“But someone was here,” I snap. “They didn’t even try to hide the fact.”

“Which is precisely why I believe this was someone looking to score quick valuables,” Wright replies. “A drifter, or someone struggling with addiction. They poke around, and they move on. This is a nice neighborhood. They likely saw an opportunity and took it.”

“What are we supposed to do? Stay here?” I ask, feeling dirty and violated from this sudden invasion of privacy. Amelia puts her hand on mine, to calm me or shut me up. “Last night I heard the balcony door open. The same one you think an intruder came in from. So, what if someone’s been out there watching us?”

“If they were, it looks like they did what they set out to do,” Smith offers.

Wright exchanges a look with him, likely wanting to head the discussion himself.

“We will canvas the block, talk to your neighbors. See if anyone has security cameras facing the street,” Wright states, shifting his focus back to Rory. “Including your house… Mr. Holloway, is it?”

“Yes, Rory Holloway,” he says. “But we don’t have cameras. And my folks aren’t home at the moment.” His posture shifts.

“You didn’t see anything on your way over here?” Wright asks him. “Didn’t pass the perp on your way up the driveway?” He looks skeptical, almost accusatory. Whether it’s because he’s genuinely curious about Rory’s whereabouts or didn’t like the small strike to his ego, I’m not sure.

“No one,” Rory says matter-of-factly. “The street was empty, too. That was only a minute before the girls got back anyway. I was in my room on my computer before that.”

“We’d love some proof,” Wright says, a grin on his lips.

“Rory didn’t do this,” Amelia says in a light, respectful defense. “Just… please help us find who did.”

Officer Wright gives her a soft look before gazing back at Rory, expecting a response.

Rory scoffs. “I’ll show you proof. Come on over and look at what I’ve been working on.”

Both officers nod, and Wright fishes a business card from his pocket and hands one to Amelia and me. “If you see or remember anything.”

“We’ll follow up,” Smith adds with a cordial nod.

Rory lingers at the door for a beat, then winks at me as he walks them out, the three of them dipping down the driveway toward his house.

I watch from the doorway, heart heavy with conflicting emotions. The Clash’s “Should I Stay or Should I Go” plays in my head like a private joke from the universe, taunting me and my lack of ability to make confident decisions.

Amelia drops her hands on her hips and exhales. “They’re doing what they can, I guess,” she says plainly, tucking the card into her pocket.

“I’m just freaked out,” I say, grabbing a new trash bag, ready to begin cleanup. Papers scatter across the floor like fallen leaves, garbage bags are ripped open. The wreckage looks careless—like someone destroyed simply to destroy, tipped over boxes thoughtlessly. There’s no rhythm or reason to it—that I can tell.

“Same. This is a disaster,” Amelia sighs, hands on her head in horror. “But we can’t leave it like this. We stay, we secure, take inventory. If anything else happens, we call them. Honestly, though…” She trails off. “I think it’ll be fine. Let’s just finish and get the hell out of here.”

It feels rational in the daylight: Police are canvassing, the immediate threat seems low. Still, my throat is tight, the image of someone rifling through Mom’s life flashing in my mind.

I force my hands to work, and we tidy for the rest of the afternoon in companionable silence. But the entire time, dread coils in my rib cage. I can’t shake a mystifying thought bubbling in my brain. A thought that feels as real as it does dramatically impossible, unsubstantiated—downright silly.

Someone doesn’t want us to leave.
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I stand before the mirror in my childhood bedroom, trying on a third outfit taken from my tightly crammed duffel. Unpacking my bag felt counterintuitive while boxing up the house, so most of my clothes are creased. I turned the bag inside out in search of my favorite black mesh bra, which vanished the way socks do in my apartment’s dryer. I eventually settle on a relaxed, autumnal compromise: a silk slip dress under an oversized leather jacket.

Every so often, I glance down at the yard to see if Rory will manifest on the hillside again. If only I had such powers to summon him by thought alone.

When night settled over the house, the nerves crept back in.

Shadows suffocate the windows, and every shift of the old beams or the dated floorboards feels enhanced. I remind myself, over and over, that the police are aware now, that they’ve got it under control. For a couple more days, at least, this house should be safe. We kept busy after they left, Amelia and I tackling the mess head-on: repacking boxes, sweeping up debris. By the late afternoon, the house looked less violated. Despite the setback, the day had been productive—enough to convince me we might actually get through the rest of this without falling apart.

I slip loafers over ruffled socks just as the doorbell clangs across the house. Spritzing on perfume to cover any lingering scent of cardboard and tape adhesive, I step into the hall just as Wes does.

“Whoa.” He pokes me, with his eyebrows lifting. “Someone’s ready for their date. Looking very fresh.”

“Fresh?” I snort. “Like I wasn’t sweating over boxes all day?”

“Not a single box,” he deadpans.

“Enjoy your date!” Amelia calls from her bedroom.

“We’re hanging here tonight,” Wes adds, leaning against the wall. “Waiting with bated breath to hear how it went.” He pretends to choke, clutching his throat.

I roll my eyes and shove his shoulder lightly. “Get out of here before you embarrass me.”

“You don’t want me to get the door for you?”

“Bye!”

He retreats, hands raised in mock innocence, sliding back into Amelia’s room.

I giggle as I head to the door but hesitate before firming my grip around the knob, aware I should be cautious with a trespasser still at large.

I pull the door and see Rory. He’s in a wool coat, his hair swept back with a few rebellious strands falling into his eyes. The same neat stubble traces his wide jawline.

I open the door and mock a curtsy, baiting a smile from him.

“Hi, Imogen,” he says softly, a dimple catching at his cheek. “Looking beautiful, as always.”

“Thanks,” I reply, raising my eyebrows. “You look beautiful, too.”

He huffs a laugh, shrugging. “You know what? I’ll take it.”

Rory steps closer, enough for me to smell peppermint on his breath, mixing surprisingly well with cedar smoke on his coat. His hand finds mine and he leads me toward a black Jeep.

“No motorcycle?” I ask, partly kidding.

“Oh, you saw that?” His brow lifts. “I pulled it out of the garage the other day to see if it still ran, but it needs some work. If you want, we can postpone our date until it’s fixed up.” His tone is so serious that I know he must be joking.

“Yeah, probably for the best,” I shoot back.

His newly formed smile turns into a laugh. “You’re trouble.”

We climb into his car, the leather seat cold against my thighs, and make the short drive to downtown Blair. The Smiths hum low from the speakers—background noise to our conversation about favorite haunts in Seattle. Rory coasts through the winding turns with ease, telling me of his late-night diner routine: French fries, a milkshake, and whatever graphic design project he’s tinkering with at 2:00 in the morning. I listen, watching the sun set beyond the Douglas fir trees that line our town, admiring their glow behind bruised clouds, which fill the air with the vague, perpetual mist that is so typical of Blair.

By the time we pull into the Waterside Theater’s small parking lot, I remember it’s Saturday. But we quickly find a spot by the entrance. Couples wander in pairs, some loitering with ice cream cones, others drifting toward the doors of the theater. The scene is perfectly subdued as the summer has officially melted into sleepy fall. Across the way, I spy the modest stretch of town’s center: another grocery store, coffee shop, a boutique or two. Everything you’d need for ordinary life. Next to the movie theater, the old pizza shop beckons us with its steamy windows and hand-painted sign: THE BEST NEW YORK SLICE WEST OF THE BIG APPLE!

I spent countless nights here as a teenager, enjoying cheesy slices before dining on popcorn and candy during whatever movie I watched until I was plump with nausea and regret.

The courtyard outside the theater radiates beneath a canopy of string lights, golden hues reflecting off damp pavement. Tables sleep under folded umbrellas until spring, and just beyond them is an iron fence to mark the lake’s edge. It all showcases the quaint beauty of Blair and reminds me that—although it’s my hometown—it can feel cinematic, too.

Rory and I join the short line at the pizza window, breathing in waves of baked dough and boiled tomatoes. We whisper flavor options to each other like excited children: White Truffle Goat Cheese? Spinach Mushroom Pepperoncini? Something called Six Degrees of Kevin Bacon?

My stomach growls on cue, and at our turn, Rory points to our chosen slices, pays without hesitation, and slides a plate into my hand.

He guides me to the water’s edge so we can dine with a view of the very place we both grew up, as if we can’t admire it from the homes we’re currently occupying. But this outlook brings a different perspective, far away from the woes of packing and panicking, the formalities of residency.

“It really is beautiful, huh?” I say, leaning against the iron fencing. I take a bite of pizza, cheese stretching stubbornly against my chin. I slurp it up and blow hot vapor out of my mouth, waving my other hand in front of it in a poor attempt at cooling the nibble on my tongue.

“Do you not see the massive steam rising off it?” Rory teases, already leaning into his own slice.

“I’m starving,” I protest, the bite still sitting against my back teeth.

Rory takes a bite of equal size. “Fuck, that is hot.”

We dissolve into laughter, chewing through the heat, and watch a fresh order of fog roll across the black water’s surface.

The laugh dies in my throat when my gaze slips to the right: the community dock. Where Mom’s body was found. Even from over here, around the bend of downtown, the sight of it creates a pressure in my chest.

I should hate the lake, seeing it only as a vicious killer. But I can’t. It’s too alluring. Too cruelly beautiful.

“Yeah,” Rory says, answering belatedly. “We really lucked out with our childhoods.”

Almost jarringly so, I feel like a teenager again. Like Rory has smacked a rewind button. Eating the same pizza. Dating my handsome next-door neighbor. Staring at this landscape. A layer of distaste forms, and I’m suddenly intent on adjusting the conversation—to focus on our current realities, and not inch backward toward adolescence.

“Is that why you really came back to Washington? So that you could live on this lake again eventually?” I ask, reluctantly bringing the pizza to my mouth, masking my desperate inquisition as a casual question.

Rory takes a brief pause, setting his slice back on the plate. He swallows, eyes freezing in a distant stare. “Actually, I lost someone, too. That shook up my plans a bit.”

I take a bite of pizza at the worst time. Because now all I can do is chew with a fist to my lips, hoping he’ll keep talking, or mercifully change the subject.

“This is great date conversation,” he chuckles, trying to recover. “But… my girlfriend of two years passed away. And I couldn’t walk around without being reminded of her everywhere.” He readjusts his lean against the gate. “That’s about the time I headed to New York. I stayed there a few years, but it felt like the only way to feel normal was to come back to Washington. Start over again. So I did.”

My eyes drop in sympathy. “Rory, I’m sorry. I had no idea.”

“It was years ago. You were bound to find out sometime.” He looks out at the vast water, a breath of wind blowing against our cheeks.

“I’ve recently learned how little people’s apologies help when someone you love has passed,” I offer. “So instead, I’ll say… thanks for telling me.” I shift closer, my shoulder grazing his. “That sounds like a lot. Especially when you were so young.”

I don’t expect him to tell me the exact details, no matter how curious I am. I don’t press.

Rory looks at me, then back at the lake. “Can I ask you something?”

“Always.” I nod.

“What’s the story with your dad? I don’t remember ever hearing about him—or where he was,” Rory asks gently, his tone careful, patient.

I can guess that he’s asking because, since Mom died, I have no one. Only Amelia. No father to seek comfort from. Even as I inch toward thirty, being parentless feels lonely. Like I’m lost—without a partner or family of my own.

I chew on my answer. “I never found out,” I admit, realizing for the first time since Mom died that I may never find out. “My mom only ever said that he decided he didn’t want kids.” I smirk, more wry than bitter.

“Wow. She gave it to you straight.” He exhales, pauses. But the temporary silence is comfortable. “Did you ever wonder anyway?”

“Oh yeah,” I say, furrowing my brows. “But I figure, if he cared to be around, he would be. Until then… it’s none of my business.” I swallow. “My mom was better than any dad I could’ve had.”

“Agreed. Alice was the shit.” Rory nods with a grin, chewing his crust. “Well,” he breathes, tilting his head toward the theater, “you ready to blanket your sorrows with a movie about more death?”

“When you put it like that…” I laugh, shaking my head.

Still a bit peckish after the pizza, we contemplate concessions in the ticket line.

“Popcorn. Red Vines. And something chocolate… like Sno-Caps,” I suggest.

Rory raises an eyebrow playfully. “I will let your weird Sno-Caps request slide, as long as you’ll also try a real chocolate candy. Like Chocolate Chip Cookie Dough Bites.”

“Oh, okay,” I laugh into him.

I’m suddenly pulled from the moment when I hear my name.

“Imogen?”

I’m surprised to see Mom’s old friend emerging from the theater doors. Dressed in a sleek black coat, her hair neatly pinned up, she envelops me in a hug.

“Hi, Rachel,” I breathe.

“Oh, sweetie,” she says in her mousy pitch, holding my face in both of her hands. I whip my eyes at Rory, and he doesn’t say anything. I assume he doesn’t know her.

And then she spews all the same bullshit platitudes I’ve been hearing all week, about being sorry and feeling terrible. I thank her, though my mind is elsewhere.

“And hey,” she continues, “I’m glad I ran into you. You know… I saw your mom that night. I called her when I saw her going down to the water.”

“Wait. You saw her?” I ask, my expression hardening. It’s not entirely surprising, given that her house sits diagonally across the lake—down on the shoreline. She can see our dock from her house.

“Yeah,” Rachel says, her eyes wide, moving with us as the line moves forward. “She was jogging down the steps like she was in a hurry. I was worried she was going out on the lake in that storm. But I figured her boyfriend would talk her out of it.”

My neck cranes back instinctively, face scrunching. “What boyfriend?”

“Didn’t she have one? There was a man with her that night.”

I glance at Rory again and his face stiffens. He scans the small crowd around us.

“Um,” I start, trying to gather my thoughts. “She never mentioned anyone… So, no. Did you get a good look at him? Who was he?”

I knew nothing of Mom’s evening the night she died. I spoke to her that afternoon, though she hadn’t mentioned anything peculiar. Certainly didn’t mention dating anyone. Even with Amelia and me having grown distant, I’m sure she would have told me if there had been a new man in Mom’s life.

Rachel hesitates, searching for the words. “It was so dark out there. My house isn’t close enough to see details. But I got the impression he was a man. He was right with her.” Noticing my tension, she softens. “I guess I’m surprised you didn’t know.”

And she doesn’t have to say anything else because I’m sure we’re thinking the same thing. If someone was out on the water with Mom that night… did they have something to do with her death? Do they know something we don’t?
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If a man had been out there with Mom that night, why hasn’t he said anything? Why haven’t the police mentioned him?

I picture the thrashing kayak, her figure small against the lake, the rain beating against her. The police only told us she drowned, her body discovered the next morning at the community center dock. Nothing about anyone else, nothing about what led up to it. She simply died.

“Would you tell the police what you saw?” I ask Rachel quietly, inching closer in line.

“I didn’t mean to stir up a commotion,” she says carefully. “I’m sure it was nothing.”

“But what if it wasn’t?” I press.

Rory’s eyes watch my feet. He’s silent and still and I can’t help but wonder why. He’s hardly playing “justice warrior,” like when he defended me to the police earlier. Maybe he’s minding his own business on this one, letting me navigate a sensitive situation. His energy reads uncomfortable. I instinctively scan the line of people around us, but they’re preoccupied. No scene has been stirred.

Rachel takes a beat. “Of course. I’ll call them in the morning.”

I hug her again, whispering a quiet thank-you against her coat. The air is different than it was a minute ago—tense, fragile. As she walks away, it’s our turn at the ticket booth. I step out of line for a moment, looking up at the starless sky and thinking about what all of this could mean. My thoughts spiral as every possibility plays out: Maybe someone really was with her. Maybe it was harmless. Maybe it wasn’t. Maybe no one was there at all.

“Just a second,” I hear Rory tell the employee behind the glass. Suddenly, he appears at my side. “Are you okay? Do you want to get out of here?”

I almost don’t recognize myself. I see the way I must look through his eyes: a woman cracked open by grief, nearly spiraling over a single detail, while he stands by my side. His patience makes my weakness sting sharper.

Rachel said it was dark that night. She couldn’t see clearly. Maybe one of Mom’s friends was there; maybe she was alone. Maybe it predated her death by hours, and this person was blameless in her untimely fate. A million “maybes” could take suspicion out of this altogether. Still, my head whirs.

Since arriving back at this place, that house, every minor oddity has grabbed hold of me. Every shadow, every creak. They’ve burrowed under my skin. As if I’m searching for someone to blame for the psychological torment. Like an answer will keep me from losing control. It’s easier to point, to focus outside myself, than to sit with the raw grief, the sudden, sharp hollowness left behind by her absence.

I let out a small, embarrassed huff. “I’m sorry about all thi—”

Rory cuts in. “Never be sorry about what you’re going through.” He watches my face for a long beat. “Come on, let’s get out of here.”

I watch his flexing jaw, his worried eyes. I feel the steady grasp of his fingers on my arm. With him beside me, my mind quiets. Going home would mean losing that, retreating into panicked solitude again.

“No,” I say quickly, surprising even myself. “Let’s go in. I love this movie.”

Inside, every nerve screams for escape. For the comfort of my Seattle apartment, the sound of boats in Elliott Bay, the chatter at Bar Henry, where no one knows me as the daughter of the drowned woman. But fracturing whatever this magnetic thing with Rory might be feels worse than staying.

“You’re sure?” he asks, his gaze pinning me.

I nod with a smile that I hope looks braver than I feel. And it seems to be enough, because Rory turns back to the booth, buys our tickets, and we slink into the theater.

The hall is lined with old posters—Casablanca, Apocalypse Now, Rear Window—their faded gloss wrenching me backward in time again. The smell of butter clings to the air as Rory orders every snack we’d joked about outside, our arms loaded like we robbed the concession stand.

Inside, the theater feels almost holy: heavy red velvet curtains, gilded beams, the warm glow of sconces along the walls. Half the seats are empty, so Rory leads us toward the back, into a shadowy alcove, where we’re tucked away from everyone else.

As though on cue to our arrival, the lights dim. The iconic score erupts through the speakers as the first black-and-white images appear on-screen. I try to let it sweep me away, drown out Rachel’s voice in my head. But her words scrape at my mind, all pointed and taunting.

What if someone else saw it, too? I ask myself.

I shove a handful of salty popcorn into my mouth, praying the incessant munching will disturb the replay.

But what if? The possibility lodges in my throat and I almost choke on dry kernels. How would I ever find another witness? How can I chase a ghost I can’t see?

Leave it alone. Watch the movie. Enjoy the date.

The movie unspools in front of me, but I barely see it. My vision drifts in and out, like I’m glitching between what’s on the screen and what’s in my head.

As Norman Bates appears—meek, boyish, hiding a monstrous secret—my thoughts veer off again. I picture the men Mom knew, the few she let into her life. The only one who could even qualify as a boyfriend was Leo Towns. I haven’t seen him in two years, not since Amelia and I went to his birthday party, near the end of his and Mom’s relationship. Come to think of it, I don’t even remember why they broke up. But she never mentioned any other man after their split.

Could it have been Leo that night? Did they get back together? Could there have been a Norman Bates in Mom’s world, charming her with small talk and parlor sandwiches, only to close in with violence?

Rachel said Mom jogged down to the dock. Why? Was she running with this alleged man? Or from him? Maybe that’s why she was out on the water in the first place—as a means of escape.

On-screen, the shower curtain tears open. The shriek of violins rips through the theater as Norman’s “mother” raises the knife. Marion Crane’s cavernous howl fills the room. And as it does, my eyes sting with sudden tears. I can’t stop imagining Mom in her place—not in a shower, but on the lake, the storm lashing around her, a hand pressing her face beneath the black water until her lungs couldn’t stand the lack of oxygen any longer.

I must be rocking, trembling, something—because Rory’s face gets close to mine.

“Hey, hey,” he whispers. “Let me take you home.”

The next minutes blur. Rory ushers me out into the night an hour too early, leaving behind only our untouched snacks spilled across the soda-sticky floor.

In the parking lot, I fold into his chest. He wraps his arms around me, solid and unyielding, smelling of that cedar cologne and the cold air. In his embrace, I am cocooned.

“She wasn’t supposed to die that night,” Rory murmurs against my hair.

My body stiffens. I peel myself from his grasp, tears halting in their path.

“What do you mean?” My voice is serrated.

Rory’s jaw flexes. “I just mean…” He exhales.

Like a TV finale cliff-hanger, I’m frozen, pining for more.

“Whether she drowned, or someone was with her, it was too soon. A horrible, freak thing.” His words falter, careful, as though he’s choosing them wisely. Whether that’s for his benefit or mine, I can’t tell. “But if you think something happened—that someone could be involved—you should tell the police.”

I wipe my cheeks, my throat raw.

“But listen,” he presses, softer. “Either way, she’s gone. And I don’t want you to kill yourself trying to make sense of it.”

His words land with good intention, but they don’t soothe me—or stop my mind from wandering to the dark places it’s already found.

Without a word, I slide into the passenger seat, wanting nothing but to be swaddled in bed until morning comes. Because when I wake, I know exactly what I need to do.
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The doors to Imogen’s and Amelia’s bedrooms are closed. The house is hushed, with the only intelligible sounds being the hum of the refrigerator, and the minute snores that escape from the mouths of the three sleeping individuals in their designated quarters.

The man waited patiently until they all fell asleep, confirmed by the absence of noise and the late hour, before he made his way into the hallway, into Imogen’s bedroom. He creeps ever so silently inside, inching the bedroom door open, ensuring that she hadn’t heard his light padding across the home’s hardwood floors—or the security system’s notification. He takes his time with each step as he always does in the Bly house. It’s the only way he’s been able to go—mostly—undetected thus far.

Relief passes through him when he sees the fan in the corner of Imogen’s room, moving side to side noisily. The television across her bed casts a low light, playing Sabrina the Teenage Witch. Both idyllically add noise to the space, covering his sound, creating a shield he counts on.

The clock at her bedside glares red: 3:15. Imogen lies on her side, white duvet rising and falling with each breath, her hair spilled over the pillow. Her lips are parted slightly, damp with sleep. The sight of her pulls his breath faster, deeper, as though the act of watching is its own intoxication.

He hovers in the center of her room, drinking her in. She takes the wall side of the bed, leaving a hollow stretch beside her. A space he imagines himself filling.

Not tonight. Not yet.

He knows he can’t linger. A creak of the floor, Amelia shifting down the hall, Imogen suddenly sensing him, and it’s over.

Instead, he forces the image to memory—to the gallery of his mind.

His gaze then moves to her duffel bag. To a bra sitting atop rumpled clothes. Without thought, quietly, he moves toward it, gripping the bra in his fingers. He squeezes it, smells it—thrilled by its flowery vanilla scent. And quickly, he folds it into his jacket pocket.

With a final look, he slides back through the door, the room still humming with TV glow and fan whir, while she sleeps, unaware he’s been there, rehearsing the moment he’ll finally claim her.
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I’m pulled out of a deep sleep by the smell of coffee dancing down the hallway, tugging me out of bed. The clock beside me shows 9:52—later than I’ve been sleeping all week. I can’t remember my dreams, but I know The Nightmare didn’t come. For the first time in weeks, I feel rested. I hardly care that I misplaced my favorite bra.

Staring at my reflection in the bathroom mirror, brushing my teeth, I’m reminded of how my night ended with Rory. We’d made small talk as he drove me home, and I’d tried to keep my mood light so as not to ruin the evening entirely.

Too late, lunatic!

At the front door, he pressed a small, fiery kiss to my lips, leaving me feeling as guilty as it did exhilarated. I should text him, apologize for the abrupt ending.

For now, I’m on a mission.

In the kitchen, I find Wes alone, frying eggs, a cup of coffee in hand. His hair is tousled from sleep in a way that’s more effortless than unkempt. Like Amelia, he keeps a tidy appearance.

“Morning!” He beams, surprisingly chipper on a gloomy Sunday. “Coffee?”

“I’d love some,” I say, sweeping my long hair into a ponytail. “Is Amelia still sleeping?” I know she would never snooze in later than me, especially on a day when her vigilance pushes her to conquer tasks before the workweek begins tomorrow.

“Nope. She went out for more tape and boxes about”—Wes glances at the oven clock—“thirty minutes ago? She should be back soon.”

I take the coffee he hands me, and the warmth spreads through my fingers, grounding me. I take an unpleasant sip, wincing at the bitter kiss of lingering toothpaste.

“Want some breakfast? I’m already cooking for Amelia. I can make you a croque madame.”

I tilt my head, my smile curling at his consideration. “Damn, Chef!”

Knowing Amelia is out, I realize this is my window, my chance to slip quietly into the world before any questions can follow.

“That sounds incredible. But I actually have an errand to run,” I add, lifting my coat from the foyer rack. A strange guilt rises with the thought of leaving Wes behind, alone in the domestic hum of my family’s house. “I won’t be long.”
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I walk into the local police station, suddenly worried the officers from yesterday will have the day off. After all, it’s Sunday. I even expected it to be closed or deserted. But to my surprise, the lobby is open, the fluorescent lights buzzing overhead, white walls gleaming in their sterile monotony.

Behind the tall counter, a dowdy woman in her fifties taps a pen against paper, phone clamped between shoulder and ear.

“I said I’ll have him call you back tomorrow,” she says sharply, gum smacking in her mouth. “Uh-huh. Take care.” She hangs up and gives me a half glance, cold and indifferent. “Just a moment,” she mutters, scribbling a few last words.

I rest my fingers on the counter, peering around at photos of uniformed officers on the walls. When I look back at the woman, her eyebrows are lifted, silently demanding I speak.

“Oh, hi. I’m here to speak with Officer Wright? Or Officer Smith? It’s about a break-in at my house yesterday. They came by to take a report.”

“Are they expecting you?” she asks, chewing noisily. Her tone makes it obvious that my sincere request is disrupting her.

“No, but I have some more information I’d like to share with one of them. In person, if possible.”

She lifts the phone again, presses a few buttons, and in the brief pause before the line can connect, Officer Wright emerges from the hallway behind her.

“I was just calling your office,” she says, a trace of amusement breaking her stern demeanor. “This young lady’s here to see you. Are you heading out?” I watch her beam at him and guess it’s due to Officer Wright’s studly, muscley thing he has going for him.

“Morning,” I say. “Remember me? Imogen, from yesterday. I have additional information about the trespassing incident at my mother’s house.”

He hesitates, like he’s recalculating a preplanned task. “Hi, Imogen. Sure. I have a few minutes.” He nods, gesturing for me to follow him down the hall.

The workspace is large and curved, rows of gray desks scattered with just enough distance to grant privacy. He motions toward a gray upholstered chair across from his desk, and I sit, noticing the rubber band spinning idly in his hands—his quiet focus shifting entirely to me.

“What have you got?” he asks, snapping a red rubber band.

I don’t actually have more information about yesterday’s break-in—not really. But I figured he might be the best person to talk to about Mom’s case, if you can even call it that. Still, I play along, starting with what he expects.

“Did you find Frank Martin?” I ask.

“I thought you said you had something else that could help,” Officer Wright replies flatly. He’s not unkind, but he doesn’t bother sugarcoating my interruption to his day.

“Well, I was thinking—if Frank’s involved, maybe you could track his location using his Facebook page? Get his IP address?”

He leans back in his chair, unimpressed. “We’d need a court-issued warrant to do that. And if I’m honest, we don’t have enough proof to believe Frank rummaged through your house yesterday. Unless something else happened?”

I shake my head. “No. But… I do have something else. Something I think you might be able to help me with. And it might even be connected.” I take a breath, hearing myself say it out loud for the first time: “I think my mother may have been murdered.”

His brows knit together, head tilting slightly as confusion flickers across his face. I’m not sure if he’s the one who attended the scene, or who carried her body away to the funeral home, where she now waits—likely already reduced to ash, ready to be boxed and shipped to Amelia’s apartment in Seattle. The thought of her remains sitting alone on Amelia’s doorstep, sealed inside cardboard, makes my heart sink.

“I remember you mentioning your mother’s death yesterday,” he says carefully. “But is it being investigated as a homicide?”

I recount what happened—the storm, the kayak, her body found the next morning. Then I tell him about Rachel outside the Waterside Theater last night, about the man she swore she saw behind her on the dock. Wright turns to his computer, the glow of the outdated monitor reflecting in his eyes as he searches. He pulls up the report and notes the responding officer: Porter, who isn’t here today.

“Unfortunately,” Wright says, voice low, “if your mother has been cremated, and there was no autopsy… there’s very little we can do to prove how she died. But I don’t work homicide.”

The words sink like stones. My face falls, the fragile thread of hope I’d been gripping snapping loose. Ever since Rachel, it felt like clarity might’ve been in reach—that I was standing just on the other side of answers. Rory’s voice echoes in my mind: warning me not to burn myself alive stoking the fire, reminding me that Mom’s death wasn’t likely to be more than a terrible accident.

But what if it wasn’t? If I quit now, will I ever stop wondering?

As though he can hear my internal ramblings, Wright softens. “Look. The timing—the trespassing incident, so close to your mother’s death—it’s suspicious.” He exhales. “I’ll talk to Officer Porter. See if he can follow up with that neighbor, pull up anything else that might help. Okay?”

I nod, thanking him before rising from the gray chair in defeat.

I could wait until tomorrow, let Porter track Rachel down, hope something useful surfaces. But resignation feels unbearable. Instead of heading home in true defeat, I know there’s one more stop I can make.
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I cautiously steer through suburban Blair, sifting the memory files in my head, thumbing for details from Leo Towns’s fifty-fifth birthday party. It was held at his house, tucked into the mountain on Blair’s northern edge, a gathering of neighbors and out-of-towners alike. That side of Blair feels different—more cramped than the lakefront pockets, yet branded the Highlands for its steep hills and sense of seclusion. Exclusive in feel, though not as much in price, since none of the houses touch the water.

Mom, Amelia, and I had climbed the hill from the cake shop downtown and reached his door within minutes, I remember.

White paint? Cape Cod characteristics.

Small, but stately. It was where he’d lived with his ex-wife.

Vines. Intricate, suffocating the shutters. Curling around the windows.

A brick walkway where Mom caught her high heel, nearly dropping the chocolate raspberry cake that swayed in her hands.

Two unanswered texts from Amelia sit on my phone, asking what I’m doing. Hoping this will be a fruitful conversation, I don’t respond. Yet. The minutes slip past, quickening, while I creep through unfamiliar streets, scanning both sides so I won’t miss Leo’s house.

What if he moved? Painted? Remodeled?

What if I’m wasting my fucking time?

These days, trapped in sentimentality, time is of the essence. Every detour from packing adds weight to the clock ticking in my head. Yet, in some ways, I don’t mind it here. The views are serene, Mom’s house is bliss, and the toytown environment is almost refreshing. But there’s a darkness festering—steady, unshakeable. I feel it.

I round a particularly sharp bend and am struck by déjà vu. Amelia’s groan of nausea from that long-ago night surfaces, tickling a spot in my memory. I’ve been here before. I pay special attention to the approaching homes, convinced that spotting Leo’s is imminent.

And there it is. A dignified white New England–style home, lush vines crawling wildly on its exterior. But no brick walkway. Perhaps he replaced it after the hazard nearly cost him his cake.

Leo Towns. Contractor. That’s how he and Mom first crossed paths—when she bought her house and needed small fixes. Everyone in Blair hired him eventually; he had that reputation. At the time, he was still married. But he and Mom’s easy friendship grew over years, and later, after his divorce, it budded into something romantic. She opened doors for him—introduced him to steady work at the community center.

And that’s where he was, years later, the day he found her body by the dock.

I park along a row of cypress trees at the edge of his yard and step out, following the new stone path that replaced the crumbling brick. Each footfall strengthens my conviction that this is the same house I visited. Whether he currently inhabits it is unclear—no car in the driveway, no name on the mailbox.

When I raise my hand toward the old-fashioned doorbell, my pulse flutters with a dangerous thought: What if I’m about to walk into the home of a killer?

He found her body. Didn’t anyone ever wonder if that was too convenient?

In the reflection of the wide front window, the world outside bends back at me. But I spot a lamp glowing inside. The curtain must be drawn, striking another concerning thought… Leo could be inside, watching me—calculating, aware that I’ve come for answers. If he was with her that night, if he’s buried some truth, he’ll know I know. What happens then?

A nervous, pitiful laugh escapes me. I’m being dramatic. Leo never presented any evidence of psychopathy. Not even the faintest hint of menace. He was cordial, even tender. He’d often text Amelia and me snapshots of him with Mom, proud, almost boyish. He’d volunteer to drive them to Seattle to meet us for dinner. We liked him—we rooted for him. When they split, it was a loss to our family unit, in a way.

The wise part of my brain reminds me: People are deceiving. The brightest smiles can hide the darkest truths.

I press the doorbell. The faint, humming chime rings from the other side.

No turning back now.

I stare at the door, beckoning it to move; almost hoping a nice lady opens it instead, telling me I have the wrong house. But the door sweeps inward, and there he is.

Leo.

He looks almost unchanged: tall, broad-shouldered, with the natural strength of a man accustomed to hard work. His charcoal hair, cut close, dips into a slight widow’s peak. His brows are thick but orderly—eyes startlingly blue. They meet mine with the same confidence, the same winsome smile I remember.

“Hello,” he says, clearly befuddled by my unannounced visit. A pause hangs between us, a thick dubiety in the air. He’s either unsure why I’m here or silently bracing himself for the questions he already suspects.

“Hi, Leo.”

He stammers. “S-sorry… I’m surprised to see you.” Leo shakes his head, steps closer. “How are you?” He envelops me in a tight hug—one I lose myself in when I imagine him again as the father figure I once had.

“I’m getting through,” I say into his shoulder. Stepping back, I add, “I’m wondering if you could help answer a few questions about my mom.”

He exhales, cheeks puffing slightly as he considers my request. “Of course. Come on in.” He scratches the back of his head and opens the door wider so I can slip through.

I cross the threshold, admiring the sleek décor of a fifty-seven-year-old bachelor. A woodsy candle flickers on the coffee table, and everything appears clean, systematic—curated without being pretentious. I move toward the living room—boasting an unobscured view of the walkway I just traversed.

“I didn’t realize you were back here,” he says.

“Only for a few days,” I say, settling into a plush chair.

Leo sits across from me, elbows resting on his knees, leaning forward in a position that shows he’s an open book. Jeans and a knit pullover make him look casual, almost vulnerable, on this quiet Sunday morning.

“It was awful… finding her that day,” he says, forlorn. “I’ve been torn up about it. Can’t get it out of my head…”

I nod in clear agreement.

“I never stopped caring for Alice.”

I try to find a response, feeling the weight of his words. When I don’t fill the silence quickly enough, he does. “I’m glad to see you back in Blair, though. Is Amelia home, too?”

“Yeah,” I say, adjusting in my chair. “We’re just sorting through the house. It’s been a lot.” I pause again, figuring out the best approach. “That’s why I wanted to talk to you—to see if you’d seen my mom recently? I’m trying to connect some dots.” I mean business, but I don’t let my voice show it. Coming in accusatorially could make him defensive—or make him wonder if I’m onto something. If there’s even anything to be onto.

He leans back in thought, interlocking his fingers. When he lifts a hand to his stubble, stroking the fine hairs along his jaw, he says slowly, “I saw her at her work the week before—though it was quick. And the last time I saw her before that was at the End of Summer lake event. So, about a month ago. Two or so weeks before she died. We chatted for a bit, nothing groundbreaking.” With a quick inhale, he adds, “You know your mom and I were still friendly after we split up. Not an ounce of bad blood.”

A flicker of unease passes through me. Odd thing to mention, I think, brows furrowing.

“Why did you break up?” I ask. “I don’t remember the story.” They had been friends for so long. If anyone could have made it work, my bet was on them.

“Why does anyone?” Leo says, scrunching his lips. “Alice was alone for so many years and I think she was used to her life being just so. I felt like… I was in the way sometimes. Alice was good at being alone. It just took me two years to realize it.”

As his words settle, a scurrying noise escapes from somewhere in the house. I whip my head toward the stairwell, expecting someone to come trudging down them. But I’m met with silence.

“Is someone else home?” I ask, knowing he doesn’t have children, yet unaware if he’s dating anyone new.

“No. Just me. I haven’t seen anyone serious since your mom and I split.”

Leo had been married for about fifteen years before he met my mom. His wife couldn’t bear children, and either that—or something else—ended the marriage. She moved away; he stayed in the same house—still here a decade later, childless anyway, surrounded by memories likely both comforting and haunting.

Another sound drifts through the room, this time past the kitchen.

“Probably animals outside fussing about,” he says, waving the noise away. I notice his lip curling into a half smile. “We get cougars in the Highlands.”

I nod, though I can’t shake another chill. Strange—because I’ve always liked Leo, always trusted him. That’s what makes these feelings confusing. My mind protests, reminding me of all the memories of kindness, of laughter, of evenings spent together. And yet, suspicion continues to creep in. I press on, the real reason I’m here climbing up my throat. “So you didn’t see her the night she died? You didn’t go to her house?”

“What?” he asks, stiffening. He lets the silence hang for a few beats. “No. I haven’t been there in two years.”

I lay my cards on the table. “I heard she was with someone the night she died. A man.”

He adjusts in his seat, one leg crossing over the other, fingers lacing loosely on his knees. “Wasn’t me,” he says, shaking his head. “And I don’t know if she was seeing anyone else. When we did run into each other, we kept it casual. Catch-ups. You know how some friendships go, right?”

I do. But I ignore the loaded question. “Then why did you go down to the dock that morning?” I push, holding my breath.

“I’d just finished redoing the floors at the community center the week before,” he explains. “They’d been talking about replacing that old, dilapidated dock but decided to wait until spring. After that storm, I wanted to see if it had finally floated away.”

I chew the inside of my cheek, trying to gauge him—figure out my next angle. Could he be hiding something, or was he always this precise, this careful by nature?

He looks around, thinking hard on something. Tapping his fingers against his knee, he leans forward, voice dropping slightly, conspiratorial. “You know… she was with someone at the Village Tavern around the last time I saw her. She was there a lot for lunch by herself, sometimes dinner. But in August, I noticed she was with a younger man—at the bar,” he says, biting his lip. “Tucked away at the end. Looked like they were having a private conversation, keeping it hushed.”

A younger man? I don’t have brothers or cousins or anyone who could match this basic profile.

I lean in. “Do you remember what he looked like?”

He thinks for a spell. “Darker hair. Around your age. Maybe older. I don’t remember. I hardly looked at him.” Watching my expression, Leo adds, “I doubt it was anything romantic—if that’s what you’re thinking. Just… conversation. She was at the tavern a lot—

liked talking to the bartender girl.”

“Did you get the sense that something was wrong? When was this?” I badger.

Leo shrugs, looking past my head in thought. “Ah… I don’t know. Day after, day before the lake event? I don’t go there much. When I did, I would usually see her. To be honest, I sometimes avoided it, knowing it was her spot.”

My brows pinch again. “Why would you avoid her?”

Leo tuts, his gaze softening. “I loved your mom. I didn’t want things to end, but it wasn’t working. Seeing her could be painful, I guess. I’m a hopeless romantic that way.”

And now his love—the one who got away—is gone forever.

I soften up, suddenly aware that his and Mom’s relationship was so much more than what I saw.

We stand together, and I close the space between us to embrace him in another hug. He holds me tight, and I frown at the thought that if Leo and Mom had stayed together, she may still be here. They could have grown old together, ensuring her a gallant life mate to pull her out from the isolated realm she often escaped to. Leo could have been the father I never had.

Instead, the once-realistic prospects are trapped in a faraway reality. Because something took her away from us.

My phone buzzes in my pocket, pulling us out of a tender moment. I yank it out to see another text from Amelia.


Why are you in Blair Highlands?

Let me know when you’re coming home.

We could really use your help!



“It’s Amelia,” I say. “I’ll tell her you say hi.”

Leo smiles and nods, and we move into the foyer. “Please do. And don’t be a stranger, kiddo.” He opens the door, holding it as if he wants me to go. “I’m always here for you. I mean that.”

I step outside, the door closing behind me with a soft click that feels heavier than it should. A pang twists in my gut—part grief, part apprehension. His warmth felt genuine, but isn’t that how evil can take hold? How a wolf in sheep’s clothing can outsmart you?

As I cross the stone path, I glance back. He’s standing in the window now, watching, the light from the porch cutting his expression into shadow. My chest tightens. Stubborn intuition whispers that this might be the last time I see him—and I find myself hoping it is. Because if I never see Leo again, maybe that means he’s innocent.

I text Amelia back.


Running some errands but I’ll be home soon!



I know she won’t believe it. But I don’t care. I have one more stop to make.
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The Village Tavern hums with its usual eclectic crowd. College students from the next town over celebrate the start of a new school year with draft beers and baskets of buffalo wings. Women sip Aperol Spritzes and munch on charcuterie boards, a family of five tucks into gourmet burgers, newcomers shake the rain from their coats. It’s always a mixed bag here—youth and age coexisting in harmony to enjoy the polished, industrial digs and music selections from the likes of Modest Mouse or The Strokes. Most people are out on the covered patio buying drinks from the Airstream bar surrounded by heat lamps and chatter, leaving the cozy interior with open tables and bar stools aplenty. Inside is looser, a bit quieter, so I slip easily onto a stool alongside the wooden, L-shaped bar. The brick wall lined with liquor gleams under pipe-fitted light fixtures, and a chalkboard menu lists beers on tap and today’s cocktail special: a Pumpkin Spiced Espresso Martini—which feels unironically tempting.

Three women tend bar, and I wonder which of them, if any, might have known my mom. If she’d shared small confidences over a glass of Chenin Blanc, perched on this very stool with her kale Caesar salad. That was always her go-to pairing. When I visited, this was where she brought me, her unofficial second home—nestled in an accessible area of downtown Blair.

A blonde bartender greets me as I glance at the wine list pinned on the far wall. “Hi, welcome! Can I get you started with a drink?”

My phone reads just shy of noon. I hesitate, then shrug inwardly. What the hell.

“A glass of Chenin Blanc,” I say. “From Oregon, if you have it.” In honor of someone, I almost add. But I keep it to myself.

She pulls a bottle from the fridge, snags a glass from the rack above her head, and pours generously.

I clear my throat. “Weird question,” I start. “Did you ever serve a woman named Alice? Blonde, in her fifties. She came here a lot, usually sat at the bar alone.”

I’m not even sure what I’m fishing for—maybe a scrap of overheard conversation, maybe the face of the younger man Leo swore he saw. It stings thinking a stranger could know something about my mother that I don’t. She told me almost everything.

The blonde bartender tugs on the neck of her black T-shirt, thinking. “Doesn’t sound familiar. But I only started working here a few weeks ago.” She glances over her shoulder. “Let me ask someone else.”

She consults the other bartenders while they pour drinks and slide plates down the polished wood. One of them, a woman with a dark pixie cut and sharp eyes, looks up at me and nods.

“I know Alice,” she says with a smile. “I’ll be right over.”

The first bartender sets a large glass of Chenin Blanc in front of me. I take a sip, savoring its crisp, saline edges, the faint brush of nectarine and strawberries.

Pixie Cut finishes with a customer and comes over. “I’m Eve. Are you her daughter?”

“Yeah,” I say, returning her grin. “How’d you know?”

“Lucky guess.” She shrugs. “You look a lot alike.” She studies my face. “Your mom’s a riot. Is she coming in?”

I exhale, bracing myself. “Actually… she passed.”

Eve’s face falls, and her eyes get all sad—the same way everyone else’s have. “Oh god. I’m so sorry.”

I’ve been on the other side of this exchange at Bar Henry, feeling that odd ache when a familiar regular vanishes forever.

“Thanks,” I murmur. Then add, “Since you two talked sometimes, did she ever mention… dating anyone? Or talk about a man? Young or old…” I trail off.

It seems a terribly strange question for the daughter of said woman to ask a bartender. But I also know that when people sit at a bar alone and have a drink—or more—they say things. They spill secrets they might not admit anywhere else.

Eve firmly shakes her head. “I never heard her mention anyone. And I never really saw her come in with anyone.”

The certainty in her voice should reassure me—that Rachel and Leo are leading me astray. That there’s no suspicious path to follow in the story of Mom’s death. But for some reason, it lands like a dead weight.

She goes on. “But I do remember that the last few times she was here, she was tired, sometimes getting a coffee instead of wine. She said she hadn’t been sleeping well. She told me that she kept hearing things in the night, and it was keeping her up.”

“What kinds of things was she hearing?” I ask, concerned.

Eve pulls a chilled glass from the fridge, tips a beer from the tap, and lets the foam spill before cutting it clean. “Just bump-in-the-night–type stuff. She was still her cheery self, but definitely a bit deflated. One sec.” Eve drifts to the end of the bar and delivers the pint to a man. He sits at the short end of the L, facing my way.

Air catches in my throat when I look at the man’s face. It’s Tim—or whatever his name is. A chill prickles down my spine as our eyes meet, and I notice the almost sinister gray-blue tone to his irises, even from down the bar. They’re pointed… angry even? He looks unchanged from the man framed in the circle of my binoculars all those years ago: dyed-dark hair grazing his ears, pale skin, black clothes. Time has only added a few creases to his forehead. Some subtle crow’s-feet.

It’s disorienting to see him in the flesh, so close I could cross the room and touch the condensation on his glass. He eats the kind of solitary lunch Mom used to—a club sandwich, a house salad, and bar chatter as company.

Eve turns to the screen with his card, and I force my gaze to the brass beer taps in front of me, pulse thudding, wondering if he overheard me mention Mom. The room is a wash of conversation and indie rock, and still I can’t shake the thought that my words somehow reached him. As unsure as I was about my sudden distrust around Leo, I can’t pinpoint why I wouldn’t want Tim to hear of my miniature investigation. As if he could have anything to do with it.

As Eve struts back toward me, I glance his way again. His eyes remain on me as he swallows from his beer—intense, purposeful. Then, without finishing it, he scrawls on the receipt and walks out of the tavern. His gait was just so that I’d stretch to say he stormed out.

The abruptness of it all fills me with another shudder, like my mind has an answer it won’t release. Like I recognize him in ways I can’t put words to—the answer locked behind a door I can’t open. And yet, the idea that I’d somehow irked him—that my presence or conversation drove him out—seems implausible.

He had just ordered a new drink, drank barely half of it, and then left, his attention never straying. My brain scrambles for foolish explanations: Did he know I spied on him as a kid years ago? Did I disturb him on the lake the other night with Rory? Does he have some kind of vendetta against us?

I don’t even know this man. But seeing him in person solidified something. That he’s someone I need to watch out for.

I take another sip of wine and look to Eve, leaning forward so no one else can hear. “Do you know that guy? The one who just left?” I cock my head toward the door.

“The old rocker dude?” she asks. “No. I’ve seen him in here before, but we’re not on a first-name basis or anything.”

The receipt. My eyes flick to the check on the bar, but it’s too far, too public. Too many people would notice if I tried. Wouldn’t they?

“Did you ever see him talking to my mom?” I press, knowing how it sounds. “He just… looks familiar.”

Her face scrunches in thought as she fills another pint. “Not that I remember. But your mom was… social. She’d hug people, say hi to everyone. I couldn’t tell you if he was ever one of them.”

After she walks away, I call after her. “Look. I know you probably can’t do this, but…” I pause until she’s back in front of me. I sigh, and I just say the damned thing. “Could you please check his name on the tab?”

She pauses, likely assessing her moral compass. I know how bizarre it sounds, because if someone asked me to do that at my bar, I’d hesitate, too.

“I don’t think I can do that,” she says, a kind scoff escaping her throat.

I lick my lips, finding my angle. “I’ve been asking about my mom a lot because I think something happened to her. Something bad,” I say quietly, twisting my wineglass by its base. “I’m worried that guy is bad news… and maybe even knows something.”

It’s not entirely untrue. Tim gives me the creeps. My gut is screaming that something is off about him. It’s utterly unshakeable.

Eve looks around, chewing on her lip. “Hold on.”

She crosses the bar, pulls his tab, and closes it out on a nearby screen before adding it to a pile. Walking back, she says, “He paid with a company card. His name isn’t even on it.”

“What’s the company?” I try, pushing my luck.

She looks uncomfortable, like she’s fighting the choice to give it up or keep it to herself. But then she blurts it out. “Pacific Records.” And in a conversation-ending move, she walks away.

Pacific Records. The name pulses in my mind—hammering. Familiar yet elusive. Not a major record label that anyone would know, but it’s one I’ve heard before. Surely established somewhere on the West Coast. Maybe one of my old favorite band’s labels.

No…

My memory clicks.

It’s a record label in Seattle. And the last time I heard its name was just a few days ago on Mom’s TV, during a morning news segment.

It’s where Madison Tory was working when she went missing.







19

[image: ]
AMELIA

I snatch the tape gun off the floor and strike it against the top of the final box that was tampered with yesterday. Peppered around me are stacked boxes holding various files and paperwork, trash bags brimming with junk, and furniture with Post-it notes screaming Sell or Toss. If we wrap the house up tonight, like we hope, I’ll have to ask Leo if he can haul off in his contractor’s truck whatever we can’t take. I’m sure he’d be happy to help.

Imogen packed up this room—the office—first, I think. It was the room she was handling when she found the 2003 incident folder. I looked everywhere for that file—but it wasn’t in the mess. At first, that set my teeth on edge. Then I relaxed. Imogen probably trashed it without a second thought. Less mystery, less mess, no problems.

A little exhale escapes me as I swipe sweat from my forehead, the ache in my arms reminding me how much I’ve hauled and sorted today. The wreckage has to have been caused by some desperate wanderer or a petty burglar looking for cash. Someone who didn’t find what they wanted and left. That’s what I’m choosing to believe, because the alternative is worse. Nothing’s missing, but the thought of them rifling through our things, in our mother’s house, makes my stomach knot. If I let myself spiral, I’ll drive both of us mad, so I cling to the simplest answer, even if I don’t fully believe it.

“All done in the spare room!” I call to Wes, shoving the last box into a corner of Mom’s makeshift office. He’s been wrangling the garage all morning, the larger of the two messes.

“Almost done in here!” he shouts back.

I sink to the floor, back against the box, chest rising with a deep breath. Surprisingly, I feel content. Wes has made this whole process less troublesome, more… satisfying I daresay? Simple Sunday pleasures—coffee, breakfast, a spot of hard work—feel gratifying in this beautiful house. It’s not even the house. It’s Wes. He’s the kind of guy who turns the mundane into fun: sourcing fresh local food for balcony meals back in Seattle, gifting me flowers at work—making my students gawk in embarrassing glee. “Ms. Bly’s in love! Ms. Bly has a boyfriend!” They ooh and aah. He adds sparks to regular days. Even terribly glum ones: packing up your dead mother’s house.

We met through a coworker last year. It was a whirlwind courtship that never ended—only exploded. This weekend has proven the obvious: Wes is the one. I giggle like a schoolgirl and fix my red ponytail as he enters the house.

He barely crosses the office doorframe, leaning against it with a smile. “That garage looked like a war zone. But I finished!” He releases a rewarding breath. “Wanna tackle the books and living room next?”

The guy doesn’t stop being perfect.

Ignoring his question, I say, “We should move in together.” I fold my legs into a pretzel and stare up at him with a soft grin. “It’s been really nice having you around these past few days. I don’t want it to end.” I purse my lips in thought. “Well, I do. I want to get out of here. But you know what I mean.”

Wes sits on the floor in front of me, shoving the tape gun out of the way to make room for his crossed legs. Our knees touch.

“I would love that,” he says, grinning like it’s been on his mind. “Mine or yours?”

I’ve never lived with a boyfriend before, so I really think about it. My past relationships were casual, short-lived, never too serious. My apartment is nice enough: chic, walkable to shops and my favorite French bakery, close to the wine bar Imogen works at. But the thought of starting fresh with Wes feels like home in itself. Better than pain au chocolat at my fingertips. Plus, my apartment is small, old. Good for one person.

“Obviously yours,” I tell him. “Your place is better.”

He raises an eyebrow. “Yeah? How so?”

I shrug, smiling. “Well, for one, your living room doesn’t feel like you’re balancing on top of the furniture to walk from the couch to the kitchen. And the light! Huge windows, big skylights. Romantic balcony dinners on your deck. You know I love those.”

“Yeah, but my place is farther from your work,” he points out. “How about we both move. Get a house somewhere.” He leans in, playful, nipping at my neck. It tickles a laugh out of me.

“I’m open to anything. As long as I get to be with you,” I say, planting a soft kiss across his lips. When we pull apart, I stare at the light freckles across his nose, the warmth in his olive skin.

A car door clicks in the distance, and I figure Imogen is finally back from whatever has been keeping her out of the house all morning. Wes and I stretch into a tight embrace, appreciating a final quiet moment together.

“We’ll lock down the plans when you’re done here,” Wes says. Pulling me off the floor, he kisses me again and walks into the hallway. “I’ll load the garage trash outside and meet you in the living room to do books? I just need a few!”

The security system notes the front door opening and I hear Imogen rush in, slamming the door behind her. I can tell from over here that she’s flustered. Just like that, the pocket of our quiet little bubble breaks. Releasing a deep breath, I move to find her.

“Hey, what’s going on?” I ask, adjusting the waistband of my leggings. “Where have you been?”

She blows air into her cheeks, slipping her boots off with a thunk by the shoe rack. “Sorry. I needed a break. I went down to the police station to ask about yesterday. I had some lunch…”

“No worries,” I say, and I mean it. I know she deserves a few hours off. “You’ve been running yourself ragged… Did the police find anything?”

Imogen shakes her head. “Nope. Shockingly uneventful,” she says, weaving toward the living room. She rifles through the armoire, opening drawers and cabinets like she’s hunting for buried treasure.

“What are you looking for? Wes and I are about to start boxing up those shelves,” I say, tilting my head.

She finally stumbles upon a black neoprene case, which she shakes with wide eyes and a cracked smile—her version of an aha! moment.

I watch her stroll to the lakefront window and remove an old pair of binoculars, pressing them to her eyes.

“Not this again,” I scoff, sinking into Mom’s fluffy cream sofa. She positions herself the same way she often did growing up—assuming her classic stance in the chair by the window, spying on the lake.

“Do you remember Tim?” she asks, a worried look in her eye. “The fake name I made for the guy in the black house across the lake?”

“The serial killer? Of course,” I joke, recalling Imogen’s childlike belief that he was one. She loved playing the role of Lake Blair’s Nancy Drew. If there was a mystery, she intended to solve it. Intended being the key word.

She snaps a straight face. “Don’t call him that. He freaks me out.”

I make a face, looping my ginger hair into a fresh high ponytail. “What are you talking about? Do you two hang out now?” I tease. “He’s a little old for you.”

“Ha-ha,” she mocks. “Do you know anything about him?”

I drift back to childhood, to the occasional lake events when I’d spot him. Imogen and I would whisper, spinning scary stories about him just to spook each other. But one memory pushes itself to the forefront. One involving Mom.

It was sunset. I watched her pedal across the water in her little boat, one of those quiet moments in my adolescence where the world seemed small and endless. Imogen wasn’t with me that day; I was alone on our dock, inexplicably mesmerized as I often was. Sometimes I’d go down there to look for frogs or to forage for flowers. Other times I’d wait for Mom to get back, lounging on the Adirondack with homework. I don’t know what I did that evening. I just remember Mom steering toward Tim’s dock. He was outside, standing there, watching her approach. Once she reached him, an argument ensued. Nothing physical, but I could see tension: pointing fingers, flailing hands. Whatever it was, it was serious, unsavory. Mom eventually pedaled away, leaving him storming up the staircase to his house on the rock’s edge. I never saw them talk again after that.

Even then, I’d been curious about the conversation. Now, admittedly, even more so.

I tell Imogen the story, casually. I let it roll out as if I’m reminiscing, not speculating. Then she bumbles into her own story: seeing him at the Village today and telling me where he works and how she’s convinced he’s hiding something. I can see her brain doing somersaults trying to link my story to hers, connecting microscopic dots in real time. Then she drops Madison Tory into the mix. She says that she and Tim must have worked together before she vanished. I can’t help but wander back to my conversation with Phoebe Tory at Back to School Night.

“At least one of the police’s suspects lives there,” she had said.

I wonder if she really meant that. How many suspects are there, really? And how seriously are they being considered in Madison’s disappearance? If Tim worked with Madison, it makes sense the police would start close to her office circle and work outward. Even I know that’s typical investigation logic. As terrible as I feel thinking it, Phoebe probably just got carried away.

I tell Imogen what Phoebe said and immediately regret it because the words are like fuel to a forest fire. The microscopic dot connecting continues—spirals even. I might as well have said, “Tim killed Madison Tory.” It sounds all the same to my sister.

Struck by a sudden revelation, she says, “I knew something was off with that guy. I should call Officer Wright. Maybe he can go question him. See what’s up.”

Unlike Imogen, I watch crime shows religiously. If he was a person of interest, Seattle PD would already be all over him. Our local cops wouldn’t be involved in Madison’s disappearance, but Imogen has no context for that. But she’s Imogen: impulsive, obsessive even.

“Imogen,” I start, trying to keep my voice calm. “Pacific Records probably has fifty employees. And you know nothing about him. That’s a strong accusation to hold against a total stranger.”

Imogen ignores me. “What are the chances he’s connected to both Madison and Mom and they’re both dead?” she squeals, panic rising in her voice.

I gape at her, stunned by the leap. “Madison is missing, yes. And Mom died in a horrible accident. But you’re disrespecting her memory by entertaining this ridiculous idea that an innocent neighbor is involved in something that didn’t even happen.”

Tennis shoes squeak on hardwood, startling us both. Wes appears at the end of the hall. “Garage is all done. Trash is on the curb,” he says, pointing his thumb behind him. He wears a wary smile, knowing he interrupted a tense conversation.

I force a soft breath, guilt prickling. “Look. I just… Just be careful. If what Phoebe said is true, we should finish up our work and get out of here. Let’s focus on all of this,” I say, gesturing to the house. “This is the priority right now. And I really think we can finish by tomorrow. I’ll confirm with the movers. This whole mess will be behind us soon.”

Imogen stows the binoculars in their case, dropping it back into the drawer. “Okay. You’re right. I’ll drop it.”

But something tells me she doesn’t mean it.
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IMOGEN

My mind is aching from the tornado of emotions and revelations of the day as Amelia and I call it quits for the night. We’ve spent the past four hours sifting through Mom’s closet, brushing our hands over clothes old and new, reliving the days when the hanging plaid coat was her favorite, or when she’d wear the faded Mariners baseball cap on rare sunny afternoons on the water. This has been the hardest collection to go through yet—not because of the memories alone, but because every piece is irreplaceable. They’re the last things that got to touch her. The last physical remnants of her: Mom’s annual Christmas dress. The house sweatshirt she wore so often that it abraded into supple perfection. The outdated sneakers she only slipped on during trail hikes. As we sorted, we kept stumbling into beautiful nostalgia and heart-wrenching remembrance. We took all the time we needed.

On the nightstand sits the jewelry box, waiting. It’s large, heavy, and full of heirlooms and trinkets—or so I saw upon a curiosity peek. We’ve saved it, expecting to keep every piece between the two of us.

Beneath the melancholic activity, a dark thought continued to gnaw. After Amelia told me about what Madison’s sister, Phoebe, said, I can’t shake the suspicion that there are secrets right under my nose. That someone could have intentionally extinguished Mom’s life. I don’t know how or why that could connect to Madison. And it probably doesn’t. But something is missing in the larger picture of it all. I know it—no matter how much Amelia tries to distract me from the truth.

Tim knew Madison. I feel certain of it. And if there is even a shred of possibility that he could have been the man Rachel saw on the dock with Mom the night she died, I have to know. It’s not my job to investigate Madison’s case—or Mom’s—but being here on Lake Blair, forced into the mix, I can’t pretend I’m not already involved. I might as well keep digging.

I linger in the kitchen with a glass of water as Amelia drifts into the room, socks padding across the hardwood. For a breath, I expect Mom to appear—puffer jacket zipped, leggings tucked into wool socks, gliding across the room to throw on shoes. She’d tell me she was taking the boat out, ask if I wanted to join. This time, I would say yes. I would hug her tight and jog down the hillside in stride with her, gabbing about nothing and everything in the damp Washington mist.

Amelia’s perfume cuts through the daydream. And the ache is so sharp I grip the counter until my palms hurt, knuckles glowing white against the edge.

“Thai for dinner?” she asks, casual, even happy.

“Sounds good,” I manage to mutter, forcing a smile. I retreat to my room like nothing’s wrong, desperate to steer my thoughts elsewhere.

Rory hasn’t reached out all day. I imagine he thinks I need space after last night, when he had to drive me home mid-movie because I practically had a nervous breakdown in my seat. He didn’t question it, didn’t dismiss me. He just drove me home, his hand resting close enough on the console to feel like an invitation I couldn’t bring myself to accept.

Tonight, I’ll fix everything.

I collapse backward onto my bed, phone in hand, willing it to buzz and display his name. But I’m not a witch. He doesn’t call, and my lock screen taunts me with only my wallpaper’s gloomy Parisian scene. I stare at the ceiling, contemplating, hoping a message will magically conjure against the white paint.

I open the phone, crafting a message. I want to make up for last night. Come over in an hour? I hit Send, gut bubbling in embarrassment. He has every right to ignore me, to turn me down. Maybe it’s what I deserve.

It’s a presumptuous attempt, I know. But the thought of Rory here to fill the devastating silence is the only way I want to end this dizzying day. This whole twisted week.

This is the first text we’ve exchanged since finding each other again, and suddenly I wonder if he even has my number saved still. Should I send another, reminding him who it’s from? No. Too eager? God. A cringy reminder of how exhausting the dating game is. I plop the phone onto my stomach and let it sit there like a stone, accepting whatever is to come.

A buzz comes in, vibrating against my hip bone, and Rory’s name caresses the screen: I’ll be there.
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The doorbell rings as the sun dips low, casting a copper glow across the lake-facing windows. I told my sister that Rory was coming,

so she slipped out with Wes for food a few minutes ago, leaving the house quiet. At least for a little while.

I fluff my hair before pulling the door open in a sad attempt to appear sexy and wind-swept—as if that will Band-Aid past impressions. Rory stands on the porch, effortlessly handsome, his smile easy, somewhat restrained.

“Hey,” he says, coy.

“Come in.” I step aside, closing the door once he passes, his hands in the front pockets of his pants. “Thanks for coming over. And for taking me home last night. I wish I could have gotten through the movie, at least.”

Rory turns to face me again. “We’ve seen it.” He shrugs. “And there’s plenty of time for more movies.” He approaches me, interlocks his fingers with mine just to fiddle with them. It’s a teasing intimacy that makes the back of my neck prickle. “There’s no reason you should feel bad about last night. Okay?”

I nod, feeling better about it already—feeling seen. In a way, protected. Like he notices what I’m going through.

He walks into the living room, glancing around at the tidy space. “Looks good in here. You guys did a lot since yesterday.”

Boxes are stacked against the far wall, the room feeling quite barren. The TV rests in its mount, pillows remain on the couch. But the personality has been drained from the space. I try not to focus on it now—or steep in the sadness of its change.

“Amelia and Wes—her boyfriend—did most of it,” I admit. “But I did tackle that bookshelf,” I say, pointing at it—grand, empty now, near the windows. Its books are boxed up, little trinkets wrapped in tissue, framed photos tucked carefully into their own small crates. I don’t bring up the clothes. “And the armoire,” I add, thinking of the binoculars I sealed away, ready to put childish voyeurism behind me.

I had glanced out the window a few times while I packed up that armoire; realized that no amount of staring would tell me what I needed to know. Packing the binoculars felt like shedding a thin layer of paranoia, a quiet acknowledgment that I had to face Tim directly. If I’ll even do that. I doubt I’ll give myself the chance before we finish the house this week.

“Very impressive,” he jokes.

I follow him, his hands clasped behind his back, his posture relaxed.

“Where are they now? Your sister and her boyfriend.”

“They went out to grab some food. So…” I trail off, my body angling closer. “For now, they’re gone.”

Rory gives me a slow once-over, a seductive glint in his eye. The fading light paints his tight jawline rose as a fuchsia sunset passes through the windows. “Alone with me, huh?”

I smirk. “How’d you get so lucky?”

He chuckles, and for a moment, the tension softens. But when he steps closer, it builds faster than I can catch up with as his mouth finds mine. My hands meet the back of his head, thumb brushing his cheek as he kisses me—slow at first, then hungry. His grip slides over my back and pulls me against him in a frenzy.

Heat pours down me as I tug his pullover over his head, his hair mussing into something impossibly perfect. He doesn’t hesitate, doesn’t slow, hands already exploring the curve of my waist, the slope of my ribs. I peel my sweater away, teasing a line across the top of his waistband before he fumbles his jeans open. We’re clumsy with urgency, laughing breathlessly into each other’s mouths as clothes scatter to the floor, pockets emptying in noisy clangs.

Back in high school, we never made it this far. Our intimate encounters stayed innocent and restrained in the throes of nervous adolescence. Now, every touch feels like years of waiting have broken loose.

I pull my lips from his, circling his torso with my finger in deliberate slowness, feeling down every ridge of him, gripping him, forcing him to stillness.

He groans, wanting to close the space between us. But I don’t let up. I move down his body, kissing different spaces of his skin leisurely until he can’t stand it.

“Stop teasing me.” His voice is low, strained with need.

I smirk. “Do you want me?” And it’s not despairing, but confident.

I step back enough for him to stretch for me before letting his hands run down my body again, his mouth sucking at my neck, teeth running against my ear.

“You make me crazy,” he whispers.

He lifts me with strong certainty, and I wrap my legs around him, his bare skin hot and solid against mine. He pushes me against a wall, our mouths breaking only long enough for me to catch the sharp sound of my own breath. The sex is unhurried but urgent, like a muscle memory we didn’t know we had. It’s messy and magnetic like it’s already been perfected. For once, nothing is complicated. It’s everything I’ve been missing. I melt into him, trusting, needing, reveling in his warmth and rhythm. His lips crush mine, sweat beading against our skin.

I’m his, and he’s undeniably, intoxicatingly mine.
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We sink onto the living room floor, limbs tangled, skin cooling against the hardwood. For a few minutes, there’s nothing but quiet—

just the faint patter of rain against windows and our breathing relaxing to normal speed. Darkness descends upon the lake as the sun sets behind the trees, bathing the room in shadows. Rory’s draping an arm around me, his thumb drawing invisible circles across my shoulder.

I kiss his fingers and crawl across the floor in search of clothes, snagging my undergarments.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Rory asks, lifting onto his elbows. The last bit of sunset highlights parts of his body, tight and carved like stone—other bits hidden.

“I’m just getting dressed,” I chuckle, slipping on my bra. Any minute, Amelia and Wes could walk in. It was risk enough letting Rory take me here, on the living room floor.

He tuts, but his grin is wolfish as he watches me dress.

I toss him his jeans and hear the clink of something falling from his pocket. But the spot is too dark to see. I finish dressing and flip on a corner lamp, easing us into light.

That’s when I see it. The thing that clattered out of Rory’s pocket. If it weren’t for its vibrant red color, I wouldn’t have noticed it. Wouldn’t have thought to even identify the sound.

On the floor next to Rory’s phone is a single key, cut into the shape of a unique rose design, painted red. It’s the exact key my mom made years ago for me and Amelia so it would match hers.

It’s the key to this house.

The comparison happens in an instant. It isn’t my key. Mine hangs on the ring by the front door, weighed down with my car, apartment, and mailbox keys. It isn’t Amelia’s. Hers are always with her, a cluster of pink keychains that are impossible to miss. And it isn’t Mom’s. Those were found on the path to the dock, dropped the night she died and attached to a small foam buoy, in case they were ever dropped in the water while boating.

This key is all on its own. Just like the spare key that we keep under the front porch lantern.

The spare key.

I’d forgotten it until now. I didn’t think of it when I heard footsteps my second night here. I didn’t think of it yesterday when someone came into the house. The doors had been unlocked both times, and I told myself that was explanation enough. I never considered that someone could’ve simply taken the spare. That having it outside was only making us vulnerable. Like it may have for Mom while she was still alive.

But here it is, lying on the floor of Mom’s house, slipped from Rory’s pocket.

Fear blooms in my chest, and I don’t know what it means or where it comes from. My mind fractures with questions about Rory.

I’m jerked back into the room when he speaks.

“You okay?” he asks, zipping his jeans. He grabs his sweater from the floor.

In horror movies, the girl who gives in never makes it out alive. She drops her guard, exposing skin under her armor, and that’s when the killer strikes. I used to roll my eyes at that clichéd logic because it felt so cheap, so sexist. But right now, staring at that key glinting scarlet against the wood, I can’t shake the sense that I’ve stepped straight into a trap.

I take a breath. “What’s that rose key? On the floor.” My voice is gentle, eyes suddenly stinging.

I know exactly what it is. But I want him to tell me. I want to hear his version.

“Oh,” he laughs lightly, scratching the back of his neck. “I found it outside when I was walking over. Thought it might be yours. It was on the driveway.” His explanation comes out too fast, nearly stumbling. “Is it yours?”

Leo’s words crawl back into my head. About Mom having a serious conversation with a young man with dark hair at the Village. And I think about yesterday. About Rory walking away from the house right after the trespassing incident, like he happened to be in the right place at the wrong time. Always with a neat excuse. Always perfectly reasonable. Until it isn’t. Could this really all be a coincidence?

I suddenly feel like I don’t know the man standing in front of me.

I step back, buttoning my pants, my speechlessness speaking for me. I don’t even know what to say.

“Imogen,” Rory says carefully, watching me. “Talk to me. What’s going on in your head?”

I swallow, thoughts flooding so hard against me they could topple me.

“I just… wanted to know about the key. I don’t know.” I shake my head. “I think I’m tired.” I lightly laugh, putting up a front like it’ll protect me. The truth is brimming, pushing against the inside of my lips. But I don’t want it to come out. What will happen then?

I continue, slow. “You didn’t, like”—I close my eyes, finding the words—“come in here, right? Yesterday. Or even before.”

“What are you talking about?” His expression shows shock, confusion.

“Did you ever see my mom, before she died?” I try. My throat dries. “Did you, like, hang out? Did you ever come over?”

“What are you asking?” He frowns, guarding a real answer.

I stumble, unsure how to answer him. I’m asking a lot of things, I want to say. Can’t you hear me?

Eve’s words from earlier ring in my head, too. She said Mom was having trouble sleeping. She mentioned something about noises in the house. “Bump-in-the-night–type stuff.” Could that have been Rory? Is it possible? Would he have reason?

If I let my true thoughts out, I’ll become the “difficult girl”—a label I’ll never out-apologize. The one who lets grief seep under her skin and shape monsters. I’ve spent years trying not to be that girl. The “too much” girl. The one who can’t be easy, or chill, or good company unless she suppresses her emotions and smiles like they don’t exist. But I am grieving, and it might be messy and dragging me down, but I’m carrying it the only way I know how. If I keep quiet about my suspicions, if I let my need to be desirable outweigh my instinct, then I won’t ever find what I’m looking for.

“I need to know what’s real,” I say instead. “I need to know you haven’t ever used that key.”

I think back to the past couple days, wondering if I’ve heard the “Door Open” chime at an odd time, besides the other night when I found it ajar. If Rory used the key, Robot Woman would have notified us. I’ve heard it each time Amelia or Wes came and went, or myself. But never at a time I couldn’t explain it. Could I have missed it while in the bathroom? In my room with the door closed?

“For what?” he asks, defensiveness meeting disappointment. “I told you. I found it outside tonight. I didn’t even think much of it. That’s why I didn’t give it to you when I first came in.”

I sift through all our conversations. His hesitation in defending me with Rachel. Was he the man behind Mom on the dock that night?

Then there’s his ex-girlfriend’s mysterious death… Has it all been right in front of me?

“What happened to your girlfriend?” I ask softly. “The one who died.”

He flinches, eyes narrowing, a mix of hurt and anger flashing across his face. “Imogen… What are you—” He stops, running a hand through his hair. “You ask that like I had something to do with it. Or whatever happened to your mom. Do you hear yourself?”

“Tell me,” I nearly shout, interrupting him. A tear rolls down one cheek, spit cloying in my mouth.

“Lacy died in a car accident!” he shouts, shaking his head.

Lacy, I presume, is the girlfriend. But I didn’t know her, or what really happened to her. Does it even matter?

He backs up, speechless for a moment.

“Look. I don’t know what to think,” I try, unsure of how I’m feeling about any of this. “There’s this key in your pocket, you walked away from my house yesterday after the break-in, you—”

“You’re twisting all these things I’ve done into something they’re not,” he says. I almost believe him. “You know what?” He looks at me, hard, sad, defeated. “I feel sorry for you.”

Rory grabs his cell phone off the floor, leaves the rose key, and slams the front door.

A small piece of me wants to chase him, to explain, to make excuse after excuse. But the safest thing for me to do right now is stay away from him—take space until I know up from down. Until my world isn’t spinning, until I’m out of the funhouse.

I turn toward the living room, walking to the windows in thought. I wipe my eyes, bury my head in my hands, and the tears keep coming. My brain hurts. It’s overflowing with nonsense. Every what-if collides in my head and I want to turn my brain off. I want to disappear, shrink into the walls, anything to escape the weight of the chaos. I’m suffocating.

The vintage door knocker continues to thwack as it sways and clangs outside, jolted from the slam.

There’s nothing now but my own blaring thoughts. I close my eyes, wishing the world could pause.

From the silence of my crisis comes a sound. It’s not from outside, but inside the house. From the neighboring dining room. At first, I think I’m imagining it, my mind playing tricks from the serving of stress.

I hear a shoe delicately hit the floor behind me. And when I look up, eyes meeting the window’s reflection, even through blurred vision, I see them.







21

[image: ]
AMELIA

At the fall of dusk, I hop into the passenger seat of Wes’s car and we head downtown for dinner. With Rory stopping by to see Imogen, we figured we’d give them some space before returning with armfuls of takeout. Part of me is even curious to explore Blair awhile and walk its quaint streets. I can’t help but wonder what’s changed since I lived here.

It makes me happy to see Imogen dating again. She hasn’t put herself on the market in years—not really. Last year, I tried setting her up with a colleague of mine—another teacher. I was so certain he’d be her match. He likes wine, has that Byronic air my sister gravitates toward. At the same time, he felt like someone who could ground her. He’s responsible, makes affable conversation with me in the hall, is admired by his young pupils. I all but dragged her to a work party to make the introduction. She deemed him pompous, too theatrically literary for someone who spends his weekdays grading spelling tests. However rude, I suppose she had a point. In turn, he called her passive.

“She’s just nervous,” I tried to explain, but she’d already disappeared onto the fire escape, a bottle of wine balanced on the railing, a book in her lap. She didn’t talk to anyone the rest of the party.

“Who’s this guy coming over?” Wes asks, buckling his seat belt.

I chuckle at the silliness of it all. Imogen Has a Boy Over. Like the latest rom-com playing out in real life. “He’s just a neighbor. He and Imogen were sort of a thing in high school. His family’s nice.”

“I think I might have seen him the other morning when I left,” Wes says, eyes narrowing as he remembers. “Dark, longish hair?” His hand shakes beneath his ear, as if to suggest length.

I bite my cheek, thinking. “I wouldn’t say long. It’s more… medium-short. But yeah, it’s dark.”

“Huh,” he mutters, turning his car key. “It was kind of strange. He was coming up the driveway and then… he turned around when he saw me. We made direct eye contact.”

I shrug. “Maybe he was coming to see Imogen.”

Wes hums, not entirely convinced, but not concerned enough to say anything else, and the car rolls forward, down the winding drive. “Weird energy, though. Thin guy?”

“It had to have been Rory…” I say, but I’m not sure. The description doesn’t completely fit. Though, who else could it be? “You’ll meet him later. You can feel him out then.” I exhale, opening Google. “Food?”

The day’s heat still clings to my skin, reminding me why takeout feels like the only suitable option. Normally, I’d insist on a shower, a dress, and letting Wes take me somewhere nice. But exhaustion outweighs propriety today.

Wes is lost in thought when I peer over. “Babe? What sounds good?”

He comes to, shaking his head. “Uh… Whatever. I’m open.” He shrugs with a smile. But I see his eyes darting forward, scanning the street like he’s looking for someone. Rory, maybe.

“Imogen and I had talked about Thai,” I suggest, trying to get his attention.

“Thai sounds great,” Wes says, looking at me finally. Then, almost immediately, he slams on the brakes before the stop sign.

My eyes fly to the road, wondering what caused the sudden brake, when Wes’s hand snaps across my chest in an act of protection.

On the road in front of us, a car quickly careens left onto our street.

“You okay?” I ask, unsure what happened. My heart races a bit.

“Yeah… I didn’t see that car there. So focused on all the food we’re gonna eat,” he says. But there’s a nervous air to it. Perhaps just relief that he didn’t T-bone the driver.

As the car passes on our left, I take quick note of the motorist, who looks right at me. A black pristine ’90s Land Rover zips past us, and I’m perplexed when I see who it is. It’s the guy from across the lake. The man Imogen calls Tim.

What’s he doing over here? I wonder.

He’s alone, driving up the winding rural street that leads to Mom’s house. There are a handful of homes scattered along this road, giving him few reasons to be here.

I glance back at Wes, who’s hyper-focused on the road. I twist my head to see if Tim will stop at one of the first houses, waiting for some kind of confirmation—but the car glides past. From my vantage point, Mom’s house is still out of view, tucked behind the road’s final bends.

I shake my head, scoffing lightly through my nostrils.

Am I letting Imogen’s worries infect me? Probably. Rory will be at the house soon anyway. Imogen isn’t truly alone. Tim must have a friend on our street. He lives here, after all.
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I’m standing with my back to the dining room when I hear it: the soft tap of a shoe hitting the floor. My head snaps up, looking into the reflection through tear-glossed eyes for an answer. I blink fast, clearing my vision to see there, behind me, in the wide arched opening of the dining room, a dark, human-sized figure dashing through the doorway and down the hall, thinking they haven’t been seen.

Not Rory… I can practically still hear the vintage door knocker clanging from his dramatic exit nearly a minute ago. Which means whoever is behind me, whoever is in the house, was already here. Lurking in the shadows.

I hate that I squeak, but I’m so startled that it comes out, high-pitched and loud.

I whip around to find the intruder at the end of the hall, heading for Mom’s room… and I freeze. Every instinct screams at me to run, but I need to know. Questions whir in my brain as blood pumps hard in my head so suddenly, I fear I’ll fall over.

How did they get in? How long have they been hiding?

In the low light of the house, the room only lit by the living room lamp, I picture them in the hallway: a glowing face at the end, stopped, waiting for me… Ready to act, do whatever it is they’ve been planning. I wonder if they have a weapon, ready to dice me up on the floor while no one hears my screams.

My phone is on the floor by the kitchen, so I move down the hallway without it, eyes wide so I don’t miss a movement ahead, each step deliberate and careful to ensure I don’t make another sound. My skin prickles with goosebumps, sweat building under my hairline. My hand trembles against the wall for balance.

I imagine all the ways this could go wrong: someone hiding in the closet, behind the door, waiting to strike. My stomach continues to twist, bile rising in my throat as a tremor of nausea hits me like a rogue wave.

Mom’s bedroom door is open, cast in the deepening blue of twilight. Shadows stretch in monstrous shapes, reminding me of all the ways someone could be hiding within. I step inside anyway, hands shaking, heart hammering as I spy an open window ahead. I flip on the light switch, whipping my head around the room to confirm it’s empty, personless. My ears ring in the silence, telling me they’re either here, crouching somewhere, very still, or they’re gone. Is the open window a ruse? Did they escape?

The police checked the windows and doors yesterday, confirming everything but the lakefront door was locked. Meaning… this person didn’t enter through that window.

I peer outside as a motion sensor triggers the house’s side light and the dark figure dashes underneath it, rounding the corner toward the front of the house. They’re featureless, hooded. I slam the window shut and lock it, sprinting across the house to secure it in case they change their mind and want to come back in. I fumble with the lock, hands slick with sweat. My back presses against the door, ears straining for the slightest sound—a break, a shuffle, a car engine. But my breathing is too loud, throat raw from exertion. I press myself harder against the door, nails digging into the wood, muscles taut.

I’m in someone else’s game. And I’m already losing.
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The drizzle started again, light but persistent, leaving the asphalt outside the house slick underfoot. I stood under the umbrella one of the officers had lent me, the blue fabric shielding me from the wetness while the other officer swept the house, flashlight in hand. Shadows from the porch and trees danced across the siding, giving the house an unfamiliar, ominous look.

I just finished explaining everything to the officer: the fleeting figure in the dining room, the open window. I even alerted them of what happened yesterday, positing it to be the same person who ransacked our house.

“Thanks again for getting here so fast,” I say, breath fogging in the chill air.

The officer—Harding—nods, adjusting his jacket. “I’ll check in with Wright in the morning, see what else we can do. For now, we’ll finish sweeping. See if we can find any sign of this guy.”

That’s when I see Rory sprinting up the driveway, shoes splashing in puddles, a crease of concern on his brow. I’m almost confused to see him after our argument—after he stormed out some thirty minutes ago.

“Hey, what are you—” is all I can get out as Rory slams into me, hugging me tight.

“What happened?” he asks, grabbing my face. “I saw the cops go by.”

“I’m so sorry about earlier,” I say, the officer stepping aside to call something in on his radio. “All of it. It was stupid and I was wrong. Everything feels so confusing right now.”

“I know, I get it,” he says, sincere. “But I would never hurt you. I’m not the bad guy here.” I think this time I believe him. “What happened? Why are the cops here again?”

If Rory and I didn’t have such history, and if our families weren’t as close as they are, I don’t know if he’d have forgiven me. Him running up here toward police lights alone tells me he has nothing to hide.

I scan around for movement, the scene illuminated, expecting to see a terrifying wretch hanging from a nearby tree spying on us. Even with the red and blue lights flashing, I can’t help but fear someone is hovering nearby.

“When you left, someone was in the house. They ran out after you. I know it sounds impossible, but I saw them. I didn’t imagine it. I—”

“Hold on, slow down,” Rory says, hands clasping my face. “They ran out after me?”

“Yes, right after you left. Did someone follow you down the driveway?”

“No.” He shakes his head, strands of wet hair clinging to his temple. “I didn’t see anyone.”

Where the hell did they go?

“God, they’re like a ghost,” I say, shivering.

Headlights cut through the drizzle, bouncing clearly off the ground as a car enters the driveway. It startles me at first, the headlights making silhouettes of the car’s passengers as they scramble out, barreling toward me.

Wes and Amelia come into view, painted in the cruiser’s glittering lights, and my sister runs to my side.

“What happened?” she asks, panicked, holding my arms.

Just then, the other officer comes out of the house. “No one’s inside,” he says. “Everything’s secure.”
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We saw a car pulling onto the street when we were leaving,” I tell the officer, just after Imogen explained what happened. My stomach continues to tumble thinking about what she told me—the idea that someone was inside the house with her. “Tim was in the car,” I tell Imogen. I look at the officer, the name on his badge—HARDING—catching the light. “We don’t know his real name. But he lives in the black house across the lake. I can show you.”

“He drove right past us,” Wes chimes in, stepping into the conversation. “About forty-five minutes ago. Amelia saw his face.” He nods at Rory as if to introduce himself.

I’m surprised at what Wes said, since we didn’t speak about Tim in the car or about any of my suspicions after the near accident at the end of the street. Yet he’s backing up my sighting anyway.

“He worked with Madison Tory,” Imogen blurts.

I pinch the bridge of my nose at the mention. The last thing we need is to derail the conversation or give the police any reason to dismiss us. “Is he a suspect in her case? Is anyone in Blair?”

Officer Harding shakes his head carefully. “Any information pertaining to Ms. Tory’s disappearance is confidential. It’s also not our case, so I can’t comment.” He sweeps his flashlight across the house again. “But if you say you saw someone on the street, that is certainly of interest. We’ll look into that.”

I swallow. “Do you know if Officer Wright found anything else today, about the trespasser?”

“I was just reviewing his notes,” Harding admits. “Looks like he swept the neighborhood—talked to the Holloways, Wickers, Poulters, and Cartwrights. Unfortunately, no one saw anything. I’m inclined to think these incidents are connected, though.” He pauses and meets my gaze again. “If you prefer, you can find other accommodations for the night. Or I can leave a patrol car outside for a while… It’s a slow night at the station. We can also do additional sweeps along your street just to be sure.”

A faint wave of relief washes over me. It’s not perfect, but it’s something.

“Maybe… staying here is okay,” I say, glancing at the house. “We could go to Wes’s in the city, but—”

“We’ll stay,” Rory says, his tone kind but firm. He nods to Wes, seemingly offering them both up as personal bodyguards. Wes nods in agreement.

“Well, all right,” Harding says. He faces me. “Mind pointing out that house to me?”

I lead him to the balcony, the wind picking up slightly, sweeping my hair, spraying my skin. Across the lake, Tim’s cliffside abode blends into the night—but a single light inside glows, making it easier to spot. I point.

Harding frowns at the distance but nods, pulling out his phone to plot it on a map. “I’ll head out there. My partner will stay here while you settle in.”

I give a grateful smile as Wes accompanies me to the front of the house again, Rory and Imogen now sitting on the porch.

“Why didn’t you tell me you were worried about that car?” he whispers. “And who was the man driving? Why are you suspicious of him?”

What a loaded round of questions.

I shrug, weirdly a little embarrassed that it looks like I kept something from him. “Uh… I don’t know. It didn’t seem important, honestly. Until now.” I squeeze his hand.

He leans closer. “By the way… the guy I saw walking down the driveway a couple days ago? It wasn’t Rory.”

“What do you mean?”

“It must have been someone else. The guy with Imogen isn’t the person I saw.”

I watch Harding climb into his cruiser, and my heart rate picks up again. “I think you should tell him before he leaves… just in case. The more the police know, the better.”
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The man paces his living room, nibbling at the stub of his thumbnail. It’s more out of nervousness than habit. He’s cloaked in it—the fear of being seen by her. He hadn’t planned for Imogen to spot him as he bolted, but he believes doubtlessly that she must have. Now everything is urgent.

He prefers to enter the Bly house in the night: the perfect cover to slip in invisibly and observe without leaving a trace. Since he’d misplaced the spare key this morning, and the doors have remained locked, he had to improvise. Lucky for him, he’d slipped out a window in Alice’s bedroom early this morning, not wanting the door to alert his exit like it had his entrance… to be safe. It worked out perfectly.

Until she saw him.

He chastises himself for the risk. He hadn’t meant to be seen, yet the thrill of watching her—of hearing her movements, catching glimpses of her—was something he could not resist. Obedience to caution had always been a challenge for him. The thought that she might have noticed him mixes panic and desire in confounding fashion. Yet he’s sick that he may have ruined everything.

He crouches, palms pressed to his forehead as though to contain the surge of fury at his mistake. What he saw inside the house may have been worse. His eyes trace familiar woodwork beneath him as he thinks back to it: His back melted into the dining room wall as Imogen crossed the house at the sound of the ringing doorbell.

It caught him off guard. He and Imogen were supposed to be alone. Or so he had hoped.

When she passed the dining room—oblivious to his presence—he leapt across with a barely contained jolt of frustration. He meant to flee out the window while her back was turned. Everything had moved too quickly; the calculated precision he so prided himself on had faltered.

Before he knew it, Rory Holloway was in the house. The man had to sink to the floor, watching them from beneath the dining room table, cursing himself.

It all became worse as Imogen uncoiled under Rory in a scene that was intimate, obscene, holy, and wrong all at once. He felt it in his gut—a hot, sour pressure at the way he ravished her body. Part of the man burned with the animal ache he’d been bottling up: the impossible nearness of her, watching her experience this pleasure. Another darker part flared with a corrosive fury: This was not the way it was supposed to be. Not with Rory.

He didn’t move. He could not. So he stayed and watched. The sight made him feel small and enormous at the same time: small because he couldn’t cross the room and take what his hunger wanted; enormous because he was witnessing something he felt staunchly was in his future—something he had spent months building in his head.

He tasted bile and desire at once and felt a terrifying tenderness for her that curdled into rage. He told himself he would not scar the moment with violence. Instead, he hardened with intention—a plan that would not be thwarted by petty accidents or clumsy timing.

His blasted boot ruined everything. That single tap against the floorboards had cracked his containment of control, betrayed him in the worst possible way. When he heard Imogen’s fragile gasp of horror, he knew she had heard him.

Snarling now, he tears the boot off and flings it across the room. It hits the wall with a dull thud, leaving a grimy print behind before tumbling onto a side table, breaking a vase into shards against the hardwood.

The crash stirs something below: a thump, a shift. It’s coming from the cellar.

She must be awake, he thinks.

He fetches a broom from the kitchen, each sweep of the shards methodical, as if tidying the aftermath of his own mishap.

A trembling smile forms as he replays tomorrow’s plans in his head, the choreography of his upcoming actions replaying and replaying.

Tomorrow, he promises himself, he will no longer be the invisible specter floating around her house unseen.

Tomorrow, Imogen will be his.
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I wake to the steady warmth of Rory beside me, his arm slung heavy across my ribs, the early light casting a pale wash over my bedroom walls. For a fleeting moment, before I remember the house we’re in and The Nightmare, which I had clawed my way out of in the middle of the night, everything feels good. Waking up with Rory, in the safety of his grasp, is everything I need. I let myself dissolve into it for a spell, to fully enjoy the rare sensation.

It’s been years since I’ve woken up like this—with someone I trust, with someone whose presence doesn’t bind me to regret. The last couple years have been a carousel of halfhearted attempts at intimacy: faces blurred by wine, beds that weren’t mine, kisses that evaporated the second they landed. After each encounter, I felt the same: like an empty shell, hollowed out and unwanted.

Rory’s weight against me, his quiet breath at my neck, makes me believe for a few minutes that I’m not broken beyond repair.

But eventually, I untangle myself from his arms, Mom’s voice still echoing from The Nightmare, sharp with disapproval as she rushed to my side.

Down the hall, the kitchen waits with a note from Amelia. Her handwriting is as bright as her tone:


Morning! Back around 4. Happy packing! Let’s finish this.

PS. Movers coming at 9 a.m. tomorrow now! Wes can help you. Rory too?

PPS. You’re the best.

Amelia



I press the paper flat against the counter, hovering over it, guilt prickling under my skin. I am not “the best.” I will not get much packing done this morning. Not when there’s too much to investigate. Too many questions to answer.

That’s when my phone rings, as I stand in the kitchen, wiping sleep from my eyes. A local number, one I don’t have saved. I swipe to answer.

“Hello?”

“Is this Imogen Bly?” a familiar male voice asks.

“Yes, who’s this?”

“This is Officer Wright with the Blair County Sheriff’s Department. I wanted to give you an update on your case. Is this a good time?”

My heart thumps as Rory rounds the corner, sleepy as I am. Though, suddenly, I am wide awake. I mouth the words sheriff’s department to him, and he nods, waiting for more and taking a seat at the kitchen counter.

“Uh, yeah. Thanks for calling. What do you have?”

“Officers didn’t find anything during patrol last night, and they had trouble reaching the man across the lake. But they’re still working on it.”

“Can you give me his name?” I try.

“Not until we know more. For now, he’s just someone we’d like to talk to. But if anything comes up, call us back. We’ll do some more rounds later, make sure everything’s secure on your street.”

I hang up, relaying to Rory the lack of any new information and my unsettled nerves that still surround Tim.

“I guess we’ll have to find this son of a bitch ourselves,” Rory says, shrugging.

And that’s when he insists we get out of the house—change the scenery while we dig into the guy.

So here we are, in downtown Blair, tucked into a coffee shop that smells like butter and roasted beans, where a couple students pore over laptops, friends sip from mugs amid hushed conversation.

The Salted Mug is all warm wood and sea-weathered charm. Mismatched mugs line the shelves behind the counter, and a woodstove in the corner crackles faintly. Nets, driftwood, and faded photographs of storm-battered boats decorate the walls. It’s lived-in, cozy, a place you can sit awhile.

Two cappuccinos steam between me and Rory, and an orange scone crumbles under my restless fingers. He sits close, his knee brushing mine beneath the table. He looks rumpled but unfairly handsome, chocolate hair in careless disarray, morning stubble lining his jaw. Here with me when he doesn’t need to be. But he wants to be. That much is clear to me.

After days mostly trapped in the mausoleum of Mom’s house, even the modest bubble of the coffee shop feels like a healthy dose of oxygen.

I stare at my laptop in the private corner we snagged, doubting I’ll find any digital trail connecting Tim to Mom, but Madison… That seems an easier feat. If Tim is anywhere, it’s in the fine print of her story, potentially even lurking in articles about her disappearance, or whispered speculation about his involvement.

I ache to prove myself right—for the sake of my sanity, to know these suspicions aren’t just a nervous breakdown in slow motion. I also hope to find nothing, discovering only the absence of connection. That way, I’ll be forced to stop prying the lid off this can of worms.

Droplets batter against the windows as a storm rolls in with the promise of a three-day siege. Those poor movers will be drenched tomorrow. Though I’m sure they’re used to it.

The downpour blurs the world beyond the glass, as if we’ve slipped into a sealed, private chamber. Acoustic guitar drifts from the speakers, enough to grant us even more privacy as I type Pacific Records Seattle into Google.

The record label’s website greets me with a bouncing anniversary graphic—65 Years Strong—while album covers twirl across the screen. I click away from it, selecting the Join Our Team tab, hoping to stumble on employee images and descriptions. But I only find listings for Seattle-based jobs: Touring & Artist Development, Assistant Manager, Business & Legal Affairs.

No smiling headshots.

Unsatisfied, I go back to Google.

Rory leans closer. “Try adding employees.”

I do, and a new list unfurls. At the top: LinkedIn.

I tell myself Tim is probably too old, too private, to bother with LinkedIn—but I click anyway. Pacific Records’ company page claims 51–200 employees. Beneath it, a grid of faces begins to load: bright-eyed coordinators, fresh-faced audio engineers. A stream of young people building their careers.

Then suddenly. Madison.

Her name practically flashes at me and I click on it before I can second-guess what I’m seeing. As her profile loads, I spot her grinning face next to the title: A&R Assistant at Pacific Records. The page claims she’s worked there full-time for two years and eight months with no interruption. No acknowledgment that she’s been missing for over a year. Her history scrolls out neatly below: Marketing Assistant, Seattle. University of Washington, Class of 2017. Lake Blair High School, Class of 2013.

Scrolling on her page sends a chill up my neck. It offers the appearance of Madison, alive and well, working her dream job in Seattle. When, in reality, she’s presumably dead somewhere, her skeleton rotting below the earth in a location that remains secret.

I click back to the list of employees, scrolling slowly for another minute, scanning each photo and name with intent. Until I see a familiar hairstyle, black hair. In a circular image above the job title President—A&R is Tim. Only his name isn’t Tim.

It’s Harrison Klein.

A small gasp escapes my throat. The sound is so slight, but Rory’s head jerks toward the screen just as he’s licking foam from his upper lip.

“Is that him?” he asks.

I hold my breath and click on Harrison’s profile. It’s pretty bare-bones—it doesn’t feature a glossy timeline of his rise through Pacific Records, nor any other job history. The only offerings are education-based, showing that he graduated from NYU in an undisclosed year. Beneath it… Lake Blair High School.

Just like me, Amelia, Rory. Madison. He grew up in Blair, vanished to New York, and then reappeared here sometime later, sliding into power. A hum crosses my lips, unsure what any of it means.

I open a new tab and search Harrison Klein Madison Tory. The first few links are irrelevant—Pacific Records press releases, business blogs, more LinkedIn links. Nothing connecting them beyond working in the same department. Not a single article discussing him in regard to Madison Tory’s disappearance.

“I’m not seeing anything,” I mutter, reaching for my cappuccino.

“I’ll look, too,” Rory says, settling into his chair and unlocking his smartphone.

I open another tab and search Madison Tory missing to see how much her case is being discussed online.

The search results are shockingly thin. There’s no obituary—because there’s no body. No national news attention, just whispers in local papers. I select the top link: SEATTLE WOMAN STILL MISSING ONE YEAR LATER.

The article is short and plainly states the facts that have been made public thus far.


A 28-year-old Seattle woman remains missing as loved ones continue their fight to find answers one year later.

Madison Tory disappeared around 6:00 p.m. on the evening of Tuesday, September 26, 2023, following a routine day at work. Tory was employed by Pacific Records in Capitol Hill, located three blocks from where she was last seen.

“It’s the nightmare that doesn’t end,” said Phoebe Tory, Madison’s sister. “It’s like she fell off the face of the earth.”

Surveillance cameras in Capitol Hill show 28-year-old Tory walking down the 1300 block of Hill Avenue. She appears casual, and according to family, was walking toward her apartment, where she lived alone, on Maple Drive. After Tory leaves the frame, she’s not spotted again. No eyewitness statements have been reported, and Seattle police claim the investigation remains open.

“We’re not ruling out the possibility that she’s a runaway,” Detective Liam Healy with the Seattle police said. “She hasn’t used her bank account or cell phone since before her disappearance, so we’re not ruling out foul play, either.” Healy considers Tory’s disappearance a missing person’s case. No suspects have been named to date.

Tory’s family are adamant that it’s uncharacteristic of her to go this length of time without contact.

“We spoke nearly every day on the phone,” Phoebe Tory continued. “She’d never leave us like that. She had no reason to. She loves us, and her nephew. We’re all very close.”

Seattle police said anyone with information about Tory’s disappearance should call the investigations unit at…



I click the video at the top of the page to view the surveillance footage for the first time and am smacked with the loud swoop of a news station’s opening. I slam the Mute button on my keyboard, Rory lowering his smartphone to watch beside me.

The grainy clip rolls: a low-res recording taken from a camera fixed on the opposite building. Madison walks down a crowded street in a long coat and chic slacks, her black purse tucked neatly under one arm. Her hair wisps in the wind as she drifts past storefronts, eyes down, sometimes glancing casually ahead. No one appears to be with her or following her, and she doesn’t look concerned or alert. By all accounts, it’s her usual walk home.

I exchange a disappointed glance with Rory at the lack of a lead. Finally, we have a name—but it’s not getting us anywhere.

Clicking through the other links, I find nothing new—only recycled copies of the same sparse details, threaded with quotes of determination or dismay from Phoebe, their mother, Michelle, and their father, Phil.

“Check this out,” Rory says. “It’s the only conversation I’m finding surrounding her job.”

On his phone screen is a forum thread dissecting theories on her disappearance. The post he shows me is dated two months ago, written by someone called PaulaHikes88.


My husband worked with Madison at the label for a time and told me about the office gossip. One of the execs was apparently inappropriate with Madison. I don’t want to mention his name, since he still works there, but police need to dig deeper into the higher-ups in the company. I’m thinking he knew he could get in big trouble if she reported him, so he did something about it.



By the third read, my mouth is dry. I lick my lips and glance at Rory. Whoever Paula is, her words echo Michelle’s warning on Susan Ritter’s show—that Madison had been thinking of quitting.

“Do you think it could be Harrison?” I ask, my voice hushed.

It could be any executive. But Harrison isn’t just anyone. He’s tied to Blair, to the lake, just like Madison Tory.
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The lunch bell startles me today, my weary body shuddering from its purring chime. The kids have a good laugh about it, which makes me smile. Until one student blows a raspberry and points at me. I bite my grin away.

Peering up at the wall clock, I’m shocked to see that it’s 11:10 a.m. I massage my right bicep, sore from all the packing, and shake my foggy head. Even with Wes interlocked with my body all night, Imogen and Rory safely across the hall, a police cruiser parked out front, I didn’t get quality sleep.

“See you all in thirty minutes!” I lovingly announce, pushing past exhaustion. “Enjoy your lunches!”

As the children scurry out of the room in a storm of laughter and swinging lunch pails, my gaze lingers on Bodhi Tory’s desk, which has been vacant all morning. I noticed his absence at roll call, as he was the only student who didn’t sing an enthusiastic Here! when I made my way down the class roster.

Thanks to Friday’s Back to School Night, I’ve been able to connect names and faces and personalities more fully. But since meeting Phoebe, my intrigue remains fixed on Bodhi. Suddenly aware his family recently experienced such a traumatic, public event, my soft spot for him grows. I’d marked him absent, then spent the day brushing against theories. I entertained the idea that there was an update in the case or that the recent year-anniversary has occupied Phoebe’s consciousness enough for it to affect her parenting. Then I remembered that it’s none of my business. And although flustered when we met, Phoebe presented as warm, attentive. A woman who still showed up, still carried herself with somewhat of an enviable polish.

I’m sure Bodhi will be back in class tomorrow.

The final student dashes out, and I rise, keys in hand, ready to lock up and try to enjoy the measly twenty-five minutes I get to myself before the bell drags them all back. Before I can swing the door shut, a hand slips through the crack, fingers curling around the frame.

“Hi,” Phoebe says, catching me off guard. “Can I come in for a minute?”

She looks as poised as she had on Friday—her blouse crisp, her hair long and styled. Not the disheveled appearance I would expect if something had gone wrong.

I’m surprised to see her, as if she’s been reading my mind all morning and came in here to correct my assumptions.

“Yes. Please,” I say, gesturing her inside. “It’s good to see you again.”

“You too,” she says softly, closing the door. “Bodhi’s been sick all weekend, so I wanted to grab any homework for him. He’s at the doctor’s with his dad now.”

“Of course. Is he okay?” I ask, rounding my desk for the day’s assignments.

“Yeah, we’re sure it’s just a cold. But he’s still feeling off today, so I don’t think he’ll be in tomorrow, either.”

I clip together today’s work and tomorrow’s and hand her the neat stack. “These will do for the next couple days. He shouldn’t have a problem completing them,” I say with a small wave. “But make sure he gets his rest. The work can wait.”

“That’s nice of you. I’ll see if he’s up for it later when his dad drops him off.” She glances over the pages. “And if he needs more time off, I’ll stop in again. I don’t live far.”

My mind buzzes with a question that’s been bothering me all weekend: Who on the lake has been suspected of her sister’s murder, if anyone? I know it’s none of my business, that I shouldn’t be inching into this family’s grief. But I’m possessed by the curiosity. If I hadn’t grown up there—and wasn’t staying there now—it might not bother me. But it does.

“Hey, speaking of,” I say carefully. “Living far, I mean.” I hesitate, then add, “You had mentioned Lake Blair the other night, and I didn’t get a chance to tell you—I’m actually living there temporarily. My mom just passed.”

“I’m so sorry to hear that,” she offers quickly, sweeping blond bangs off her eyelashes.

“Thank you,” I say with a tight smile, moving to the front of my desk. “There’ve been… some weird things happening over there. I’m curious if you had advice on who to steer clear of.” I let out a nervous laugh.

I barely know what I’m asking, and as the words come out, I know even less. I don’t want to mention her sister’s name, or her case, which is making my question come across too vaguely. We’ll only be there one more day. Does it matter anymore?

At first, she looks understandably puzzled. Then her expression shifts, like a light’s gone on. “Oh, because what I said about the police? And them looking at someone on the lake as a suspect?”

My mouth parts with immediate regret, an apology ready to spill. But her tone is casual, almost conversational, as though she’s accustomed to navigating questions like mine. She doesn’t sound offended in the least.

I nod, a seriousness replacing nerves. “Just trying to be cautious, I guess. We had a break-in last night.”

“Seriously? I swear, everything’s going to shit,” she says. “Well, one of Madison’s bosses lives there. Do you know a guy named Harrison Klein?”

I think on it for a moment, leaning against the front of my desk. “Doesn’t ring a bell.”

Could that be Tim’s real name? Imogen said last night that he worked for the same company as Madison. It has to be…

“He and my parents used to be good friends. He’s part of the reason Madison got the job at the label. But as far as I know, they haven’t found anything against him.” She shrugs. “Not that the police keep us in the loop much… It’s driving my parents insane. They’re so paranoid they’ve shut out so many friends. It’s a mess.”

“I’m sorry I even asked. I’m not trying to… open a wound.”

“No, I’m always happy to talk about her. Honestly, I think the more we do, the closer we get to figuring out what happened.” Her mouth presses into a line. “But yeah. My mom has been less worried about Harrison and more about Madison’s ex-boyfriend. She’s convinced he moved back to Blair sometime after Madison went missing because she thought she saw him once.” Her eyes roll back slightly, then gloss over as she stares past my shoulder at the whiteboard. “Staying in that house, on the lake… it made it impossible for my mom to move on. So she moved. Here actually, to Seattle.”

Curiosity still scratches at me, and I pause for only a second before pushing forward. “Can I ask who Madison’s ex-boyfriend is?”

If Phoebe hadn’t given me the green light for more questions, I’d never dare. But now the need burns too hot to know everything I can.

“Parker Lane?” she says like a question, gauging if I’m familiar.

Something about the name strikes me, the same way Phoebe herself did the night we met, before I knew who she was. Parker Lane is just as misty.

When I don’t answer right away, squinting at the ceiling like his face might swim out of the fiber fissures, she elaborates.

“He didn’t grow up with us, so I doubt you’d know him. They broke up months before she went missing, and she always said it was amicable. But my mom swears he’s hiding out in Blair.” She shakes her head like it’s a conspiracy. “Police questioned him last year and I don’t think they found anything. But I don’t think they have any clue what happened to her. So… who the hell knows?”

I sigh, sympathetic. “I hope police get a break soon enough. So you can all have answers.”

“Thanks, Ms. Bly.” She winks, already pivoting to the door.

I chuckle awkwardly. “You can call me Amelia. And I hope Bodhi feels better soon. Thanks for stopping by.”

When Phoebe leaves, the classroom feels colder as questions float. I thought knowing names, attaching suspicions to strangers or real people, would erase the interest somehow. Instead, the second name repeats like an internal chant.

Parker Lane.

Why does it feel like I’ve heard it before?
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Rory and I sip our cappuccinos, the faint hiss of the espresso machine filling the lull in our conversation. I know we are mentally circling the same idea: What if Madison’s disappearance traces back to the inappropriate actions of an older male executive at her company? And is that executive Harrison?

Are police looking into this? I wonder. Does anyone even know this happened?

Assuming it’s true, of course. For all I know, this woman online could be a bored rumormonger. Or she really is an anonymous voice, trying to help a missing woman.

It’s a chilling thought, that Madison vanished after leaving work. Surely her coworkers were questioned, their timelines dissected, the rumors cross-examined. If there was an executive with a history of crossing lines, wouldn’t that have come up? Unless it was buried…

Though if we’re catching wind of it, a couple amateur sleuths, surely police did long ago.

Rory leans in, punching Madison Tory sexual assault work into Google—hoping for a fruitful hit, proof that even the media knows this angle.

But there’s nothing. Not a single article. Madison’s mom, Michelle, hadn’t even mentioned it to Susan Ritter. That’s because she either doesn’t know, or they ruled it out.

The thread we’d been scrolling through sits stagnant, comments months old, the conversation on ice. Either the people of Seattle—and beyond—don’t know Madison’s story, or they don’t care enough to scour forums and write articles, likely due to the considerable lack of information. Just as Phoebe Tory told the Puget Daily: “It’s like she fell off the face of the earth.” Maybe that’s the most horrifying part—when the details aren’t lurid enough, the world simply turns its back and looks for a fresher tragedy.

The door to the coffee shop jingles, a discordant little bell, and cold air sweeps in behind a bundled woman heading straight for the counter.

Meanwhile, Rory and I hit wall after wall. No matter how we arrange the key words: Madison, Harrison, executive, assault, nothing surfaces. We barely started looking and have already reached a dead end.

I think back to Mom, what Amelia said about her and Harrison on his dock all those years ago. I never saw them speak, but it’s clear they knew each other. And yet… all those afternoons when I pressed binoculars to my face, staring across the water and into his windows like some twisted hobby, she never warned me away, never called him a creep—or even her friend. She’d just laugh, telling me to stop being such a weirdo and put the binoculars down.

I go off a hunch anyway and type Alice Bly Harrison Klein Lake Blair into Google. The page loads slowly as wind batters against the window, making me wonder if the power will blow out.

I lean back in my chair, fingers laced over the crown of my head in anticipation. I peer at the new customer, idling by the register. I catch on her familiar profile. I know that nose, that caramel-highlighted hair. She collects a to-go bag and a cardboard cup holder from the counter—already prepared, waiting for her—as though she’d only stepped in to retrieve it.

Turning, she meets my gaze.

It’s Macy Easton.

Macy and Madison: the inseparable schoolground pair. Attached at the hip from K–12.

Madison and I shared one class throughout our entire school career, while Macy and I overlapped more—PE, the odd elective, when my grade would marry with the one above, which Macy and Madison were in. I’d gone to Madison’s South Lake house once, for a party where I tasted alcohol for the first time. But Macy lived behind us, down in the neighborhood close to school. Our mothers were casual friends.

“Imogen,” she says, stunned. Her voice holds recognition, even a little pity. “How are you?”

I rise, meeting her by the counter. Her hands are too full for a hug, the bag swinging gently at her side. “Hi,” I manage.

She shakes her head before I can add more. “Don’t answer that. I know you’re going through a lot. My parents told me.” She exhales a delicate breath.

“I’m here for a few days,” I say. “Packing up the house.”

“If you’re selling it, I’d love to help,” she says, already twisting toward the door. I match her stride, because I want to ask her about Madison. “I’m actually late for a meeting. At the Realtor a few doors down.”

Last year, her social pages became a shrine to Madison after her vanishing, advocating for justice for the girl she still called her best friend. If anyone would know about the rumors at Madison’s job, it would be her. Assuming they truly stayed close over the years.

“Can I walk with you?” I ask, voice low. “I wanted to ask you something. About Madison.”

She freezes for a beat, then blinks, caught off guard. “What’d you want to ask?”

I signal to Rory with a raised finger—be right back—and push the door open for her. Pulling my jacket tight against the mist, I consider how to approach the subject.

“Do you know what was going on at Madison’s work before she disappeared?” I ask, holding my breath.

She stops in her tracks briefly before walking, like she’s physically caught by the question. “How do you know about that?” Her pace quickens. “That’s a big question with a complicated answer… What makes you ask?”

The Realtor’s sign looms ahead, and panic floods me. My time is running out. “Was it Harrison?” My words stumble over themselves. “Harrison Klein.”

Her sigh is sharp enough that I see the cloud it creates ahead of her. “You’re going into dangerous territory.” And suddenly we’re outside her office.

“I’m just trying to help,” I blurt. “I promise.”

“I’m sure you are. It’s… hard to talk about,” she says, glancing into her office. “There was a lot going on at her work before she went missing. Involving Harrison. Like I said, it’s complicated.” She fishes out a card from her pocket with her free hand, to-go bag slapping against her coat. “Why don’t you call me on my lunch? One o’clock?”

“Thank you,” I whisper, shoving the card into my jacket pocket, gripping it tight. “I’ll call you.”

Her smile is thin as she disappears inside the building.

When I get back to the coffee shop, Rory is eagerly waiting at my laptop.

“I got something,” he says, beckoning me back to my seat.

His fingers hover above the keys. “Your search pulled up Blair’s town website. First, your mom’s staff profile.”

He clicks, and there she is. Mom smiling on the community dock, her blond hair lit up like gold in the sun. My chest flutters because, for a moment, it’s like she’s looking right at me. Like this photo was taken just for me to see. A message she sent into the future.

“Then this,” Rory cuts in. “The Lake Blair Archives. One particular photo came up.”

The link reads: Lake Blair Archives—Holiday Party—1995. When he clicks the link, it returns us to Blair’s website: Page expired. This page is no longer available.

“Okay…” I say. “So how does that help us?”

“Watch,” he says. “I tried Images. And that’s when I saw this.”

On the screen now is a group photo: eight adults, huddled in unfashionable Christmas sweaters. I can tell by the fireplace behind them that it was taken in Lake Blair’s community center. In the middle is Mom, wearing a red sweater, Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer stitched across it.

She’s mid-laugh, head tilted back, young, glowing.

“That’s your mom,” Rory says, stating the obvious.

“Yeah,” I breathe, voice quieting as I notice the others.

Emmett Holloway, looking strikingly similar to Rory, stands to her left, his hand splayed over her stomach—highlighting her pregnancy.

“That’s my dad.” Rory points. “I didn’t know he was friends with your mom that long,” he adds, echoing my thoughts.

“Neither did I,” I say, staring. “She must have been pregnant with me and Amelia here.”

Rory’s mother, Mara, isn’t in the picture.

On Emmett’s other side, Leo beams, flashing bunny ears behind Emmett’s head like a mischievous kid.

Finally, my gaze fixes on the man on Mom’s right, sticking out his tongue, playful like the others. He’s lankier, no lines across his eyes yet. Boyish. A man who looks far off from the hardened executive he is now.

Harrison Klein.

“Trippy photo,” Rory mutters, sipping his coffee. “They look so happy. So much like us.”

“This tells us they all knew each other.”

“But what does that have to do with Madison?” he asks.

Fair question.

“Maybe it doesn’t.” I shrug.

I don’t recognize the others, all huddled during some community holiday party. But what’s familiar in the image has told me enough. Mom, Harrison, Emmett, Leo, they were all friends. For a long time. Any one of them could be hiding something, or have reason to want her gone.

It feels insane, even to say in my own head. But everything I know about her death leads me to the same ugly conclusion. She was with a mysterious man that night, she took the kayak out in a storm, she drowned in her nightdress. It’s just enough to keep me questioning anyone and everyone in her orbit. While I’m still here, I’ll be damned if I don’t push harder.

A ridiculous idea hits me. A truly stupid thought.

It’s the only option left.

“What if we go to Harrison’s house… and just peek around?” I quietly suggest.

I could wait until 1:00, follow up with Macy. But what if she doesn’t tell me anything? What if she gives me another ambiguous clue? I need a jackpot, a smoking gun.

Rory scoffs, leaning closer. “You want to go inside? You’re seriously suggesting we break in? Just like you think he did to you?”

“I mean… when you put it like that, it sounds like he deserves it.”

“Imogen—”

“I’m kidding,” I cut him off quickly. “We don’t have to go in. Maybe just look around. Peep through the windows.”

“Oh my god,” Rory says, half laughing, half horrified. “You’ve officially lost it.”

“You know there’s nothing else online. We’ve hit a wall.”

“Then let the police do their jobs. You said this morning the cop hadn’t questioned him yet—but planned to. I think they need a little more time.”

“We don’t have time,” I say. “I’m supposed to finish the house today. I’m leaving tomorrow. This is my last shot.”

“Well, good,” he says. “Finish the house and get out of here. It isn’t your job to solve Madison’s case.”

“What about my mom?” I say, a little too loud. “We just connected this guy to two people—one who is missing, the other who’s dead.” I rub my eyes. “Let’s drive over there. And if we don’t see anything, we’ll leave. Then I will actually drop this.”

“What do you expect to find?” Rory asks. “Screams coming from his basement? A bloodied knife on his countertop?”

I groan, unsure.

“What if he’s home?” Rory continues. “If you’re right about this guy, it’s not only illegal, but also dangerous.”

I know he’s right. But I don’t let up. “It’s Monday. He’s got to be in the city.”

“Or working remote. Which is basically everyone these days.”

We both fall silent, turning the idea over. My mind runs through logistics. Amelia said he drives a Land Rover. If it’s not in the driveway, that’s one clue. A dark house, no lights, no sounds, that’s another.

Rory straightens. “I have an idea.”

He unlocks his phone, searches for something, and presses it to his ear. I hear the faint ring before a woman’s voice answers.

“Hello,” Rory says, adopting a calm, professional tone. “Is Harrison Klein in? I’m waiting on a callback.”

A proud smirk curls across my lips.

After a pause, “No problem. I’ll call back later. Thanks for your time.” Rory hangs up the phone.

He turns to me. “She said Harrison just stepped into a meeting. He’s at the Seattle office.”
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Phoebe is gone in a flash, and I finally lock my classroom door. Through the skinny, rectangular window, I catch sight of kids filing toward the lunchroom in uneven waves, kindergarten through eighth grade, each clutching a lunch bag or brown sack.

I drop into my swivel chair, pull from my bag the deli sandwich and grapes I bought this morning, and pop one of the reds into my mouth.

Parker Lane, I repeat in my head, hoping to spark a memory.

I suck on another grape, draining the juice out, gnawing on its crepey skin, eyes fading out of focus and into a trance. I still can’t figure out what about the name is familiar. For all I know, it’s the name of a villainous character from a TV show I used to watch. Or the protagonist in one of the hundreds of books I’ve devoured since birth. That’s more likely—it’s from fiction rather than real life.

Still, if Phoebe’s right and this man lives on the lake, and the Torys suspect him of being tangled up in whatever happened to Madison… a quick search could abate the query.

I look at the pile of homework waiting on my desk, weekend assignments I should be marking instead of chasing a name that might mean nothing.

I tell myself I’ll give the kids independent work time this afternoon, carve out a block to grade during school hours rather than wasting my scraps of personal time.

I close my eyes, searching for a moment of peace. Every day here feels like a grind—teaching, talking, grading, testing, emailing, planning, organizing. It doesn’t ease up. My fifty-minute prep period isn’t enough to complete my tasks each day, and I wonder if I’m the only one. Mrs. Crowley across the hall is admirably put together. Mr. Johnson one room over runs his third-grade class like a well-oiled machine.

Ms. Bly oftentimes feels a mess.

The drive back to Blair every afternoon, helping Imogen pack, doesn’t leave room to work from home. There’s no time left over to unwind. Or to grieve the loss of my mother.

I remind myself it’s only temporary. This sinking feeling will pass. I will surface.

When I started teaching, I knew it wouldn’t be easy. But I didn’t imagine how consuming it could be—how much of yourself you give away, piece by piece. It’s not reading stories with kids—it’s laying a foundation for the people they’ll become. It’s being steady when everything else is uncertain. It’s filling in the gaps when budget cuts loom, spending your own paycheck to make sure the classroom feels alive, positive. It’s trying to make every day matter, even when you’re barely holding yourself together.

This month, that has felt impossible.

Many of my students come from good homes. Some don’t. Some lack rudimentary love from their families, a homemade lunch, or a listening ear. Being attuned to these gaps, filling in where I can—it’s part of the job. I wouldn’t trade it. Because I get to be the person who notices, who is steady, who is there. Especially if they have no one else. My own needs slip behind theirs, but there’s an odd grace in that. To be entrusted with something larger than myself.

The back of my eyes buzz with fatigue anyway.

One minute, I tell myself. Then I’ll address the forsaken, foreboding stack.

I adjust in my swivel chair, unwrap my veggie sandwich, and chomp into it, shredded carrots snapping under my teeth. A smear of hummus coats my lip, which I lick away as I open my old white MacBook, punch in my password, and stare at the blank search bar.

Parker Lane.

“Who are you?” I whisper to the screen.

The name drags me backward, to childhood, to Mom. It pricks something sour, something that feels bad in my chest.

I roll my eyes to the ceiling. I’m never one to nose, or poke, but there’s something about this name that clings.

I type it in, sending Parker Lane into the ether that is the World Wide Web. I’m struck with millions of hits: brands, businesses, cul-de-sacs in faraway neighborhoods. It’s a laughably broad search.

I take another bite of my sandwich and glance at the door. The hallway has quieted; the students are settled in the cafeteria now. I grin at the trivial conversations they must be having: planning Halloween costumes, or a sleepover for the weekend, trading snacks. Kids being kids, normal and innocent.

I pluck a slippery slice of avocado off the bread and pop it into my mouth, shifting to the large windows on my right. Outside, wet leaves blanket the lawn, a sea of fire against the slate-gray sky. From here on the second floor, the sloping field and distant houses look serene. I breathe it in, holding on, mentally worshipping its tranquility.

I can get through anything, I remind myself. I’ve got this.

A silly mantra I’ve embraced since beginning my teaching career. For when the world becomes too loud.

Shaking myself back to the task, I tack Seattle onto the end of Parker’s name and hit search. I’m prompted to a digital phone book, a directory of all the Parker Lanes in Seattle. There’s only two. One is in his sixties, with a past residence in Seattle, current residence in Anchorage, Alaska.

The age listed for the other is thirty, currently living in Seattle.

Found you.

Probably.

The page lists phone numbers, past addresses, emails, public records—all locked behind a paywall. All it freely displays is his name, age, connections, and address.

When I copy the address into Google Maps, I lean in closer to the screen. His house is tucked in a neighborhood behind the school. I drive past the road that leads there every day to get here.

I click back to the past page and scroll down to Related To.

Michael Lane, Gary Combs. And then, Meredith Lane.

My heart drops at the sight of the name. No, plummets. Shattering somewhere below the floor. I choke on the saliva pooling in my mouth.

The name aligns with memory, dredging up a faded image I haven’t seen in years.

I know exactly who Parker Lane is.

Suddenly, nothing matters more than getting to that house to prove he lives there… that he’s far from Lake Blair.
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South Lakeside Road is whip sharp, cutting tightly around the mountain on the way to Harrison Klein’s house. Rory drives with a calm, pacific steadiness, as though the wet road’s twists are nothing, and I latch on to his composure to keep my own fears in check. When his hand rests on my thigh, I realize my leg is bouncing in apprehension. Part nerves of the drive, part dread of whatever waits at Harrison’s. Of what would happen if I got caught—depending on who found me: the police or Harrison. Jail time or murder bait. Both undesirable outcomes of an idiotic, reckless idea.

I force a breath through my nose, halting the tremor in my leg, and give Rory what I hope passes as a reassuring glance.

The wipers thrash across the windshield, useless against the storm. Sheets of water hammer the glass so hard it looks like someone is standing over the car, upending buckets straight onto us.

The sky is cloud-ridden, making it look less like late morning and more like dusk.

“What if he comes home?” I blurt, staring at the warped tree line. “What if the office closes because of the storm?”

Rory purses his lips. “We live in Washington. This storm isn’t anything new.” He flicks me a quick look before another bend demands his attention. “Still. I think we should turn back. It’s not worth it.”

“No,” I protest too quickly. I soften. “It’ll be fine. I’m just going to peek around. No one will even know I was there. Or you.”

The clock on the dash reads 11:32. We left The Salted Mug less than fifteen minutes ago. Even if Harrison bolted from his meeting the second Rory called Pacific Records, it would still take him forty minutes to make it here from Seattle. That gives us at least half an hour. But worst-case scenario is only that: worst case.

I open my phone, thumb hovering over the map pin I dropped earlier. No street view exists this far around the lake, so I had to rely on memory and the satellite layout, tracing the shoreline against Mom’s house across the water. I’m almost certain I’ve marked the right one. At the very least, close enough. Two more turns and we’ll reach the small stretch of road with three houses clinging to the cliffside.

I know these homes from a distance. When I was growing up, they were the backdrop across the lake, houses staring back at us like unblinking eyes, settled near Sawyer Dam. This time of year, the dam is a danger, its hundred-foot drop down to Sawyer Creek pulling water toward the infinity pool lip like a mouth sucking on the lake. Boaters are wise to stay away in storms; one wrong push of current could sweep them too close—not like any residents would use their boats of leisure in this weather anyway. Which is part of why Mom’s death strikes me as oddly as it does.

As the rain lets up under the tree coverage, the windshield is hit with dotted mist—a sure sign we’re nearing the rumbling dam. The wind here is guttural, dragging the lake’s water upward and flinging it into the air.

The maps prove I’m right. And then, all at once, I see it.

The black house.

Beyond a short Romanesque cobblestone wall, topped with lanterns that gleam in the storm, is Harrison Klein’s house. Even through the veil of rain, it’s impossible to mistake: a sprawling mid-century modern home. It’s sandwiched between two other homes, with enough distance in between each to create a barrier of privacy, particularly thanks to the tall cedars sown on all properties.

Rory slows down, killing the ignition across from Harrison’s house. It’s an exclusive spot, with no neighbors across the street, just a towering mountain of dense forest. His is the second to last before the dam, the dead end of South Lakeside Road.

“Doesn’t look like anyone’s home,” Rory says, fat drops of rain banging against the sunroof.

His words should comfort me, but they don’t. Maybe it’s the torrential rain, or the ominous aura emanating from the house. Either way, now that it’s real, I regret coming here.

I shove the thought aside, persevering.

“Stay here and keep watch. If someone shows up, text me. I’ll be quick,” I say, buttoning my raincoat and tugging the hood over my head.

Rory exhales sharply, unhappy. “Check for cameras first. And don’t go inside.” When I open the door, his hand shoots out, gripping my arm. His voice softens. “Please be careful. I kind of like having you around.”

I give him a tight smile, then slip into the rain, darting across the road toward the front gate. It’s simple, wooden, a divider between the street and his slightly sloping yard. From here, I can almost see my house between his scattered trees.

I don’t spy any cameras, no keypad. The gate has a simple hitch mechanism, and I yank the chain pulled over from the other side. I push the gate open, exposing a scattered stone trail with pathway lights placed along it, and a grandiose Gothic door at the end that belongs on Dracula’s castle—towering, black, arched, fitted with two heavy ring knockers that would undoubtedly offer a hearty boom if I dared. Below it, in contrast, is a mat exclaiming Welcome!

I lean toward the window beside the door, pressing my hood against the glass. Inside, the house is still and unlit.

Rounding the left side, I find a clear view of the lake, and the staircase that drops down the slope to Harrison’s private dock. More windows line this wall, and after a quick glance around to confirm I’m alone, I cup my hands to the glass and see a sleek living room: black leather sectional, contemporary standing lamps.

I press experimentally against the frame. To my shock, the window slides open without resistance. No alarm beeps, no barking dog explodes from another room. The quiet throb of rain outside accompanies my thumping heartbeat as I calculate how to proceed. Rory’s voice is in my ear: Don’t go inside. But staring into a stranger’s living room won’t tell me anything. And if I leave now, this whole trip is wasted.

Before my conscience can talk me out of it, I hoist myself onto the sill, swing a leg through, and land silently on the hardwood floor. I strip off my boots and raincoat, stacking them neatly by the open window so I don’t create a trackable mess.

The air hits me: a faint smell of incense, the penetrating silence of a seemingly empty house.

I can’t believe I’m in here. Mechanically, my breath slows as I walk as deliberately and boisterously as Frankenstein’s monster, one swinging step at a time, arms out in front of me. The floor doesn’t creak, but each step still somehow feels amplified.

Though the lights are out, the wall of windows aggressively offers enough light to fill the room, even in the sterling storm. Harrison’s windows are more commanding than anything I’ve seen in Mom’s house, or the Holloways’. They carry an intensity. Directly on the other side of the glass is a straight plunge into the lake below. Its panoramic views are almost nauseating.

As I make my way to the window, I spy Harrison’s telescope, which is far more pirate-y up close. It’s beautiful, made of heavyweight gold, mounted on three wooden legs, its lens pointed down at the center of Lake Blair. I bring my eye to the circular glass, dragging it upward, intrigued at the view of Mom’s house from here.

A lump forms in my throat as I realize just how far the magnification reaches—showing a view directly into her empty living room. I press harder against the lens, curiosity mingling with fear, and the end of the telescope bumps the glass wall, sending me staggering backward. My hand flies to my mouth, stifling a gasp, and I spin around, eyes wide, expecting someone—Harrison—to appear. But nothing happens. I must be alone here.

I breathe shallowly, trying to calm the surge of adrenaline. My eyes linger to the right side of the living room, and I’m intrigued by a stone fireplace, scorched from years of use. Next to it, a massive wooden table sits angled under a black lamp, strewn with watercolor paintings on thick cotton paper.

I slide closer on socks like a figure skater and a corner of my mouth lifts at the alluring images: European buildings I’ve never seen, Pacific Northwest mountains and seascapes, colors blended in fluid, dazzling strokes. The table is full of art.

Maybe he’s not strange. Just misunderstood, I think.

My conscience finally screams at me: Why am I in here?

My eyes catch a giant binder clip holding a stack of sketches. The top drawing is a pencil sketch of Lake Blair. I recognize its layout instantly—the central island, the houses perched on the hills, the famous fir trees lining the community.

When I scan the scene harder, any enchantment I felt toward it diminishes.

Down on the water is a rowboat with two figures: a man and a woman. Their faces are blank, unfinished, but I know, somehow, that one of those people is me. And the other is Rory.

Goosebumps prick my arms as I imagine Harrison, looking down at us from the wall of windows that night, silhouetted against the interior light. Rory had yelled up to him, and Harrison walked away, switching off the big light above. I raise my face to see the same paper lantern hanging proudly from the ceiling.

My pulse thumps as I flip through the rest of the sketches. Six in, and my jaw unlocks, mouth agape. In a close-up sketch, I see soft waves and a pedal boat. Inside, a forlorn woman pedaling alone. The woman in it—her ponytail, her parted bangs, her heart-shaped face—is unmistakable. It’s Mom.

I shuffle through the stack faster now, hands trembling. There are no other people, only landscapes. I find a black book on a stool beside the table, snapping off the elastic enclosure to find more of his sketch work. About halfway through, my breath catches again. This sketch shows a direct view of Mom’s living room window. The chimney, the patio furniture, every detail is precise. And through the glass, a girl holding binoculars to her eyes.

It’s me.

Everything clicks into place. The paranoia I had tried to dismiss, the doubt I cast aside. My screaming instincts were correct.

He’s been watching me, too.
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I shoot Rory a quick text so he won’t come looking for me and discover I’ve gone inside Harrison’s house as I slink deeper inside.


All good out here. Be right there.



I hit Send.

What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him.

Almost immediately, the little “Like” notification pops up. A string of typing bubbles form but abruptly disappear. I shrug, slip my phone back into my pocket, and press forward.

Across from the open-concept living room is the kitchen, situated next to the monumental front door. I stick my head inside to see cedar cabinets and neutral-toned granite countertops. A brown paper bag sits beside the fridge, the words RAINBOW ACRES stamped across it in bold green ink. The Holloways’ market.

Past the kitchen is a hallway, which leads to a staircase at the far edge of the house. There’s a half bathroom and an office up here on the ground floor. I assume the bedrooms are downstairs, built against the cliffside.

Still whirring with anxiety that someone might be here, I slip into the office with the caution of prey entering a predator’s den. I can feel my pulse in my teeth, telling myself this is the only room worth risking. I don’t know what kind of proof I’d find in his bedroom. His office, where he did work linking to Madison, could hold secrets.

Twin panes frame the lake like one of his watercolors, their view pinned above a long wooden desk scattered with mail, papers, and a sleek desktop computer. I picture Harrison sitting here, working, plotting, looking right down at all of us. Although our yard’s hemlock trees cover the living room windows from this angle, there’s still an exceptional perspective of our English knot garden and dock—if you look hard enough. The walls on either side of the room present built-in shelves lined with books, old and new. It’s an impressive collection.

I pad across doughy carpet and hover over his desk. Every letter tucked into the wooden file organizer bears the same name. No shared address, no second occupant, as far as I can see.

One by one, I slide open the desk drawers, breath hitching at each quiet click. The contents are achingly normal: paper clips, pens, business forms. The kind of junk anyone would have. Which somehow feels sinister, too, like it’s staged to look ordinary.

I lower myself into his stylish leather office chair and punch a random key on his keyboard. For a moment, all I see is my reflection staring back at me through the monitor’s black mirrored glass. I almost glance away, too ashamed to see myself: the intruder. Then the screen comes to life. There’s no passcode required, and it’s already open to his vacant home screen, which displays a wallpaper of one of his finished watercolors—a stormy coastline.

Glaring at both the Messages and Mail icons in his computer’s dock, I hesitate to click on either of them, counting the list of crimes I’ve committed thus far on one hand: trespassing, unlawful entry, infringement of privacy.

At least you didn’t open his mail, my mind offers darkly.

Hurry, another voice rushes. Before Rory catches you. Before Harrison comes back.

My hand claws around the mouse, and I shakily drag it to Messages—where I hope to find more than mundane work discourse. A list of contacts pops up, a peek at the latest message for each displayed underneath.

These are personal, private messages. They’re not meant for my eyes.

But then I think about how someone has been doing this to me, in Mom’s house. Someone nefariously traipsed into our space, disturbed packed belongings, did god knows what else. Someone did this to us. And there is a chance that person could be him.

I don’t recognize any of the names at first. But his contacts must be synced with his phone.

I click the New Message icon and begin typing Alice. I hoped nothing would come up. I’m here to be proved wrong, aren’t I? Everything goes out the window when Alice Bly appears in the dropdown list. I already knew they were familiar, but this proves somewhat recent correspondence.

Nothing comes up in the thread—no texting history with Mom. At the very least, they’ve never spoken on this machine. Or since he got it. Unless he bought this in the past few weeks, or deleted the messages, they didn’t text the night she died.

Rachel and Harrison are practically neighbors. She lives down the road, a cluster of houses away. She said she didn’t get a good look at him. But if it were Harrison, wouldn’t she have recognized him? Or was the storm too belligerent? Was it too dark?

I delete all traces of the new message and think of what to look up next.

Madison is the next name I try. I almost don’t, knowing the history would have to span back over a year—since she went missing.

Madison Tory comes up immediately. When I click her name, a thread unfolds in front of me. There are countless texts—all businesslike, friendly.

I keep whipping my head back, imagining someone creeping into the room behind me each time I look at the screen. I can hardly read clearly as fear rises.

The final message from Madison is dated September 26, 2023, at 1:17 p.m. It reads:


Hi! Can we meet after work? There’s something I want to talk to you about.



Eerily vague…

Six minutes later, Harrison replied.


Sure—come up to my office when you’re done for the day…



I pull my cell phone out of my pocket and open the Calendar app to see what the date was last Thursday, when the one-year anniversary interview with Michelle aired on The Susan Ritter Show.

It was September 26.

Meaning Harrison Klein was potentially the last person to see Madison Tory before she disappeared on her way home from work.

A low chime slices through the silence and my breath audibly hitches. I look behind me again, but the room is empty. The sound came from the computer, from an incoming text. It comes down in a notification, and surfaces at the top of the conversation list. I exit out of Madison’s text. When I do, this new message replaces it. I don’t mean to look, but when I see who the text is from, I can’t help but stare.

Rory’s father, Emmett Holloway, just sent Harrison a text.


Still on for tonight?



The Christmas party photo told me that, at least back in the ’90s, Emmett and Harrison knew each other. But seeing that they’re presently in touch surprises me somehow. Rory told me he didn’t know who Harrison was, or who lives in the black house on the cliffside.

Admittedly, I don’t know every single friend of Mom’s. But I know most of them. Maybe it’s different with men. Maybe Rory doesn’t insert himself in his dad’s personal life that way. I try desperately to give him the benefit of the doubt for the first time.

My eyes crawl up the thread, desperate for more—anything to give details on tonight. The last texts they exchanged were four days ago, nothing more recent to indicate a new plan.

I read the messages repeatedly in disbelief, even blinking rapidly to ensure my eyes aren’t playing a vicious trick on me… Because on Thursday, September 26, the anniversary of Madison’s disappearance, Harrison texted Emmett:


Now that Alice is dead—I need to figure out what to do with her girls. They’re back in town…



Emmett replied minutes later.


We should talk on the phone about this.

I will call you in 5.



The words echo in my skull over and over.

Figure out what to do with her girls.

My mind is racing, trying to decode the meaning like an answer will miraculously emerge on-screen.

I shakily drag the mouse toward the corner of the screen, ready to put the computer to sleep and get the hell out of here.

Thump.

A car door closes outside, and I shoot out of the chair in a panic.

Harrison’s home.
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Harrison’s house is so quiet that the slam of a car door outside strikes like lightning—even over the rainfall.

This isn’t some bustling suburban street with constant passing cars or chattering neighbors serving as background noise. The house sits at the terminus of a private dead-end road that few have reason to come to.

It’s been nearly twenty minutes since I left Rory parked outside. Twenty minutes he’s been sitting there alone, rain drumming his car, watching for trouble. And not a single text from him. That suddenly feels suspicious. Why hasn’t he checked in? Is he still out there? Did something happen?

I’m sure as hell not going to sit here and find out, I think, jumping out of the desk chair.

The leather squelches beneath me, and I spin it carefully back into place as though erasing evidence of me being here. My muscles vibrate with adrenaline as I step into motion, creeping down the hall.

I can picture it: the front door yawning open mid-sprint, Harrison stepping inside, his keys jingling, catching me gliding past the threshold.

Heart jackhammering, I skim past the front door, darting for the living room, eyes locked on the entryway windows, praying not to see the shape of a figure on the porch. Through the glass, the yard seems vacant, but everything quivers under the relentless rain. It’s hard to tell what’s real.

When I make it back to the window, I finally take my eyes off the front door and look in front of me. It almost happens in slow motion, my eyes flicking ahead to the window, spotting a person’s face, framed perfectly in the glass.

I stop so abruptly it feels like I’ve slammed into an invisible wall—as though standing still will camouflage me. The figure stands motionless on the other side, the rain streaming down their hood, blurring their features.

“What are you doing in there?” the person whispers.

A breath leaves me in a single ragged gust. It’s Rory.

I nearly topple with relief, but continue silently stepping toward the window, closing the distance between us.

I jam my feet into my boots without a word, knowing I have no defense. I grab my bundled raincoat from the floor and pass it through the window, swinging my leg over and out.

Only once I’m outside, boots on wet earth, raincoat snug, the window latched behind me, do I speak. My voice is a frantic whisper as I scan the road.

“Is he home?” I ask, earsplitting rain pattering against everything around us.

“No,” he whispers. “But you were taking a while and I got worried.”

I grab his arm, leading us quickly up the slick front path. We slide back into his car, doors thudding shut in unison, and I drag the seat belt across my chest with shaking hands.

As Rory starts the engine, I can’t stop replaying what I found. What more might’ve been hidden on that computer—emails, search histories. How close I might’ve been to proof, if I’d had even five more minutes.

Still, what I did see confirms what I feared: Harrison Klein has been watching me. He knew Mom. And he could have killed Madison. Maybe. He, at least, was one of the last people to see her alive.

I’m stumped on how I’ll tie any of this together.

I face Rory. “The window was already open, and I wanted to look around. I know I shouldn’t have.”

He gives me a long look, buckling his seat belt and turning on the ignition. “For all you know, he has cameras hidden in the house. Or a wife downstairs in bed.”

“How’d you know he has a downstairs?” I ask, sharper than intended.

He blinks at me. “You can see it from our houses. I’m just assuming.”

I shake my head. “I know it was stupid. But I was in and out. It was no big deal, really.”

It’s a lie, bitter on my tongue. The things I found aren’t something I can hand over lightly. And knowing that Emmett and Harrison are close, I can’t risk this getting back to him through Rory. There’s still a sore, pulsing part of me that wonders if I can trust him fully.

Of course I can, I tell myself.

Rory spins the car into a U-turn and makes the winding trek back to North Lake Blair.

“Well… did you at least find anything in there?”

I pause a moment, deciding what exactly I’m willing to share.

“Not really,” I say finally. “I saw some of his paintings, and that was pretty much it. His view of the lake is nice.”

The words come out with a tail of acid reflux, and I’m nauseous from the cryptic text Harrison sent to Emmett Holloway. Now that Alice is dead—I need to figure out what to do with her girls…

My legs start bouncing again, restless under my palms, with half a mind to drive straight to Amelia’s school once I get home. To pull her from class and take her far, far away from this place.

Rory lets out a scoffing laugh, his knuckles tightening on the wheel as our bodies sway with the curvature of the cliffside road. “So… you’re gonna let this whole thing go?”

“Yes,” I say, too fast. I shift in my seat to face him, staring at his side profile. “We can’t tell anyone, okay? Not your parents, or my sister. I don’t want anyone knowing we came over here.”

“You think I want anyone knowing?” he reassures me.

I exhale and pivot back toward the passenger window, my reflection ghosting over the lake below. The splattering rain skating down the glass, creating a transparent dotted layer over the lake, pulls me into a strange daze.

My breath hitches as Rory turns the wheel sharper than he means to around a bend, and I’m sure we’re going to hydroplane. Go hurtling into the water.

I imagine it. Flinging off the cliff. Roller-coaster belly. Hair springing up toward the roof with gravity’s will. The deep descent would last only seconds—a suspended, soundless terror—before we’d slam against the inflexible waters, like hitting a brick wall. On the way down, I would reach for Rory’s hand, hunting for a final moment of consolation before the big sleep. The impact wouldn’t kill us, but sinking thirty feet below until we were atop the cold, gooey mud on the bottom would. We’d die down there, water filling the car faster than we could escape it as fish curiously swam by. His car would become our coffin.

If ghosts exist, Mom’s would be down there. Her hair splayed lusciously, her body haloed in a soft green glow. Smiling. Beckoning me to join her on the other side. To become a ghost at the bottom of the lake with her. To be by her side for eternity, with the fishes.

She’s so beautiful. And she’s down there, waiting for me.

What happened to you? I beg in my head, the vision taking over. Who did this, Mom? Who took you away?

My voice hardly penetrates through the water, like trying to talk in a dream, but your words don’t form properly.

I miss you so much, I try again. But the sentence unravels into streams of bubbles, gurgles. And her spirit is pulled deeper into the water, out of reach. I stretch my hands out, body restricted by my seat belt. Mom! I sob. Come back! Please!

But she keeps fading away, becoming glassier in appearance until she’s gone completely, stolen from me twice.

And then the idea of nosediving isn’t as pleasant. She may not be down there at all.

A hard curve in the road jolts me back. Rory veers us onto the main road, away from the lake. I blink a single tear down my cheek, my eyes burning. I secretly swipe it away before Rory catches me crying again. I know he wouldn’t mind, but I do.

When we approach our street, he speaks. “I have to go down to the office for a while with my mom, but I can try to get some other work done from your house before I go, if you want. So you’re not alone all afternoon.”

His pity is kind, and sincere. But it makes me feel guilty. Like all I do is soak him in sorrow. Like I’ve become his personal natural disaster, bringing the flood daily.

“Thanks. That’s okay, though,” I say. “It’ll be good for me to put my head down and finish packing.”

The car slinks down Little Mountain Road and rounds the bend up to Mom’s house. My shoulders sag at the sight of it—its memory ruined now.

Before we make it to the top, a flash of red and blue floods our view. A police cruiser is on its way out.

Rory brakes, rolling down his window to speak with them. My first thought is that they know—that someone, somehow, saw me at Harrison’s house, and they’ve come to drag me out by the wrists.

The cruiser slows when it reaches us, then stops and the window lowers, lining up with Rory’s car.

“Ms. Bly?” asks Officer Harding, his face weatherworn but polite. “Just finishing up a property check. Everything looks clear. No disturbances outside, nothing suspicious.”

“That makes me feel a little better,” I manage, pulse easing.

“I’m glad. My shift’s about done, but I’ll let Officer Wright know to do a drive-by around sunset, keep eyes on the place.” He smiles, tipping two fingers off the brim of his cap. “Y’all stay safe.”

Rory nods from behind the wheel, watching as the cruiser glides down the driveway behind us, taillights winking once before vanishing beyond the trees.

When we park at my front door, I stare at his profile again, soft in the muted light of the window. My chest squeezes at how steadfast he’s been today, all weekend. I lean across the center console and press my lips to his.

“Thank you,” I murmur against his mouth.

He smiles, his hand brushing my cheek. “Go on,” he says gently. “I’ll check in with you tonight.”

He watches me exit, approach my door, try my key. I push it open, and a chaotic commercial blares from the living room TV, colliding with the familiar “Front door open” chime from Robot Woman. The lights hum in every room—my pathetic attempt at making the house look occupied apparently worked. Hopefully, my car in the driveway helped scare anyone off—if they’ve even been back since last night. They could be at work right now in Seattle. Say, at Pacific Records.

I throw Rory a thumbs-up through the downpour, thrust the lock in place, and sweep the house, busting each door open with forced confidence. Like the officer said, all clear. When I know I’m alone, I head back to the kitchen. The stove’s clock informs me it’s just after noon. Nearly an hour until lunch with Macy. I make myself useful, knowing that the sooner I finish the house, the sooner I’ll be safely back in Seattle. Taping fresh boxes, I unravel the entire kitchen.
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By the time the last box is taped shut, the kitchen feels hollow in a way I’ve never seen it. The counters are stripped bare, every cupboard emptied, every plate and mug swaddled in paper. Early afternoon light slants through the rain-streaked windows as Bewitched murmurs from the living room TV—cheerful, familiar voices keeping me company while I work. I linger on certain things longer than I mean to: the set of orange ceramic leaf plates she broke out at Thanksgiving, a French bulldog cookie jar for our late dog, Pearl.

The kitchen is a skeleton.

I wipe my palms on my jeans, grab my cell phone off the counter, and punch in Macy’s number. Whatever dirt she has on Harrison feels more important now than ever.

“Macy Easton,” she chimes, like a well-rehearsed line.

“Hey,” I say, nervous. “It’s Imogen. Is this still a good time?”

“Hey,” she whispers. I hear a door click shut. “I’m just getting back to my desk for lunch.”

My questions better be worth it.

“I won’t take up too much of your time,” I promise. “And I know it’s probably hard to talk about. But with my mom’s passing, I’m trying to figure some stuff out about Harrison Klein. Do you know him?”

“No, I never met him. I’ve seen him around town,” she says. “But Madison worked with him.”

“Um,” I start, mentally sorting my words. “Did she ever talk about him, positively or negatively?”

“A couple times. They worked closely together, so she’d mention his name in passing whenever she told me about certain work projects.”

I think back to the forum thread commenter, discussing the potential inappropriate contact by an executive at the label. With the minimal information I have, my question range is limited.

“So, nothing inappropriate was going on there? I’m just trying to gauge if he could be involved,” I say, almost stuttering. “I heard that he was the last person to talk to her before she went missing.”

“There were some sketchy things going on at Madison’s work.” She pauses. “I still have this loyalty to her… She told me stuff in confidence.”

“I understand. I don’t mean to pry.” My face meets my hand, my back sinking in the couch cushion. “With my mom’s death, and a recent break-in, it’s hard not to wonder what happened to her. And if someone here knows more, you know?”

“I get it,” she says, dropping back into a kind tone. “I know she loved her job. But basically… there was a manager of hers who was really… um”—Macy searches for a word—“unprofessional with her. He was the lead in her department—other than Harrison. Since Harrison was sort of, like, her other manager, she knew she could trust him, so she was going to tell him about the exec the day she disappeared. She actually texted me after talking to Harrison, saying that she felt relieved because he was outraged at the other manager’s behavior and was going to help her.” Macy sniffs. “About ten minutes after I got that text, she was last seen on those cameras.”

The executive in question wasn’t Harrison, then. It was someone else. And she was going to Harrison for help so that she could report her abuser and, hopefully, keep her beloved job.

“Aren’t police suspicious of the other guy? If she was going to report him right before she went missing?” I ask.

“Definitely. They interviewed him, but he was on a business trip the week she disappeared. It seems like he had the motive, but police couldn’t find any proof that he had done it, or even hired someone else to do it for him.” She pauses again. “At least, not that they’ve told me. There’s not much to go off of, since there’s no crime scene.” Her voice drops a notch. “Sometimes I wonder if that’s what he wanted all along. To make sure there’d be nothing left to find.”

A cold prickle runs across my scalp.

“Thanks for this,” I say. “I really hope they find her.”

“Don’t tell anyone what I told you. I never even told her family about what she was going through because… like I said, police apparently cleared him. I worried if they knew about him, they’d never let it go. I’m pretty sure I was the only person besides Harrison who knew about it.”

“I won’t say a thing.”

“Be careful, Imogen,” she warns, her tone sharper. “If you’re digging around in this… be careful who sees you doing it.”

Before I can ask what she means, the line clicks dead.

I lower the phone and collapse onto the couch in the fetal position.

Is Harrison the bad guy here?

Or do I have it all wrong?
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I grab my toiletry bag from the bathroom and stuff it with every stray thing of mine. My posters are off the walls, books boxed away. Even Amelia’s things are getting folded into piles and tucked into cardboard. She’ll finish her room when she gets home this afternoon; then we’ll go to sleep, and tomorrow morning, I’ll have the movers load everything up and take it to Seattle.

My last task before Amelia comes home is boxing all Mom’s clothes we’re keeping and folding up her bedding—getting her room finished. After I play Toss or Keep in her bathroom, I collapse on the sheets, her citrus perfume, its orange and sugarcane notes, enveloping me, hugging me. After a moment’s break, I hoist myself back up, shove clothes into boxes, and strip her bed down to the bone. That’s when I notice the jewelry box on her nightstand. The big mirrored one that used to live high on her closet shelf. I lift it, ready to pack it whole. Amelia and I can go through it together later. I’m sure we’ll want everything.

I’m taken off guard by its heft. My wrist flexes awkwardly under its weight. I fall against the bed with it, narrowly missing dropping it on the floor. Sitting on her bare mattress, I bring the box onto my lap as the drawers fall open, exposing a trove of necklaces. The top holds a dainty gold locket, scallop edged. I pop it open with my red thumbnail to find a baby photo of Mom: curly blond tufts, a toothless grin, eyes brimming with mischief. I smile tenderly at it and return it to its drawer for now. The lower drawer holds pieces I don’t recognize. They’re older, heavier, probably my grandmother’s.

Then I reach the bottom drawer.

There’s no jewelry inside, only photographs. A stack of glossy 4x6 prints, dated in the margins 1997, 1998. Me and Amelia as infants. I thumb through them, still smiling, admiring photos I don’t recognize. Most are Amelia and me in the same clothes, different colors. Such a twin thing.

The final photos in the stack are from the day Amelia and I were born.

In a pair of scrubs looking down at Mom in grinning bliss is a man. My mom is holding us, one in each arm, looking high off birth’s euphoria, her blond hair in a palm-tree ponytail. I squint hard at the picture, looking at the man beside her, in scrubs. Even with a surgical cap, I can tell exactly who it is.

Emmett Holloway. My stomach knots. Why was he there, delivering Amelia and me? He’s a business owner, not an ob-gyn.

Maybe he was just there, a friendly face when she had no one else. When my father had already abandoned her. Still, something about it is off.

The identity of my father has been a curiosity I have buried deeper with time. I always worried I’d insult Mom by seeking him out—as if I needed anyone in my life but her. Since he left so callously and nonchalantly, like being the father of loving twin daughters wasn’t motive to stick around, it was evident that we didn’t mean anything to him. And if I fell down the rabbit hole of rabbit holes trying to find him, only to be rejected in the end… that would have been worse than never knowing him at all.

Peering at the photos, I stare at Emmett, full of questions. Today’s events have proven that he knows more than he’s letting on. Innocently approaching him about these photos could be the best way to weasel out other answers—including those regarding the texts he and our neighbor in the black house have been exchanging…

I’ll pop over there quickly—see what I can get out of him. No harm, no foul. It’s the only option I have left.

I tuck the photographs into my pocket, snap the jewelry box closed, and throw on a coat. After locking the front door behind me, I stalk down the driveway, ready to drag it all out of him.
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I descend the staircase two steps at a time outside the colossal two-story brick building that makes up the school. It’s 1:34, the soonest I could exit after the 1:30 bell, which dismisses everyone an hour and a half earlier than Tuesday through Friday. I fumble deep in my purse for my keys, performing piano-like movements with my fingers until brass teeth scrape against my nail bed.

I don’t even notice the rain hitting my cheeks, too focused on getting to my car and driving to Parker Lane’s house.

If the police—or Madison’s family—knew what I knew about Parker, everything would be different. They’d be staked outside his house, silently watching, or publicly parading with pitchforks, demanding answers into Madison’s case. They’d know as well as I do that she didn’t run off and start a new life, but that she was murdered. By this man.

All I need is to see his face. To confirm he’s who I think he is. If I’m right, I’ll call the police and tell them everything. No matter what it does to my family, no matter what it awakens. Which, hopefully, will be Madison’s case.

Traffic in the school parking lot churns sluggishly, a snake of SUVs and minivans. I mostly skirt it thanks to my faraway space, rolling out the exit and down the quiet back streets where puddles spread like slick black mirrors.

I rehearse the approach in my head. Do I park and walk right up to the door? Ring the bell? Ask for him like this is a casual social call? What if he recognizes me? What if I don’t recognize him?

Then again, why would he know who I am, now, today? Our paths barely crossed back then. And I’ve changed. I’ve grown into a woman of almost thirty.

The neighborhood behind the school is quiet, drenched in overcast light and the fresh autumn season. Rows of modest postwar homes crouch under dripping eaves, their yards glazed with rain. I keep one eye on the glowing blue dot on my phone, until it leads me to the corner house.

The yellow home’s manicured lawn borders a walkway, leading up to a snug porch with a rocking chair poised next to a cornflower-blue front door. A pot of marigolds shines beside it. It’s quaint, almost surprisingly so. The kind of place you’d expect to smell like apple pie and old books.

I idle at the curb, staring at the house as though it might disappear if I blink. The front window shows the silhouette of a person, shifting beyond lace curtains. I lean toward my car window, peering hard, but they don’t move closer.

Then the door opens. And as it does, the mailman parks his vehicle behind mine, passing my window with his stuffed satchel of letters and packages, headed for Parker’s front door. There’s an awkward dance between the mailman and someone from the house, exiting right as he tries to drop a package on the porch mat. I stare closer to see a woman, appearing to be in her thirties. Her sleek dark hair is pulled into a taut bun, and she’s balancing a toddler on her hip—their chubby fists knotted in her shirt’s collar.

He hands her a stack of mail as she tries to keep her child from lunging at the envelopes, thanking him with a distracted smile, her voice muffled through the glass of my car.

I scramble out my driver’s door, boots splashing in a deep puddle as I do. But I’m determined to seize this chance. If this woman knows Parker, if he’s really here, this might be my only shot at finding out.

The mailman passes me first, flashing a casual grin as he strides down the walk. The woman on the porch still struggles to juggle her toddler and the stack of mail, clearly mid-departure.

“Excuse me,” I call, somewhat breathless, and she drops the mail. “Sorry—here, let me get those.” I dart forward, scooping the dampened letters from the porch boards.

She sighs, visibly flustered. “Can I help you?”

“I’m looking for an old friend who lives here. His name’s Parker.”

Her eyes narrow. “Sorry, your friend’s not here,” she says, rocking her fussy toddler while she tries to find a specific key on her ring.

“Do you know when he’ll be back?” I press, stepping aside to give her space.

She squints at me again. “There’s no Parker in this house.”

“Parker Lane? Or… maybe Meredith Lane?” I ask, softening my voice.

She pauses, tipping her head back in thought. “Oh—you mean the old owners. They moved months ago. Sold the place to us.” Her toddler drools on her shoulder.

If Parker’s not here, and they really did move… could they have moved back to Blair?

“I know it’s a long shot,” I push gently, “but do you happen to know where they went? I’ve been trying to get ahold of him. He changed numbers, and… I just moved back to Seattle. I’d love to reconnect.”

I look down at my feet and pinch my eyes shut, furious I didn’t plan a better lie. I look like a stalker.

“I never met them. But I’ve got their new address somewhere.” She flips through the stack of mail I handed her. “They never forwarded their mail. We still get their crap all the time.”

She thrusts part of the banded mail bundle toward me. “Here. You can hand-deliver them if you want. I’m tired of playing post office.”

Before I can respond, she pushes her child out toward me like an offering. “Can you hold her a sec while I grab the address?”

“S-sure,” I stammer, stiffening as the squirming weight of her little girl lands in my arms. The baby stares up at me with solemn, oceanic eyes, another plop of drool running down her chin. “Hi,” I say, forcing a smile. “I’m Amelia.”

The little girl blinks.

Her mother returns with an index card, scribbled in blue ink. “Here’s Meredith’s new place. And the rest of their mail.” She deposits the items into my free hand without ceremony.

“I’ll make sure I get these to the Lanes,” I say, exchanging her baby for the stack of mail.

The woman shrugs, proving that she couldn’t care less about who I am and what I have to do with the old owners of her house. She watches as I walk down the steps, then calls after me.

“Tell them to forward their address already.”

I turn and send her a nod, knowing I certainly won’t be doing that.

Trying to keep a casual demeanor, I walk to my car and don’t look at the index card until I’m in the driver’s seat. But when I do… I can’t believe it. The card, supposedly holding the new address of Meredith and Parker Lane, lists a home in Blair, Washington. A home on Little Mountain Road.

The same street as Mom’s.
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Fog creeps across the Holloways’ charming green estate, the exterior walls seeming to drink in the porch lights. Though I can hardly see the porch itself, like the world ends where their front door begins. The windows are lit, proving someone is inside. I don’t see Rory’s car in the driveway, but I hope Mara and Emmett are home.

I cautiously climb the steps, ensuring I don’t slip, or step wrong, the wind battering rain against my back. Wrapping my hood tighter, nose going numb in the cold, I reach out and ring the bell. When the door opens, Emmett stands on the other side in an old flannel, a dishtowel looped in his hand like I caught him doing chores.

“Imogen,” he says cheerfully, moving aside. “Uh. Come in. Rory went down to our office with Mara. But you’re welcome to wait for him.”

The heat hits me as soon as I cross the threshold, sending cozy shivers down my body. The house smells of firewood and lemon oil, warm, clean, homey.

“Actually, I’m not here for Rory.”

He leads me to the kitchen, the dishwasher open, racks pulled. “Oh?” An indiscernible look crosses his face. Guilt? Fear? He grabs a plate, wiping it dry with the towel. “Everything okay?”

I move across the kitchen island, pulling a stool and taking a seat. I’m anxious to bring up his text with Harrison. If I do, I’ll have to explain how I saw it. In his house, after I broke in, would be the only answer. I reach for the photos in my pocket instead.

“I was going through some of my mom’s things,” I say, looking up at him across the counter. “And I found these photos.”

I place the images taken in the delivery room on his counter. Emmett places a freshly dried water glass on the granite, smiling as he looks at them. “Wow. Adorable,” he tuts. “I bet you’re finding a lot of old stuff, huh?”

“I didn’t know you were there that day. In the delivery room, no less.” My tone is polite but firm.

“Yeah,” he laughs, nodding. “That was a hectic day—a beautiful day. Your mom never told you about it?”

“No. So it’s kind of surprising to see you in the pictures. I didn’t even know your friendship went that far back,” I say, lighthearted, adjusting on my stool. “My dad wasn’t there, though?”

He swallows, snatching a pot from the top rack. “I-I don’t know what to say,” he stutters. “This isn’t really my news to give. But… no. He wasn’t there. He left your mom right before you two were born. We all kind of… took space from him after that. And then he disappeared.”

I decide to ask the hard question. The one that makes me sick with nausea. But the one I’m led to ask after seeing the photo of Emmett holding her belly at the Christmas party, and the ones of him helping deliver my sister and me. My lip trembles as I open it to speak. “So… he’s not you?”

His neck snaps back in shock. “Who’s not me?”

“Are you my dad, Emmett?” I ask, hands pressed against the cold counter. It’s a silly, sickening thought—one I don’t even believe. But it’s the only thing I can say that might make him spill. “Did you love her? Is that why you were there that day?”

“What?” It almost comes out as a laugh, but then his whole disposition tightens. “I was there because he left your mom with no one. Your grandparents couldn’t be there. So… Mara and I met Alice at the hospital. Rory was a baby then.” He pinches his nose, thinking. “Mara was in and out, caring for him, supporting your mom. Back and forth. We were the closest people to her. We were neighbors.” He closes the dishwasher and leans against the opposite counter, facing me, arms folded. “Your mom had bought the house the year earlier, I think—right around the time we bought this house. She wanted to have a family. And then she got pregnant with you girls—only a few months after we got pregnant with Rory.”

I sigh, the sound loud in the quiet, open kitchen. “I’m sick of this game,” I say. It comes out gentle, but frustrated, defeated. “I want to know what’s going on. Who is he? Why did he disappear? Where did he go?”

Emmett is visibly uncomfortable again. His face tightens. “I just… I don’t think that’s for me to share. Your mom never wanted him in your lives. Because he didn’t try to be a part of them.”

This much, I knew. But hearing him say it aloud is like being told I was unwanted all over again.

“Is he dead?” I ask. “What happened to him?”

Emmett exhales softly, eyes shooting to the floor. “No, he’s not dead,” he says, running a hand through his hair. “And yes… he knows Alice is gone.”

My cheeks burn with anger, my vision warps. I gather the photographs, shove them back into my pocket, and slide off the stool, its legs screeching against the floor. My eyes prick with tears, hot and humiliated.

“I have to go,” I choke out. “Forget it. I don’t even want to know who he is. This”—my hand flails uselessly as I walk across the room—“this just proves it. He never cared.”

“Imogen, wait.”

“Why?” I say, eyes watering. “You’re not going to tell me anything. I just want to get out of this place. And never come back.”

I don’t blame Emmett. Mom is gone, and he doesn’t want to bear the burden of whatever truth she took with her. But I won’t stand here and be lied to.

“I think…” Emmett starts. “I think he wants to talk to you. He just… he doesn’t know how.”

I turn to him, running fingers across my face, clearing tears. At this point, I feel numb. Like my insides have been scraped out.

He continues. “I’m seeing him tonight,” he admits with defeat, like he’s ashamed. “I’ll tell him he has to come forward.”

Wait…

“You’re seeing him tonight?” I ask slowly, testing. “You’re friends with him? You said he disappeared.”

Emmett’s mouth opens, then closes. His jaw shifts. “I’ve known him for a long time. We all did. Your mom and Harry—”

My heart slams against my ribs. “Harry.” My voice thins to a whisper. I think back to the text I read today. And there’s only one conclusion I can come to. “As in Harrison? Klein?”

The room tilts; the floor feels miles away.

He flinches like he’s been shot, lips pressing together in regret for saying it out loud. He doesn’t speak, but his silence says enough.

I stumble a half step back, like the words physically hit me, too.

The man in the black house.

My father.

The drawings, the weirdness toward me in the tavern, the idea that he’s been lingering around me. However ludicrous, unbelievable… it makes sense now. But I still can’t believe it. I don’t want to.

“You know him?” Emmett looks shocked, then guilty again. “We only started talking again after your mom passed. He moved away for a while after you and your sister were born. He rented out his house—which used to be his parents’. This is where he grew up. So… he eventually came back.”

“And he’s been across the lake?” I ask. “Ever since? He watched me grow up from afar? And he chose not to actually be a part of our lives?”

Emmett lowers his gaze, taking a few steps closer. “He thought it was what your mom wanted after he left. He didn’t know how to fix it.”

“And he didn’t even try to,” I say, turning toward the door.

I think back to Amelia’s story, of Harrison and Mom fighting on his dock. Did they argue over his role as our father? Did he want to come back? Did she push him away?

“Imogen—”

“Thank you, Emmett. Really. But I need to go home,” I say, sniffing. “Tell him whatever you want.”

This past week, his actions, which I’ve considered eerie and foreboding, had a deeper significance. He wasn’t watching me so I could be his next victim, but instead—I imagine—to observe me; his biological creation in his midst for the first time since my teenhood.

And still, he was too chicken to do anything about it.

Suddenly, his text to Emmett makes sense.

I twist the doorknob, push into the gray-washed afternoon, and let the Holloway house disappear into the fog behind me.
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I drop my keys on the entry table, and they clatter against the wood with a hollowness that echoes across the emptied house. My feet drag until they reach the center of the living room. Then they give out entirely and I collapse on the rug.

The tears come before I even register I’m crying again. One after another, they break loose, spilling hot down my face as I press my cheek into the soft, shabby chic rug.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” My voice comes out small, ragged, aimed at no one and everything at once. “Why did you keep this from us?”

It sounds pathetic, hearing myself beg an empty room for answers. But I continue anyway, talking to Mom like her spirit is here.

“Did you think I didn’t deserve a dad? Or that I couldn’t handle the truth?” My voice cracks. “You were all I needed. But I deserved to know.”

I bury my face into my palms and rock, unsure if I’m angry at her, or at myself for not asking sooner.

When I finally push myself upright, I stumble toward the dining room. Wiping my eyes again, ready to persevere, push through the madness, I grab another box and fill it with wine from the dining room’s bar. I meditate in it, tempted to drown myself in each bottle. But I load it all up instead, and finally, I remove two candlesticks from the dining table, placing them at the top of the box. If I don’t keep myself busy until Amelia comes home, until I can tell her everything, I’ll really lose it.

I plop the newly taped box on the dining table and stare at a scatter of pale flecks across the table’s surface—so faint I almost mistake them for dust motes caught in the dim light. There’s more in the center, atop the antique wood, settled deep into the grain like fine sand.

I lean in, dragging my fingertips gently across it, ready to brush them away. But they don’t smear like crumbs. They splinter and crackle beneath my skin.

Paint shavings.

My gaze sharpens. I straighten slowly and follow the trail upward.

Directly above the table, I see it: a square cutout in the ceiling—the attic door. Through the tiny crack where the panel doesn’t sit flat, a sliver of light gleams.

I freeze. I had forgotten we even had an attic. Amelia and I never went up there as kids—Mom said it was just insulation and broken lamps. And yet… here it is. Cracked open.

A flicker of rationality tries to soothe me. Maybe when I wasn’t home yesterday, Amelia and Wes remembered it and hauled down whatever was left. Maybe that light is coming from the little window in the A-frame.

I drag a chair to the table and climb onto the ancient wood, bracing my palms on the hatch door. Dust rains down when I push, but the panel gives way easily, slides over, revealing the gap above.

Cool, stale air breathes down on me.

I lift my head into the opening, shoulders tight, half of me still dangling over the dining room below. I allow my eyes to adjust to the change in light, my hands perched on the attic floor, resting shoulder-length with my elbows in acute angles, ready to hoist me up and inside. Without scanning the room in its entirety yet, with whatever’s behind my head still a mystery, I’m taken aback. The room isn’t empty, nor occupied by boxes of decorations or homework from childhood—the things you’d imagine would be in an attic. Not even broken lamps. Instead, there are items scattered around the floor. Items that shouldn’t be up here.

And as I process what I’m seeing, all I can do is gasp in horror.
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All eastbound traffic lurches to a stop, brake lights glowing through the dark afternoon, men in hi-vis slickers wrestling a fallen tree off the road. A few cars ahead, a traffic controller waves the westbound lane through, a slow procession sliding past as our side waits its turn.

I pick at the frayed threading on my steering wheel, my pulse ticking in sync with the wipers, which are on full speed. My mind searches for logic, for something that will make sense of this. There is no way Parker Lane lives by Mom’s house and she didn’t tell me. There’s no chance. Not after the way she practically pushed them out of Lake Blair two decades ago—after what happened with Imogen. It would take nothing short of lunacy for them to come back. And to Mom’s exact street? Surely they remember where we live. What would possess them?

That’s why it can’t be true.

I try to remember where the Lanes lived back then, but the memory is a foggy, distant thing. I was too young, too removed from them. They’d only just moved to Blair when it happened. But something in my gut tells me they weren’t lakefront. Certainly not on our street.

That’s it. I remember Mom telling me years ago that part of why she invited Meredith and Parker around was because they were “on the outskirts.” Literal outskirts, an outlying neighborhood. She made it her mission, as head of the Blair Community Board, to wrangle outsiders into the circle. How catastrophically bad that ended.

This stalled line of cars, halted just outside Blair, feels like purgatory, holding me hostage while nerves twitch across my limbs. I snatch the stack of mail off the passenger seat and riffle through it again, as though some new revelation might have bloomed in the envelopes since I last looked. Bank statements. Utility bills. All for Meredith or Parker.

At the bottom of the stack sits a small, damp brown-paper package from Amazon. This one is addressed to someone named Cale Wicker.

An audible humph leaves my mouth at the name. It’s not written on the index card, wasn’t mentioned by the woman at the house. I suppose it could be her husband or partner…

I grab my phone from the front seat and open an internet browser, typing the name in.

Cale Wicker, Washington.

The search produces arbitrary links—from local wildfire maps, directories for neighborhoods named Wicker, and, farther down, an online forum thread.

The title of the forum reads, ADVICE: My dad has been missing for a year.

Curious of its contents, I click the link and scan it for relevance.

Hey, internet, the post begins, the date at the top showing it was uploaded three months ago. I wanted to post this in the Missing Persons of Washington thread in case anyone out there can give me advice on what I should do if I believe my father is missing or deceased. His name is Cale Wicker, he’s in his fifties, and I haven’t seen him since I was ten years old. He left our family in 2007, and I didn’t hear from him much after that due to his addiction issues and poor life choices. I was sort of happy to have him out of my life because he wasn’t the model father I wanted. No one in my family has heard from him in over a year, nor do any of us know where he is. As far as I know, he last lived in the Seattle area, but we can’t pinpoint his address or relationships. I’m convinced at this point that he is deceased, but the police won’t help. When we’ve tried to report him missing, they say that he’s an adult, and he’s allowed to disappear or sever familial ties if he chooses. Any advice would be greatly appreciated.

Thoughts skitter through my mind. Would it be insane to comment? To tell this stranger that on the contrary, her father might be alive and either lives or recently lived in the Queen Anne area of Seattle?

Before I can stop myself, my fingers have already torn open the brown-paper package in my lap. The tape rips, and inside, I find a single padlock, with an order slip proving it was delivered mere days ago.

I wish I had gotten the woman’s name—something to help prove she’s a Wicker.

This budding mystery isn’t one I asked for. But I can’t displace my suspicions surrounding the post—this allegedly missing man. It all feels spookily linked.

I glance up as the men in hi-vis finish dragging the severed tree trunk to the shoulder. The traffic controller waves my side forward, and brake lights wink out in a ripple ahead of me.

I set the package aside, pull the index card from my cupholder, and type the address scrawled on it into Maps.

Now that I’m getting close, I’ll need to know exactly which house I’m going to.

As I ease off the brake, a pin drops on the house in question, my stomach knotting at the sight of it.

Not only is this house on Mom’s street.

It’s directly next door.
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I whip in a full 360-degree twist to ensure there’s no one in the attic with me. And only then do I hoist myself up through the floor’s opening and crawl across the unfinished wood to examine the place. The floorboards creak beneath me, and the air tastes of dust and old insulation. I yank the frayed string dangling from the overhead bulb, and it flickers alive with a jaundiced glow, enough to paint the tiny room in a sickly light.

The first thing I see is a crumpled sandwich wrapper. Not just any wrapper, but the same kind of deli sandwich that had been mysteriously sitting in the fridge last week, the day we first arrived. But it’s nothing compared to what I find next. A black mesh bra. My bra. The one that’s been missing.

It’s folded neatly on the floor, almost reverently, and my stomach folds in on itself.

What the hell?

The image of the shadowed figure bolting through the dining room last night pops into my head, and my throat dries. Was this where they were hiding? Right above our heads?

I feel sick, vulnerable. Every instinct in me screams to get out. Instead, I crawl toward the papers scattered across the boards like a dropped deck of cards, corners curled from handling. The attic is otherwise barren—no boxes, no holiday decorations, no forgotten baby clothes. Just these papers, the wrapper, and my bra—like a sick breadcrumb trail.

I pluck out the nearest sheet with quivering hands.

Cascades Health Therapists & Psychiatrists of Seattle

They’re intake forms. For me. Dated back to 2003, when I was seven years old. Looking hard at the paper, I find the questionnaire portion, where it asks what the purpose of my visit is, clearly filled out by Mom. When I read the words, fear slaps me in the face. Memories follow—broken, jagged fragments, detonating behind my eyes like shrapnel.

It’s The Nightmare.

The recurring nightmare that has haunted me since childhood is no longer hazy; it isn’t replaying short clips of something unknown buried in my subconscious, nor is it entirely made up as I’d always imagined. It’s now a full picture—start to end.

In my hands are the missing documents from the manilla folder I found last Thursday in Mom’s file cabinet. The documents that should have been nestled into the file that read IMOGEN INCIDENT—2003. Somehow they’ve made their way up here, reviewed and ingested alongside a turkey sandwich by an unknown intruder. I find the file under one of the papers—the one I added to the KEEP stack after packing up the office. I hadn’t even noticed it was missing among Saturday’s chaos. Is this what they were looking for?

I force myself to read every last page, the entire story my mom unspooled in the forms. Each detail strikes like a lash, memories buried deep—too dark for my developing brain to hold on to.

Now I remember what I did to that boy.

And what Parker Lane did to me first.

A sob wriggles up my throat, but I can’t keep it down. I pull my phone out of my pocket, checking for Amelia’s location. She’s approaching the neighborhood now, nearly home.

Thank God.

I’ve never needed her more. I can’t be here alone.

Tucking my phone away, I collect the papers, crinkling them with violently shaking fingers. My mouth floods with saliva, but I swallow it, trying not to gag. The stack clutched to my chest, I snag my bra but leave the sandwich wrapper exactly where it is—as if it’s radioactive, tainted by whoever crept into Mom’s attic.

Suddenly, I hear a noise from below. I pause, listening for more, but there’s nothing else.

Still, I’m hesitant when I lower myself back onto the dining table, exiting the attic.

And then I hear it again. A sharp, nearby rapping.

Someone’s knocking on the front door.
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Twenty-One Years Earlier

Meredith Lane clutches the bronze knob on her front door as a third, tentative knock lands on the other side. Her mouth pushes into a polished smile, an expression she has been practicing in mirrors ever since their arrival in Lake Blair, before unlatching the dead bolt. The performance is necessary. She needs to sell this fictional happiness, normalcy, to the golden-haired woman who had insisted on welcoming her into the community.

The move from Portland wasn’t difficult in miles—barely three hours north into the wet, cloistered Washington woodlands. But in spirit, it had been grueling. Everything they owned fit neatly into a single moving truck, the weight of their lives condensed to boxes. They wouldn’t have made it here at all if Parker’s father hadn’t left them an impressive sum after his sudden passing, with the craving for a fresh start. The insurance money alone gave Meredith enough to disappear forever.

People whispered that leaving town so soon after her husband’s “tragic” death was suspicious. Meredith didn’t care. That man’s daily legacy had been bruises and contempt, his voice a fist, his presence a prison. He used his body like a machine against her. Physical, emotional, sexual. No torment was off-limits. If anyone wondered whether his death was accidental, as she claimed, well, they were welcome to wonder. They’d never find anything. What mattered most to Meredith, anyway, was Parker. She wanted this place to save him. To make him better. Blair, this tight-knit, insular place, might just do the trick. It has to. If she can wedge them into the right social circles, show the town’s perfect housewives that Parker is ordinary, maybe they can finally outrun the old life. Outrun what he had done. Even if she knows, deep down, that isn’t possible. Because Parker isn’t ordinary.

The door swings open on its slick hinges, and there stands Alice Bly, sunlight incarnate. Her hair gleams like ripe wheat, her smile dazzling and unforced, a bottle of chilled Pinot Gris clasped in her manicured fingers. She must be in her early thirties, Meredith guesses. Must be nearly a decade younger. Yet somehow she has managed two daughters, single motherhood, and a rise to community prominence.

An envious tickle creeps up Meredith’s throat at the sight of her.

Peeking shyly from behind Alice’s legs is her butter-yellow-haired daughter, Imogen, clutching a pie dish swaddled in plastic wrap.

“Hi!” Alice chirps. Looking down with a grin, she adds, “What do you say, baby girl?”

“Welcome to Blair,” Imogen says softly, her small voice shining like the sun. She showcases the pie, sticking it out for Meredith to take.

“Well, thank you, Imogen,” she replies, grabbing the dish.

She hopes she has the child’s name right. They have only met a couple times: at the hectic end-of-summer boat party, and at the community center, when she and Alice took her and Parker on a tour.

“We had an apple-picking day in the yard and used the Galas to make a crisp for you and Parker,” Alice explains, waving the wine. “And this is for us.”

Of course she picked the fucking apples herself, Meredith seethes.

“How thoughtful,” she says instead. Her silver watch reads 4:00. “Just in time for a drink.”

Though, these days, it’s never too early for Meredith to imbibe.

“Come on in, girls,” she adds.

She ushers them inside her modest living room, which smells faintly of a new lavender candle. She only finished arranging the room yesterday—fretting over every frame on the wall, every crease in the throw blanket—anxious to present a version of their lives worth envying. She’s riddled with nerves at the thought of it looking unstylish.

“Where’s little Amelia?” she asks.

“Well, if you’d believe it, she already caught a cold during her first week of second grade.” Alice huffs a laugh. “I have a friend over at the house watching her.”

“Oh, I feel terrible,” Meredith admits, plopping into one of her beige armchairs. “We could have rescheduled.”

“She’s in good hands,” Alice assures her, sitting on the sofa next to Imogen. “It’s only a short drive across the neighborhood anyway if she needs me. Plus, I’m the one who feels terrible. I barely got a chance to speak to you at the boat party.” She looks at her daughter. “But you introduced Parker to all your friends, right, sweetie?”

Imogen nods shyly, hands cupped in her lap.

“Speaking of,” Meredith says, springing up, “let me go see where he’s gotten to.”

She sweeps down the hallway, her heels clacking on newly lacquered floorboards, and returns moments later with her son, both hands on his shoulders. Parker’s dark hair falls like a curtain over his eyes, and he offers what some might generously call a smile when his gaze meets Imogen’s.

“Hi, Imogen,” he murmurs.

“Hi, Parker. Want to go play?”

Without another word, the two children slip away together, their footfalls vanishing down the hall.

“He’s… having a hard time adjusting,” Meredith says when she and Alice are alone. She sits carefully, smoothing invisible wrinkles from her pants. “Ever since his dad passed, he’s quieter. More withdrawn.”

This, Meredith knows, is only part of the truth. Parker has been quiet and withdrawn since the day he was born. He didn’t even cry when he exited her birth canal.

“Can I ask what happened to him?” Alice gently ventures. “Your husband.”

Meredith releases a sheepish chuckle. “I think we’ll need some wine for that story.”

She disappears into the adjoining kitchen and returns swiftly, bottle of Pinot Gris in hand, glasses dangling by their stems. The cork squeaks as it leaves the neck, and the wine flows in a pale ribbon. They clink their glasses softly as Meredith sinks back into her seat.

“It was just over six months ago now. Late February.” She takes a slow sip, buying herself a little courage. “I was the one who found him.”

“Oh my god,” Alice whispers. “What happened?”

“He overdosed on pills. Right at the desk in his home office,” she explains quietly, taking a substantial sip, though she knows he didn’t overdose himself. “He was an anesthesiologist, which he found very stressful. It affected how he treated everyone, how he looked at the world. There was an incident with a patient shortly before he passed, which I believe is why he… took his life. Michael suffered from many addictions—mostly alcohol. But I had no idea he had been injecting himself with stolen Demerol from the hospital,” she adds, realizing too late that she’s said too much. Meredith continues anyway. “He was chasing this euphoric rush it gave him, I later learned. But he went into the OR high one morning, on Demerol.”

She’s never told anyone this story before, only the ending. That Michael had taken his life. The little lie she had to concoct. Though the rest was true. Some in the community knew what happened in the hospital that night, and she’s sure it continued to spill around after they left. But she doesn’t care anymore. Portland is behind her.

Alice’s lips part, but no words come out.

“He messed up a blood transfusion, and they couldn’t save the patient. He completely… changed after that. If we thought he was bad before, he really turned into a monster after he killed that young man.”

Alice’s eyes close in sympathy. She sighs. She feels bad for Meredith—pities her.

She straightens, clicking her tongue. “Anyway. We needed a change after that. A lot of people were upset—naturally. I didn’t want anyone taking that out on Parker. I thought getting out of the city would be a nice change, and that’s how I found Blair.”

“Well, you couldn’t have picked a better place to start over,” Alice offers. “And for what it’s worth, I’m so sorry for everything you’ve been through. I know Imogen will integrate Parker into the class and make sure he has a supportive new group. Moving can be so hard on our kids, but I think you made the best choice.”

Meredith dips her head in agreement. “And yours?” she asks. “Your husband.”

“Oh, I was never married. The girls’ dad—his name is Harry—left us before they were born. Imogen asks about him sometimes. I guess I still haven’t figured out what to tell her.” Her face shifts into something forlorn. The glass’s narrow stem spins between her fingers. “He was a great guy. But he thought he needed to give too much up to be a good father, that he had to change his lifestyle. He was ready at first, when we found out. But after my second trimester… he changed his mind.”

“Is that why you never married?” Meredith asks, taking a sip.

Alice nods. “There hasn’t been anyone else. I met Harry here at the lake—after I bought my house. We were so excited when I found out I was pregnant. We were in this fairy-tale romance. We talked about getting married.” She swallows. “But then he left town. Didn’t sell his house—still hasn’t. At least he’s not living there now, across the lake. But who knows? Either way, I’m not going anywhere. I won’t let him have that much power over us.”

Meredith’s eyes perk, genuinely impressed. “You seem like a capable and loving parent all on your own. I mean, jeez. I thought I had it hard having to take care of Parker by myself. But you’ve overcome a lot, it seems.”

“Hey, we both have.” Alice and Meredith clink glasses with small smiles. “To single moms.” They each take a sip.

“Have you thought about getting back out there?”

Alice thinks on it. “Whenever the girls have a milestone moment, I do miss him. I loved him. But damn him for leaving us like that. We don’t need someone like that in our lives.” She takes a significant swig. “Sometimes I check in with him because a part of me hopes he’ll come back. Maybe he’ll realize that he’s made a grave mistake by leaving the girls behind.” She shakes her head. “But I couldn’t take him back. Hopefully, someday there will be someone else. I’m certainly not looking. I’m too headstrong—too independent to truly care. The girls are my focus.” She sniffs. “I’m sure dating hasn’t crossed your mind yet? With everything that’s gone on this year.”

“Parker’s the only man I need,” Meredith says, her eyes glazed and distant. A pit forms in her stomach as the words slither out, hoping he’ll grow into someone easy. Even normal.

Sometimes she hates him. But she knows she’d kill for him.

Coming out of her trance, she focuses back on Alice. “I can’t believe your ex still owns a house here. What if he never leaves? What will you tell the girls?”

Alice blows air from her lips. “Then so be it. If he doesn’t want to know them, it’s not my call to tell them that their father owns a home right in front of their faces. I think it’s weird—for sure. So weird. I just hope he doesn’t move back, ’cause I want the girls to grow up in a place they know and love. And that’s Lake Blair. It’s too good a community to waste on him.”

A clashing sound escapes from down the hallway. Both women freeze, snapping toward the noise. Then comes the sharper shatter of glass. A squeaking groan follows. A noise of pain.

Then Imogen starts screaming. “Mom!”

Meredith and Alice lock eyes in alarm. Meredith’s heart sinks, praying Parker hasn’t done something regrettable… again.

“Imogen?” Alice screams, running down the hallway in front of Meredith.

A thin water glass is scattered across the hardwood floor of Parker’s bedroom. He’s perched against the wall, his mop of black hair pushed off his forehead, his left cheek gashed open and dripping crimson off his chin.

“Imogen hurt me!” he cries, pointing at her.

A few feet away, Imogen crouches on the floor, knees tucked to her chest. One small hand clutches her throat as she coughs soundlessly, saying nothing. She just rocks in place, wide eyes locking on her mother’s—pleading silently. Meredith sees it in her expression: I promise there’s more to the story.

And Meredith knows it, too.

But the suggested thoughts of Imogen don’t come out of her mouth. They remain solely within her eyes. Her face is a pale shade of blue as she holds her arms close to her chest in protection.

Meredith’s gaze switches between them before crashing to her knees in front of her son. A small, triangular piece of glass sits within his supple skin. “Don’t touch it! Come with me.”

She gently drags him to the adjoining bathroom, propping him on the closed toilet seat and fussing for the first aid kit under the faucet, her mind sprinting in every direction.

She looks back at Parker, who is expressionless.

Even now, with blood slicking his cheek, he is disturbingly void of emotion. Meredith isn’t even surprised.

When she sat him down on his bed some six months ago, telling him his father was dead—not wanting to sugarcoat it with a lie that he moved to Timbuktu, or that he was simply on an exceptionally long work trip—a smile had crossed Parker’s lips, as though she were delivering positive news. And maybe, in a way, she was. The devil in their home couldn’t hurt them any longer.

“It worked,” Parker had calmly said to her.

At first, she wondered if she misheard him. Your father is dead. He’s not coming back, she had said. How could he mistake that?

“What worked?” Meredith had asked her seven-year-old, confused.

“I hoped he wouldn’t think his coffee tasted too funny.” His smile grew. “It worked. He drank it.”

Before she could respond, his tiny arms wrapped around the back of her neck in a hug. And all she could do was hold him.

In this moment now, the same chill fills her.

“What happened?” she whispers, quiet enough so Alice and Imogen can’t hear her from the adjoining room.

Parker shrugs. Moments ago, he proclaimed that Imogen had hurt him. Now an oath of silence washes excuses away.

“Tell me,” Meredith demands under her breath, attempting to pry the little piece of glass from his cheek with tweezers. She internally forces her hand to steady—relax relax relax—removing the glass with one sturdy pluck. She studies the wound to ensure no glass remains, then presses a wet washcloth against his face, cleaning the oozing blood. From her kneeling stance in front of him, their eyes meet. She wills his near-black pupils to explain what they’ve seen.

“Parker,” she tries, her eyes welling with worry. They soften in defeat.

At first, he looks back, blinking. Then, flatly: “She didn’t want to play with me the way I wanted to play with her.”

Meredith feels his jaw clench under the cloth.

“And how was that?” Meredith swallows. She dabs his wound, using her other hand to fish for isopropyl alcohol in the medicine box. But suddenly, her attention is thrust back to Parker.

“The way Daddy played with you.”

Parker’s tiny hand snaps to her throat, squeezing hard against her windpipe in terrifying familiarity. His other hand begins to travel down atop her breast, but Meredith shoves him off—bewildered. Her brunette bob shakes across her face as the memory of Michael’s final assault on her jumps off the walls of her mind. The disgusting things he said as he violated her on his desk. The way he brought her near death with his hands. He got off on her terror. And Parker must have watched it happen.

“Don’t you ever do that again,” Meredith whispers, a stark harshness in her tone. She’s choking back tears. “It is not okay to do that to anyone. That is not how we play, and that is not how we show love.”

Parker stares into his mother’s wet eyes without saying another word, his expression even flatter than before—clearly upset with the demand. His stare intensifies. It’s fixed—almost lethal.

Meredith’s heart thumps a little harder. She can almost hear it in her ears, replacing the piercing silence around her.

Her fears surface for the first time, drying her lips in an instant as Parker continues to stare. Meredith stares back and finally realizes… she’s afraid of her son. So she better do exactly what he says.
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IMOGEN

The sensation of Parker’s grasp viciously closes in on me. My throat instinctively cinches as though his hands are there now, and a cough erupts from my chest as I climb off the dining room table. I clutch at my neck, my stomach lurching so hard I nearly vomit from the shock of it all returning. I feel… invaded. Like something foreign and wrong was forced into the fabric of me and left to rot. The memory carries heavy shame, though I know I was only a child.

It makes my skin crawl to think his touch is part of my history—like my body kept it, even when my mind refused to. I almost want to scrub myself raw. To peel back the years and find the place where he laid that first stain and rip it out. But I can’t.

I force it back. Down, down, down. But it keeps scratching its way back up, frame by frame, unstoppable. It’s like watching something unfold in a horror film. Like I’m seeing it happen to someone else—a different little girl. And all I can do is cry for her.

This was never a dream, never a nightmare I created, but something I built walls around as a psychological defense mechanism.

The papers prove it. The intake forms, my name scrawled in Mom’s handwriting. She tried to save me before it could harden into something permanent. I didn’t even make it past that first appointment. I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t remember enough to explain. And after that, we never spoke of it again.

Mom must have hoped I would come to her when I was ready.

As for Parker Lane, I never saw him again. He simply disappeared, dissolved into nothing like mist. I don’t know what Mom did about him. If she went to the police. If she begged his mother to send him away. The papers don’t say. They stop here, at the worst part.

I don’t even realize that my back is against the dining room wall, my body sinking to the floor—my vision taken over by the darkest reminiscence.

I’m pulled from it all when I hear it again.

Knock, knock, knock.
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AMELIA

My knuckles rap on the door of 749 Little Mountain Road. I take a few steps back, just far enough to glimpse the slope of Mom’s house peeking above the tree line at the end of the cul-de-sac. The sight sends a cold ribbon up my spine. The fact that Parker Lane could have been this close to us for the past five days makes my stomach twist, and when I imagine him that close to Mom, a shiver slides up my body.

He can’t be here, my mind insists. There’s no chance.

But the certainty wavered when I read the unassuming painted sign fixed above the mailbox: THE WICKERS. Just like the name on the Amazon package. Cale Wicker.

The only explanation I can make fit is that Cale must live here now—with Parker and Meredith. Perhaps he’s Meredith’s partner.

Or… this isn’t Parker and Meredith’s address at all, but rather Cale’s. And they split off after the move.

There are too many options for comfort.

I turn toward the rose-choked yard, standing on another charming porch—this one brick, a bit blasé. No marigolds, no rocking chair. Not the place anyone could enjoy morning coffee.

I wait, my fingers searching for my phone to text Imogen that I’ll be right home. But my pockets are empty. I freeze, picturing my phone on the passenger seat of my car, where I dropped it after putting the Lanes’ address into Maps.

Perfect…

My foot taps as my patience grows thin, bringing my hand up for another knock. There’s a light switched on in the house, just visible through the ornate beveled glass pane in the front door. Someone must be home.

Knock, knock, knock. Faster this time.

I consider turning around for my phone—maybe giving up altogether. I’ve knocked three different times now. Maybe no one’s home.

I’ll try the doorbell once, then I’ll go.

A reverberating ding-dong echoes inside.

I peer through the glass, my breath fogging against its surface. I can’t see any details, only light. But that light is suddenly obstructed as a soft blur drifts across it.

Someone’s coming.

The door creaks open, revealing a woman, her brunette bob threaded with gray. Her expression is combative, alert. There’s a nervousness that doesn’t last, replaced quickly by a stiff, unnatural smile. Like a mannequin.

“Hi,” I try, my voice pitching falsely bright. “I just moved up the street and I’m making my way around the cul-de-sac to introduce myself.” I thrust out my hand like a peace offering. “I’m Amber.”

The excuse and alias slipped off my tongue, unrehearsed.

She hesitates, glaring at my hand as if it’s a trap. Then, lightly, her frigid, thin fingers meet mine.

“M-my name is Pamela,” she stutters, her smile widening in such a way that I wouldn’t be surprised if it cracked her skin like porcelain.

A current of relief nudges me. Perhaps Parker and Meredith don’t live here after all. But the Wickers do—a new family. When the Turners lived here, this house barely had two bedrooms. Behind Pamela, I see the same honeyed 1960s wood paneling, the same low ceilings. As though no renovations have been done. Surely four adults couldn’t be crammed in here: Cale, Pamela, Parker, Meredith. The thought should reassure me… but it doesn’t. Because if this isn’t their home, then how did the index card lead me here? How does Cale Wicker tie both this house and the Seattle one together? The relief drains out as quickly as it came, leaving the itch of suspicion worming back in.

“Nice to meet you, Pamela. Do you live alone?”

She looks beside her, as though someone is standing just out of sight. But I don’t hear anyone.

“How rude of me,” she says. “Would you like to come in? I’m always happy to get to know a new neighbor. Y-you can tell me about what brought you to the area.”

A pricking sensation rises on the back of my neck. Something isn’t right about this woman. And as I have no intention of sitting in her living room and conjuring up more lies, I decline her invitation.

“I’d love that,” I lie, “but I’m just making my rounds quickly before work. Let’s raincheck?” I begin to turn.

“Wait!” Pamela blurts. “H-how will we have that raincheck if I don’t have your phone number? Or know which house you live in?”

Pamela’s mouth has dropped into an anxious cradle again. Like a marionette whose strings have been cut.

My brain howls: Run. Forget the pleasantries. Go home to Imogen.

But my lips betray me, forming words I don’t even mean.

“Well. I’m only two doors down on the other side,” I lie. “You can stop by—”

Before I can finish my sentence, I’m interrupted by a male voice suddenly coming from somewhere close inside the house.

“Fuck this,” he snaps.

Before I know what’s happening, a tall man appears beside Pamela. In an instant, his fingers hook around my wrists, hauling me into the house before I can scream. My feet skid on the rug as the door slams behind me like a gunshot.

Pamela flips the dead bolt. The back of my head hits the floor as I’m flung downward, hard. The man pins me, leaving my body defenseless. I cry out, attempting to cushion my skull, but I can’t move my arms.

“You can’t do anything right, Mother!” he roars at Pamela, his reddening face hanging over me.

Cartoon stars swarm my periphery as he grips my jaw between thumb and forefinger, forcing my gaze to lock on his.

“Hello, Amelia.” The sudden softness in his tone is worse than the anger. It’s gentle, almost nurturing in a way that’s insincere.

My breathing quickens to a full panic. My vision clears in shaky bursts, and I see him properly. Late twenties, black hair plastered damp to a pale forehead, a faint scar dragging across his cheekbone.

“Why did you give us a fake name, ‘Amber’?” he asks, amused. “We know who you are.” His fingers pat my cheek in a mock caress. “Then again, I suppose we’ve been doing the same thing. Haven’t we, ‘Pamela’?” He throws the name over his shoulder, sneering.

My eyes dart to her, praying she’ll intervene, but she only cowers frozen behind him, arms wrapped around herself.

I try pushing up on my elbows, and he presses my head back against the floor with the flat of his palm. The sound of his tongue clucking, taunting me, makes my stomach flip.

He beams down at me, voice bright and casual. “I don’t think we had the official pleasure of meeting… way back when.” He pauses, smiles again. “I’m Parker Lane.”
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IMOGEN

I pad on my tiptoes to the door as the incessant knocking continues.

The rain batters the roof, branches cracking against the windows from the wind’s fury. Whoever is outside is manning a storm to be here. My thumping heart tells me to ignore them, wait for them to leave, then jump in the car and speed off.

The knocking becomes louder, more determined.

I can’t see who it is without going outside, as the porch view is obstructed.

It might be the police…

Screw it.

I twist the lock out of place, grab the handle, and yank it open.

Standing on the porch… is Harrison, soaked through. His coat hangs off his frame, wet, water sliding off his lashes as he looks at me.

My first reflex is fear. Hours ago, I broke into his house. I trespassed, snooped, rifled through his private life like a burglar.

But a confusing wave of repose washes over me as I remember who he really is. Not a creeping neighbor, not a killer.

My father.

Before either of us says a word, I lose myself in a newfound sea of tears.

“What are you doing here?” I shout over the crashing weather.

The patio awning offers a pathetic respite from the rain, as droplets still find a way of reaching his body, pelting his long black coat.

I don’t ask him in, not yet.

“Do you know who I am?” he calmly shouts.

My chest heaves like I’ve just run a marathon. My tears warm my cheeks in the biting cold.

“Emmett called me,” he continues. “He told me you know. I… I drove straight here from my office.”

How noble. A man who only acts when his truth is exposed. When he’s cornered.

I roll my eyes, blink the tears away, hugging my chest as wind rolls into the door like it’s a tunnel.

Harrison seems lost for words. His mouth opens and closes repeatedly as he squints, looking around as though the answer is written in the air somewhere. “I’ve driven here four times this past week. Each time, I haven’t made it far enough to knock.”

I let him squirm, let him continue searching for the right words—the words he should have uttered a lifetime ago.

He presses on. “I haven’t been able to bring myself to talk to you. Even though all I’ve wanted to do—for years—is talk to you. And your sister.” His voice is shaking, teeth chattering. “My name is Harrison… I’m your dad.”

My weeping has steadied, turning into a left eye twitch and a mouth quiver. “Come in.”

I close the door behind him, in disbelief that he’s shown up like this. I face him in the entryway, uninterested in settling in with him.

“My mother died three weeks ago,” I say angrily, crossing my arms. “I had to find out who you were by accident, while boxing up her life.” My voice cracks. “You’ve lived right there”—I stab a finger at the window, at the vague silhouette of his black house through the haze—“for decades. You knew us. You knew her. Yet you didn’t try to be a real partner. A real man. A real dad.”

He stands there, shame crossing him like it did Emmett.

“And yet,” I continue. “You were close to Madison Tory. Right? Some girl barely older than us. You could give her your attention, your guidance. But you couldn’t give it to your actual daughters?”

He presses his lips together, drenched hair dripping on his collar. “Your mother didn’t want me in your lives. And I…” His voice falters, ignoring my point. “I was afraid. I was selfish, and I was terrified I’d ruin you. I didn’t know how to be a father. I didn’t know if I wanted to be one.”

I laugh. A sharp, disbelieving sound. “Maybe you should have thought about that before getting with my mother. Just like you should have thought about moving. Because how did you think that carrying on with your life—right in front of us—was better than trying?”

I may know his name, his place of employment, his home address, but I do not know this man. Sharing his DNA doesn’t make him my family. It doesn’t create an automatic bond, like he may wish.

“I left because I was… an idiot. I thought I’d come back when I was ready. I was young—I didn’t know what I was doing. I was worried it was going to affect my life and freedom and career. But by the time I looked up… you weren’t little girls anymore.” His voice lowers, broken. “Then it felt too late.”

My eyes widen, shocked he said any of that aloud.

“That came out wrong,” he defends. “I… felt this unbearable pressure and I didn’t know what to do with it. So I left. I can’t take it back… but I’m open to changing that now.”

I scoff. “You’re open to it?”

“I’m saying all the wrong things.” He shakes his head, somewhat sincerely. “But I want to fix this. I do.”

He speaks like his motive is supposed to resonate somewhere deep in the hollow space where my mother’s love used to be. But all I hear is a voice I never knew, offering nothing I need. The truth hits me hard: I don’t need him. I don’t need a father to fill the chasm my mother left behind. Her absence is mine to carry, not to refill with a relationship with the person who was never there in the first place. Yet… for a split second, the words tempt me. Not because they’re good enough, but because they’re hitting a soft spot that still aches like a child.

I’m being forced to choose between living the rest of my life parentless or inviting a stranger to call himself my father. A stranger who had the luxury of choosing distance, while Mom had no option but to stay and love us.

I can’t reward abandonment because he’s suddenly decided to regret it.

Albeit, halfheartedly.

“For all these years, I’ve wondered who you were.” I sniff, watching water drip off his pant leg, onto the floor. “And I will admit, I thought knowing who you were would help take away some of the pain of losing her.”

“I’m not trying to replace Alice,” Harrison says quickly. “But I’m here, if you’ll have me.”

Now that Alice is dead—I need to figure out what to do with her girls. They’re back in town, he’d texted Emmett.

So unceremonious. So… burdened. Like we were just a conquest of his conscience.

“I don’t need someone to step in and fix everything. You had years to do this. I can’t just put a Band-Aid over it because you’re asking me to. Or hoping I will.” I let out a deep breath. “I appreciate you coming over here. But it’s just not a good time. My sister deserves to be here for this if she wants to be. Right now… we are grieving an unimaginable loss.”

He nods in defeat, his voice calm. “For what it’s worth, I truly am sorry. For everything.”

I run my knuckles against the droplets on my chin. “I’ll think about it.”

My voice is small, almost lost. But it is final.

I open the front door, rain snarling against the porch as Harrison steps back into the storm. He gives me one last fleeting smile—thin, sorrowful. Then he’s gone, swallowed by the gloom as his car door thuds shut and the gravel crunches under his tires.

I was hoping Amelia would materialize while he was still here. But I don’t see her car. I check her location again as he disappears down the drive, her bubble glowing one house away, unmoving. She’s probably driving past Harrison right now, wondering what the hell he was doing at our house.

I putter around, checking my progress, pulling a jacket on when five minutes pass. Each moment brings the expectation of Amelia walking through the door. I check my phone again, wondering if she turned around. But the expanding green glow around her contact photo proves that the displayed location is live—and it’s in the same place it was the last time I checked.

I bundle my jacket close to my chest and open the front door, choosing not to lock it. She should be right outside.

I jog down the driveway to find her.
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Parker is waiting for a response, but the cartoon stars keep circling my head as I drop against the floor in anguish. The hit only makes the pain bloom wider.

His voice muffles, like I’m falling down a rabbit hole. Two hands clamp around my ankles. My body jerks, and suddenly I’m sliding across the floor, hair splaying behind me in a copper-colored trail.

Where are you taking me? I try to say. It comes out in my head, echoing and dancing around my thoughts, accompanied only by the rasping of my clothes dragging across the floor.

Arms hook beneath my body, and I’m lifted onto a shoulder with effortless strength. My head dangles over his back, the world tilting upside down. His forearm locks across the back of my thighs with disturbing ease, and despite the pounding behind my eyes, I know it must be Parker.

Through the static in my ears, I hear their conversation. But I can’t be sure if it’s real, or if I’m imagining it.

“What was the point of taking Cale’s name if you’re not going to use it?” the woman—Meredith, surely—asks in a brittle whisper.

“Like Amelia’s going to tell anyone,” he scoffs, his words buzzing against my side. “She’ll never get the chance.”

Her shoes clack behind us as Parker carries me deeper into the house. She’s following like his minion. Or his puppy. My half-lidded eyes flutter open as the floor beneath us changes—hardwood, carpet, hardwood—like a warped funhouse ride. I try to place where we are in the house, as if childhood memory could save me. But it’s been ages since Imogen and I would make jam with Mrs. Turner, when they owned this house. It’s useless to even try to remember.

What are you going to do to me? my mind asks.

My lips don’t work.

Parker stops abruptly. A key ring jingles as he fishes in his pocket, bicep flexing against my ribs.

“Ugh,” he groans, shaking the keys. “I keep forgetting.”

“You can’t keep two girls here, my love,” Meredith nervously giggles. She’s trying to lay down house rules but is clearly scared to upset him.

Two?

My head nearly clips a wall when Parker spins on his heel to face her, and I brace for the impact, but it never comes. I’m too limp to flinch anyway. Even imagining fighting back makes the pain in my skull radiate.

“I can do whatever I want,” Parker says, voice slick with dominance, even amusement. “Because you know you’re one call away from prison… after what you did to your pathetic, drunk boyfriend.”

He is darkly conniving. If I could comfortably roll my eyes, I would.

“You helped me kill Cale,” Meredith blurts, voice wobbling. “You showed me what to do with the pills. From your… experience.”

Parker laughs low in his throat, unthreatened. “You still gave them to him. Because you didn’t want to leave him, did you? You wanted him to die.”

A tear spills down my temple, fuzzing my vision again as I stare at Parker’s back. I feel like a rag doll, boneless, floating above my own body.

“I was trying to protect you,” she says. “After he found out what you did to Madison—”

“Don’t,” Parker demands, cutting her off. “Don’t you blame me for your stupidity.” He growls under his breath, turning around. “Now help me with this damned door before she wakes up. I can’t have Amelia crawling back to Imogen and blowing up my plan.”

I hear Meredith fumble with a latch, Parker’s keys returning to his pocket.

“Didn’t you order a new padlock for this door?” she asks, gentle now.

“I did. It never showed up,” he says. “I’ll pick one up myself—since you’re too useless to do it.”

“You told me to stay hidden. I don’t have a new identity like you do, Cale.” The false name trembles on her tongue.

Parker exhales through his nose. “I make the money. I run the errands. I keep this place from collapsing. You? You’d be nothing without me.”

“And who rented us this house?” Meredith quips back. “Me. My money. So, please. Show me some respect.”

“Your money was Dad’s money. And it’s running out. So I’ll keep going to work while you rot in this house,” he says angrily, Meredith still fiddling with the door.

A metal hinge groans. A door swings open behind my back.

“Before I forget,” Parker says, maybe to himself. Then his left hand slithers into my pocket.

It’s not hurried, his fingers pushing into the cotton lining of my corduroy pants, lagging along the curve of my hip. Goosebumps rise on my skin, and I’m sickened despite the barrier of fabric. He hums quietly through his teeth, seemingly at my lack of fight.

His mouth clicks in satisfaction when he finds my car keys.

“She won’t be needing these anymore,” he whispers, letting his fingers graze my thigh as he pulls away. “Move her car off the street tonight.”

My ribs slam with each step Parker takes down a cement staircase, his shoulder bouncing into my gut with each drop. I count eight punches, eight steps. There is a clear shift in ambiance as we enter a basement, the air damp and stuffy. There’s a chill. The energy shift is bizarre. The lighting is dim, but I can’t yet see the source, still dizzily staring at the dirty cement ground. Then, carpet.

Parker puts me down, propping my back against a cold wall. My eyes remain locked shut, afraid of what he’ll do if he knows I’m conscious.

Footsteps fade up the staircase, the door hitches closed, and I open my eyes and grab my head, rubbing the sore spot as if it’ll help.

Scanning the room, I see something. Another person.

My right hand flies to my mouth, muffling the scream that scurries out of my throat. I forget about my throbbing head altogether when I identify the person lying in the cellar.

She’s perfectly still, draped across an olive-green velvet sofa like a discarded doll.

Her brown hair has been brushed smooth, and she’s dressed in an elegant pair of pajamas, the kind you’d wear to feel lovely, not to be left to decay in a basement. One long strand of hair falls across her face. Even so, I know exactly who she is.

I watch her movements, unsure if she’s dead or alive.

But one thing I am confident in…

The girl on the couch is Madison Tory.
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MADISON

One Year Earlier

Madison strolls out of the sixth-floor elevator as the doors slide open, a nervousness in her gait. As though her thoughts are wrapped in the fibers of her outfit, she flattens the edge of her tucked-in turtleneck and brushes the thighs of her high-waisted pants as she approaches her boss’s office door.

“Knock, knock,” she calls lightly, pushing open the cracked door.

“Hey!” Harrison beams, looking up from his computer. “Come on in.”

The office is muted, lit only by the large window on the west wall, the sun covered mostly by pebble-toned clouds. The fall season is taking its time to settle, only four days into its arrival, as the trees scattering the city remain a rich green. The top half of the Seattle Great Wheel, down on the pier, slices through the gray horizon, its slow rotation a ghost of summertime.

Madison lowers into the chair across from her boss’s desk, her shoulders stiff with the weight of what she’s about to say. Her entire day has been a smudge of email chains and talent scouting on the internet. But this… this has been poking at her since she texted Harrison hours ago.

“I’ll make this as quick as I can,” she begins. “I know you’re busy. And, to be honest… it’s an uncomfortable situation for me.”

“Shoot,” Harrison says, casual but attentive, a pen spinning idly between his fingers. “You can tell me anything.”

“I know. That’s why I wanted to talk to you…” She trails off, his face hardening in concern. “For the past couple months”—she swallows, picking dead skin from her thumbnail—“Peter has been… unprofessional with me. He’s always been friendly and, frankly, flirtatious—which I’ve never reciprocated. But he’s become much more physical lately.”

Harrison straightens. “What?” The word drips with disgust.

She turns her head, watching the glimmer of that Ferris wheel beyond the window. Suddenly, she’s back there, in Peter’s office. The last time it happened.

It was last Friday night, a couple hours after everyone else had left for the weekend. Madison was staying late, adding final touches to the week’s artist-scouting reports—scrubbing through demos, cross-checking streaming analytics, updating the shared roster with the handful of new acts she’d spent days tracking down. Normally, she loved the quiet of research, the way her headphones could make the world disappear. But that night, she rushed through the work with frantic precision, knowing Peter was waiting for her in his office on the floor above.

He’d given her a special project: pitch decks, press kits, invites for an upcoming artist showcase—the first big one she’d been trusted to coordinate almost entirely on her own. Peter had been hovering all week, breathing down her neck about curating fresh stars who would impress.

When she finished, she took the elevator up, hoping Harrison would be at his desk next door. He wasn’t. No one else was on the entire floor—that she could see. Peter’s office was dark except for the lemony glow of his desk lamp and the neon haze of the city through the wall of glass. Music hummed softly from his turntable, something slow, bass heavy.

Peter always carried himself like someone the whole world deferred to—statuesque, with those tailored shirts that hinted at an old-money upbringing. A posh British accent that turned insults charming. When she’d first started, she caught herself wanting to impress him, like everyone did. He made you feel seen, like your work mattered. Like you mattered.

“There’s my girl,” he’d said when she walked in, getting up and locking the door with a casual flick of his wrist. Like she wouldn’t notice. “Couldn’t do this showcase without you.”

She followed him to his desk, a crystal tumbler in his hand. “You work too hard, Mads. Sit. Relax.” He gestured to the leather couch in the corner, the one where visiting artists lounged.

He snatched the report from her grasp, setting it down atop his keyboard without a glance.

“Actually, I should really get going. It’s late,” she protested. “Thanks for the invite, though.”

He grabbed her hand, hard at first, then lax. “You’ve got it, you know,” he said. “That spark no one can teach.”

Her heart thudded. She tried to shift away, but his arm came up behind her, boxing her in.

“I could fast-track you.” He smiled, blond hair flopping in his eyes. He was loose with drink. Too loose.

The smell of whiskey and expensive cologne clung to him, and his mouth lingered near her neck. His palm trailed slowly down her arm, and then, without pause, bent around her waist, pulling her into him.

“Peter, no—” she tried.

“Don’t pretend like you don’t like being noticed,” he whispered, lips almost at her ear.

His hand slid lower, cupping her, pressing possessively. Her body locked. The world narrowed to the hot pressure of his palm, the rising rush of shame in her ears.

“What did he do?” Harrison asks, breaking her from the trance.

Madison is back in Harrison’s office. Tuesday.

She clears her throat. “He’s… touched me. He makes… explicit comments. When no one else is around.” The word explicit feels too light in her mouth. “Sexually explicit. It’s only getting worse. So I wanted to tell someone now—while he’s on his trip. Because I don’t feel comfortable working under him anymore.” She meets Harrison’s gaze. “I know his position here. But if this isn’t taken seriously… I’ll have to leave. And I don’t want to.”

Harrison leans forward, pen forgotten, forearms braced on the desk. “Madison. I’m… disgusted to hear this. That is not acceptable behavior anywhere, but especially not here at Pacific Records.”

“Thank you.” Madison gulps. She bites a wobble in her lip, happy to feel validated, but reeling from saying the words out loud. To a man, at that.

“I want this to be a safe space for you… Of course, I’ll need to formally involve HR, with your blessing. That way we can follow the proper protocols.”

Madison nods, her molars digging into the inside of her cheek until she tastes iron on her tongue.

“Okay,” he says, smiling politely. He pulls his keyboard closer to his palms. “I’ll need to document this conversation. I will only share this with HR, and then they’ll have a conversation with you. We have a zero-tolerance policy for sexual harassment.” He nods. “Do you feel comfortable sharing the specifics with me?”

She sighs, knowing she isn’t. But she has to.

“I can start from the beginning.”
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Madison shrugs on her duster as she ducks out of the Pacific Records building, relieved that dreaded conversation is over. She feels lighter. Harrison had taken her seriously. Now she may not have to leave the label after all. But she knows the storm isn’t over. Peter will be back in town next week. Knowing him, he probably won’t go quietly.

She exhales steam into the cool autumn air and fishes her phone from her pocket, thumbs flying across the screen to text Macy.

Macy is the only person she’s told about what’s been happening with Peter. Besides Harrison. She promises her best friend she’ll call her later with details but keeps it vague for now: It went well I think? Harrison was supportive, luckily—just like I thought he’d be. I’ll tell you about it later.

She hasn’t found the courage to tell her sister, Phoebe, yet. Or her mom.

After tonight, things might finally start getting better.

Madison tucks the phone away and falls into her familiar walking tempo, heading the same route home she takes every day, rain or shine. The streets are bathed in soft purple light, the last dregs of sun feathering through the buildings as the city eases toward nightfall.

She tries to distract herself by wondering what she’ll eat for dinner, if she might coax Macy out to Seattle for a cocktail rather than a phone call. Anything to keep her mind from circling back to that meeting.

As she rounds the corner onto her quiet block, a black sedan idles at the curb. The passenger door cracks open as she steps onto the sidewalk, startling her. She flinches and stumbles sideways but corrects her path. Until a voice floats from the driver’s seat.

“Madison!” the man calls, casual. As though to say, Funny seeing you here!

The street is otherwise hushed, making the sound of her name too loud. It pins her in place. She forces a dry laugh and crouches toward the open door to see who’s inside.

It’s her ex-boyfriend. Parker Lane.

Her expression drops into a flat line, completely unenthused to run into him.

They’d met in what she used to think was a serendipitous, old-fashioned meet-cute straight from a film. She’d come barreling out of Pacific Records one snowy evening with her head in her phone and collided with him on the sidewalk. He’d bought her mulled wine that night, and for a while after, she’d been charmed. He was attractive, attentive, moody in a way that seemed soulful back then. He had this watchful, intuitive air—complimenting her, showing commitment in ways no man had before. He made her feel chosen. He seemed to truly adore her. At least, that’s how it felt at first. Over time, Madison began to understand that the warmth he wrapped her in was only camouflage. It disguised the calculating, controlling core of him.

She learned, bit by bit, that Parker still lived with his mother, in Seattle, never branching out on his own. On its face, this struck her as peculiar for a man in his late twenties. But Parker had quickly offered an excuse: His mother was dying of an aggressive cancer, and he was simply being a dutiful son. It had moved her, this portrait of loyalty. Until Madison visited their house and saw Meredith with her own eyes: healthy, composed. She looked like she’d stepped off the page of a lifestyle magazine. If anyone in that house had seemed unwell, it was Meredith’s boyfriend, Cale, whose sour breath and trembling hands betrayed his perpetual intoxication.

But Madison figured that, with an uncaring and aloof partner like Cale, Meredith would need outside care if she was indeed ill.

Despite Parker being so tethered to his mother, he’d ripped Madison away from hers—and her entire family. Isolating her in her apartment, he’d love-bomb her relentlessly while simultaneously cutting her down in small, constant ways. He would be waiting outside Pacific Records every evening at 5:30 on the dot, walking her home like a chaperone, ensuring she spent every free evening with him. Not friends. Not family. Only him.

Her feelings were always overreactions, her ambitions became silly games, her friends were “toxic.” And oh, how he cast himself as a martyr. He was always the misunderstood hero, always the wounded boy nursing invisible scars.

By the fifth month, Madison could see him for what he really was: a leech. Nothing but a predatory worm, feeding off Madison’s plump, happy life. A bloodsucking parasite. She couldn’t even see the emotional scars Parker Lane left behind until she broke up with him in July.

She felt ashamed she’d ever mistaken his fixation for love.

She had done it in public, during their walk home from Pacific Records, on a crowded sidewalk where witnesses would be close enough to hear if he erupted into tantrums or threats. She had braced herself for theatrics—for him to cry, to beg, to declare he’d die without her. But he didn’t. He listened quietly, unnervingly calm, his dark eyes unblinking. She told him she needed space, that she didn’t want to be in a relationship—afraid to be truthful, to tell him that she found him strange, and suffocating, that she could feel her life force bleeding out every time she looked at him.

When she got back to her apartment that night, a full sob broke through her when she saw herself in the mirror. She saw the physically broken reflection of a woman beaten down—her light now casting only a subdued shadow, when it was once as dazzling as the star atop the gigantic Christmas tree downtown. The one that goes up on Black Friday each year in Westlake Park.

But then she smiled, proud she had finally let him go. That she could inch backward to the bright, excitable young woman she was before.

Even now, two months without contact, she can’t help but hold that pride.

She got out.

Yet here he is, acting almost… commonplace.

“Hey,” Madison says, the shock in her voice obvious. “What are you doing here?”

He has one arm draped across the headrest of the passenger seat. “My new girlfriend lives in this building,” Parker says, nodding to the charming complex behind her shoulder. “Can’t believe I ran into you. I was just stopping by to cook dinner for her.”

Cooking dinner. Parker had always been good at that. Another thing that had made him seem like boyfriend material.

Madison exhales, her shoulders loosening. Hearing that he’s with someone new makes her believe, however naively, that he’s let her go. Still, the thought of him being this close to her apartment unsettles her. She prays that running into Parker won’t become routine.

“Well, good. That’s nice to hear,” she says, and means it. “I have to go home, but I hope you two have a great night. Hope you’re doing well.”

She turns, rising from her crouch, when he blurts, “Madison.” It halts her like he tugged a leash. He leans forward in his seat, dark eyes steady on hers. “I’m glad I saw you. I… I’ve been wanting to talk to you.”

Reluctantly, she steps closer, resting her hand on the roof of the car as she dips her head inside the open doorframe, waiting.

“My mom passed away a few weeks ago,” he says, a hand raking through his hair. “I haven’t really had anyone to talk to about it. My girlfriend never met her. So it’s… hard for her to understand.”

Madison’s expression falls. Months ago, she’d been part of the Lanes’ circle. It would have crushed her to hear this.

For all his faults, there were good parts of him she had loved. And he’d never had many friends. The thought of him alone in grief stirs a pang of guilt.

Then she remembers the manipulation. The smooth talking.

She mentally puts her guard up.

Still, she slides into the passenger seat, if only for a moment, dropping her purse on the mat by her boots, angling herself toward him to offer a semblance of comfort.

That’s when she notices it: a faint chemical tang. Not car wash soap, not cologne. It’s more medicinal. It has a sharpness that makes her nose twitch.

“That’s terrible,” she says. “Meredith was… she was a great woman.”

She doesn’t know if she means it, as all she remembers about Meredith is her meekness.

“Thank you,” he says sincerely. “Her heart finally gave out. She had been battling for so long.”

Madison’s brow can’t help but furrow. She was aware only that Meredith had cancer. She never felt comfortable pressing to learn what kind. She wonders if the disease affected her heart, or if this was another issue.

“What kind of cancer did your mom have?” she asks.

“Cancer?” Parker asks, voice hardening. He stares at her, confused. “She had heart disease. I told you this months ago.” His tone has changed from sadness to frustration, his eyes suddenly shifting in anxiety. Parker looks to the street, and then all around him.

Before she can make an excuse to exit the car, finish her walk home, the medicinal smell grows as Parker shoves something soft into her face, forcing her head down on his palm.

She coughs and gags into it. It’s searing her sinuses. She rakes at his wrist, but her body won’t obey, her head spinning, mouth flooding with a metallic taste.

Her last thought is that she should never have leaned inside this car.

Then the world goes black.
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IMOGEN

When I reach the bottom of Mom’s driveway, I see Amelia’s car. Her white sedan sits one house up—across the street from the Holloways.

Odd.

Rain pools in a shallow dip of the hood, proof it’s been sitting here a little while. Expecting her to be inside, I lean close to the fogged glass. But she’s not in there.

I try the door handle. It opens easily, and the interior light blinks awake, illuminating her cell phone abandoned on the front seat. I snatch it up to find an unread text from Wes, timestamped twenty minutes ago, asking her how work was.

I drop it back on the seat, glancing at the Holloways’, their driveway mostly hidden behind brittle trees and fog. From what I can see, Rory still isn’t home.

I wonder what Emmett will say when he gets back.

Amelia’s car is at the bottom of the Wickers’ sloping yard—the new neighbors in the modest cottage next door. I always thought it looked like something from a fable, the roses along the fence wild and overgrown.

I remember Mara mentioning them at dinner Friday night. If I recall, she called them reclusive. Or maybe she said shy. Something about them having a son.

I can’t imagine why Amelia would stop there… but my feet are already moving.

I need to find her.

Pushing past their creaking off-white picket fence, I quickly reach the Wickers’ front porch. The moment my shoe drops on the brick porch, the door unexpectedly swings open. My heart drops, taken aback by the sudden action.

A young man appears in the doorway.

It takes only a second for my mind to assemble him from the memories of The Incident. A scar slices across his cheek, the one I must have left when I smashed a water glass into his face at seven years old.

I scramble for another explanation. Maybe I’m imagining him. Maybe this memory is poisoning reality, trauma bleeding through my vision. The boy who hurt me cannot possibly live here, next door to Mom. He should be gone—across the country, behind bars, anywhere but here.

And yet… as I stare at him over a few quick seconds—which tumble in slow motion—I realize I’ve seen him recently. Since arriving to Blair.

It flashes fast: Rainbow Acres. The first day back. Him at the register. The way he said my name. I’d stared blankly at his face while my subconscious mercifully blurred his features into something unknown.

My stomach revolts. The cappuccino and scone I shared with Rory hours ago crawls up from my gut. I’m sure the look on my face is one of horror. I can’t help it—I can’t stop it. He knows who I am.

Five seconds—maybe less—have passed when he speaks first.

“I guess we’re doing this.”

His tone is smug, offhand. Like I’m another task to be completed off his list. And that task is dragging me into his house. Because as soon as the words exit his lips, he reaches for my body and pulls. I heave back toward the awaiting world behind me and let out the beginnings of a guttural scream. It’s silenced all too quickly as his palm smacks across my mouth. And in one swift motion, he tugs me in and slams the door shut.

I wriggle against him in hopes of freeing myself—but his hold is strong.

“God,” he chuckles. “Even your sister didn’t fight this hard.”

My sister?

“Amelia!” I manage to shout against his skin, the name muffled into his flesh. I open my jaw wider, tasting soap and salt and sweat as my teeth close on the pad of his palm.

He hisses a curse, and I wrench my head sideways as his hand jerks away. But he doesn’t let go. His palm finds my mouth again, sealing it like duct tape as he propels me deeper into the house from behind, locking my arms behind my back. His chest presses against my spine as he laughs softly against the back of my head, the hot, damp whisper of it causing my neck to convulse.

We pass from the entryway to the living room, down a narrow hall, and into a back bedroom without encountering another soul.

My teeth chatter uncontrollably as he kicks the bedroom door closed behind us, never loosening his grip, and marches me to the closet. With one hand still clutching me, he fumbles for something on the top shelf, finally producing a long strip of soft black fabric. A necktie. He cinches my wrists together with it, the silk burning my skin as he tightens it.

“Let me go!” I howl.

Parker shoves me to the floor so fast the world inverts, my body slamming against the shaggy beige carpet. With my hands bound, I can’t even brace, can’t even catch myself. I roll to my side, gasping, before forcing myself upright into a seated position, hair stuck to my wet face.

“My bad,” he mutters quickly, holding both hands up in innocence. “I don’t want to have to be rough with you, Imogen. But you were resisting.” He paces, then slaps his flattened palm against his forehead. “This isn’t how it was supposed to go!” he erupts. “I was going to come to you tonight. Properly. I’ve been practicing…

waiting for the right moment.”

He drops to his knees in front of me, anger drained from his face—replaced by a terrifying softness. Sweeping hair off my face, a new admiration in his eyes, he adds, “I’ve dreamt about getting you into my bedroom for years.” He smiles tenderly. “And here you are.”

He says it like I came here willingly. Like I’m not trussed up on his floor, horrified.

My grimace deepens. “Years? What are you talking about? And where’s my sister?” It comes out almost animalistic, rabid.

He doesn’t answer. He just stands and continues pacing the carpet, running his hands through his hair, muttering soundless fragments like he’s rehearsing lines, or thinking aloud.

I scan the room for escape routes, my bound wrists scorching with each twitch of effort.

There’s a queen bed made up in navy sheets, a dark wood desk with a neatly arranged computer, and a single window overlooking the forested backyard. The latch is snapped down tight, a mesh screen stretched over the other side like a second layer of prison bars. Beyond it, the storm thrashes the small strip of woods behind the house, branches clawing the air.

I try to map out a route: launch myself to my feet, dart for the door. But I’d have to turn around to use my hands, and even if I somehow twisted the knob, he’d be on me before the door even cracked. The window is no better. I wouldn’t get the lock undone, the screen popped, and my body squeezed through before he’d drag me back in. There’s no way out. Not yet.

Looking back at Parker, I can tell he’s locked in some private war, body stiffened, jaw twitching, trying to figure out what to do with me. Finally, he faces me again, straightening the hem of his black sweater, like he wants to put his best foot forward.

“I’ve always loved you, Imogen,” he says, sitting on the carpet again, crisscross now, his knees inches from mine. “Since we were kids. You welcomed me in when no one else did.”

My eyes scatter, trying to land anywhere but on his. Trying to remember, to understand how he could twist those brief days of childhood into this. We barely knew each other before it happened. He hadn’t even started at Blair Elementary yet.

“You love me?” I ask, voice cracking. “You don’t even know me. You’re just someone who assaulted me as a kid. I didn’t even like you then.” I’m crying again, thinking of it. Wondering how the hell I ended up here.

“Oh, Imogen, don’t cry,” he says kindly, leaning over to wipe a tear off my cheek, sweeping my pesky bangs out of my eyes, tucking a strand behind my ear. Like we’re lovers and not captor and captive. “And don’t say things you don’t mean.”

Revulsion shivers through me. I want to smack his hand away. I want to kill him.

“I do know you,” he continues. “I know… how nice you are to your customers at Bar Henry. You treat them like family. I know the way you remember their names, their favorite drinks… I know you stand at your window every night when you get home, looking down at the street before you close the blinds. Like you’re tucking the world in… wishing it good night. And sometimes,” he says, a smile creeping across his face. “Sometimes I hoped you’d see me. Just once. Just one admiring glance. But you never did. So I had to come here. To help you see me.”

He’s… been watching me, following me. Even in Seattle.

My teeth are sinking so deep into my lower lip that I bleed. I suck the blood away.

I glare up at him. “It’s been you? Coming into my mom’s house? Hiding in the attic?”

Parker’s eyes drop to his shoes like I’ve complimented him, not accused him. He looks bashful, lips curling. “With the key left outside… how could I not?”

A fresh sting burns the backs of my eyes as the memory hits. How I accused Rory of stealing it. When really, he’d found it. After Parker must have dropped it.

He studies me. “I know what you’re thinking about. You’re thinking about the Holloway boy. How you told him off.” He laughs. “I heard the whole thing. It was awesome.” His smile vanishes quicker than it formed. “I also saw what you did with him. And on the floor of your mother’s house like someone… cheap. It was… unlike you.” He swallows, rage taking over. “It made me much angrier than when I saw you down in the rowboat together. I was in your house, waiting for you. And you were off with this… fucking loser.”

Parker grabs my face and I squeal. He runs his thumb against my cheek. “He’s never going to be good enough for you. No one will. No one but me.”

I nearly spit at him. “And Frank Martin? The fake Facebook profile? That was you?”

He shrugs, fingers tangled in my hair, petting me. “I needed to get you out of the house somehow. I needed more time… to work up the courage to come talk to you.”

I blink away tears. “You’re sick,” I whisper. “I mean, you’re really sick.” My voice gets louder, angrier. “Let’s get one thing straight. I don’t know you. I will never know you. We will never be together. This thing you think is between us is something your sick fucking head concocted.” I can’t even pretend to play his game. The words are flying out of my mouth. “Now where is my sister?” I howl, hoping Amelia will hear me. Wherever she is.

A slap lands so hard it whips my head sideways. Fire blazes across my cheek; my mouth falls open in shock.

Parker stares at his shaking hand, palm up as if it betrayed him. “You made me do that. Why are you making me hurt you? You’re saying things you don’t mean. You don’t mean any of it. I know you don’t, Imogen!” He turns his head to the door. “Mother!”

The door creaks open instantly, like she’s been waiting in the hallway this entire time—hearing my screams but doing nothing. She closes the door carefully, making short eye contact with me before focusing on her son. She looks afraid, agitated.

She’s hardly changed from the image in my head.

“Do you remember me?” I ask her. I’m unemotional now, to the point. “I’m Imogen. My mom was Alice. She lived next door. We met years ago—when you first moved here.” My voice edges. “Your son has tied me up. Please. Go get help.”

But the entire time I’m speaking, I’m being drowned out while Parker gives her unintelligible instructions, whispering aside my pleas. I am mere background noise to his commands.

“Thank you, Mother” is all I hear him say.

She isn’t here to save me. She’s here because she’s part of this.

She ignores me, silently exiting, closing the door behind her.

“What did you tell her?” I say, frantic. “What is she doing?”

Parker plants a hand on my knee. He’s an emotional roller coaster.

“Imogen. Darling. Calm down,” he says, as though I’m a child throwing a tantrum. “Everything is going to be okay. I have you. I’ll keep you safe. Nothing else matters.”

“I don’t want you to keep me safe! I want to get as far away from you as possible!”

I can’t play along. My body and my mind won’t let me. All I can do is repel him—no matter what that means for me and my personal safety. My rage is boiling over; I can’t calm myself down. Never have I wanted to make someone suffer until now. If my hands were free, there would be bloodshed. I would fight to the end to cause him pain.

Meredith appears in the doorway again, holding a long mint scarf. She hands it to Parker and swiftly leaves the room again.

“Wait! Why are you helping him?” I wail as the door closes. “Please!”

“Stop resisting. You know this is right,” he says, fussing with my tied wrists. For a moment, I think he’s untying me. But my body is jerked backward. The scarf slides between my hands, knotting me tight to the bedpost.

I crane my neck to bite his shoulder. Instead, he slams it into my jaw before I can bite down, pain ricocheting through my teeth. I kick at the wall with a sharp crack, hoping to spring off it and into him. But it only spins me sideways, dumping me in a twisted heap across his lap.

He caresses my flailing body for a moment, planting a kiss on my head, fondling my hair. Using the shift to his advantage, he slides a hand into my pocket and pulls out my cell phone.

“Just in case you’ve enabled voice text,” he says. For good measure, he snatches my keys from my jacket pocket. “When you’ve calmed down, I’ll be back.”

I scramble upright as best I can, the bedpost against my spine. “Where! Is! My! Sister!” I scream so loud it shreds my throat.

Parker bites his grinning lip and closes the door behind him.
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I crawl on my hands and knees toward the sofa, worried I might spook the figure draped across the couch. Is she alive? She looks awfully still. I move slower, afraid I’m inching toward a corpse.

The carpet is sharp under my body, like it hasn’t been cleaned recently. The room around me is midsized, matching the living room, sporting unfinished wood-plank walls and thoughtlessly strewn furniture, creating the sad illusion of a second living room. No bed, no bathroom. Then I notice an orange bucket in the far corner, a square of cardboard balanced over its mouth like a makeshift lid.

A toilet?

My stomach turns.

This isn’t a room. It’s a cell. Parker Lane’s dungeon.

My mind sends out a useless telepathic report to Wes, as if he could somehow hear me from his apartment in Seattle, somehow know what is happening to me. I do the same for Imogen next door.

I reach the sofa and hover over the still figure, seeing the delicate rise and fall of her chest.

She’s alive.

I lightly tug at her forearm, and her eyes snap open, a strangling gasp escaping her throat. A silent desperation crosses her face as she flounders backward in fear.

I was right. The woman is Madison Tory.

“It’s okay, it’s okay! I’m not going to hurt you,” I whisper speedily. “I’m Amelia. Are you Madison Tory?”

I already know the answer, but I need more.

“How do you know my name? What are you doing here?”

“We went to school together. You’ve been missing for a year.” I swallow. “Everybody knows your name.”

Madison swipes a finger under each eye and looks at me with a look of delight and confusion. “Amelia Bly? What are you doing here? Am I being saved?” She scans the room with hope.

My face drops. “No. Not yet. Parker brought me down here. It’s a long story.” I shake my head. “Are you okay? How did you get here?”

Sitting up on the sofa, she sighs. “That’s an even longer story… I… I don’t understand. How do you know Parker?”

I sigh heavily, pinching the bridge of my nose.

Where do I begin…

But she continues. “Wait… are people still looking for me? Where are we?”

We both have too many questions that need immediate answers.

“You’re back in Blair,” I tell her. “And yes—everyone. The police, your family, your friends.” I falter, realizing I don’t know all the details of her investigation, only scraps of what Phoebe told me, and what I’ve seen on the news. “I met your sister last week. She misses you so much. Bodhi’s in the third-grade class I teach.”

Madison’s fingertips meet her lips as she begins to cry. “Oh my god. Parker told me we were down in Tacoma.”

I can’t believe their mom was right about someone on Lake Blair being responsible. And the Torys don’t even know it.

“Do you remember what happened to you? How did you get here?” I ask.

I sit cross-legged on the floor while Madison shrugs a blanket tight around her shoulders and unravels the whole story. How she was walking home when Parker, her ex-boyfriend, coaxed her into his car. How he made up a story about his mother dying to gain her sympathy. And when she caught on to his lies, he abducted her.

“The next thing I knew, I was tied up in his bedroom—back in Seattle. He kept me in there for… I don’t even know how long. Maybe months. It was kind of like this,” she says, gesturing to the room. “Except I was always tied up. He would only untie me when his mom and her boyfriend weren’t home. But I’m sure she knew I was there. She’s complicit in all this,” she huffs. “He brought me all my meals, made me go to the bathroom in a bucket. Still does.” She glances at the bucket. “He acted like we were still in a relationship. Like I wasn’t his… hostage.”

I shake my head in silent horror. She’s been alive this entire time, pleading for rescue.

Taken by none other than Parker Lane.

“How did you get here?” I ask. “When did you get here?”

She swallows, wiping tears from her chin with the edge of the blanket. “I’ve been trying to keep track of the days based on the meals I get, and when Parker says ‘good night.’ My guess would be… two months. Three?”

“I wonder why he came back to the lake,” I murmur, more to myself than to Madison.

“What do you mean back?”

I sigh. “Did he not tell you when you dated that he lived here, in Blair?” I ask, and her perplexed expression tells me he didn’t. “He and his mom lived across town as a kid. Just for a short time. I never visited, but my mom told me.”

I give her a clipped version of what happened with Imogen when we were seven. I leave out most of the ugliness, but even the sparse details are enough to make Madison’s face harden.

I always wondered what happened to Parker. If he moved away, if he got in trouble. Now I know… nothing happened. He simply moved to a neighboring county. No punishment, no real hitch in his story.

“I want to say I’m surprised,” Madison mutters. “But after all this, I’m not. He’s deranged. Seriously deranged. He told me he grew up in Tacoma. But now that I think of it, he was weirdly curious about Blair when I talked about it. He never once mentioned living here.” She shakes her head in a rageful squirm. “God, I hate him!” she shouts, her voice echoing off the unfinished wood. She must know he can’t hear her. Or she doesn’t care.

All I can do is nod as she pushes on.

“He is pure evil… One day, back in the old house, he was at work. I was tied to his bedpost as usual, with just enough length on the rope so I could move around a little or go to the bathroom. This was when he would tie my hands in the front—so I wasn’t completely useless.” She rolls her eyes. “I heard someone walking by his bedroom, which I rarely did because his room was at the opposite side of the house from the others. I figured it was his mom but decided to scream anyway. I started yelling for help and asking who was there. And that’s when his mom’s boyfriend walked in.”

“Was his name Cale?” I ask, trying to connect the puzzle pieces.

“Yes,” she says, surprised I know it. “I’d only met him once before—but he remembered me. He couldn’t believe I was tied up. He walked away at first because I think he was confused. I think I scared him. But I begged him to come back and untie me, and he did. But before he could finish, Meredith came in and saw us. She came up with some excuse that I wasn’t well and to leave me alone. I don’t know why, but he listened to her. And they left the room. I… I never saw him again after that.”

“What the fuck,” I breathe.

“They killed him, Amelia. I’ll never forget Parker coming into the room later that night and saying, ‘He’s dead, and it’s all your fault.’” Her mouth quivers as more teardrops escape, streaming down her face. “It’s so messed up. Because then he practically thanked me for Cale’s death. He hated Cale. I think he felt like Cale had similarities to his abusive dead father. He even told me that he has been using Cale’s identity here so that police can’t track him.”

I close my eyes and think of Cale’s daughter’s post I read on the drive over here. She was right in thinking he was dead. And now I just wish I could confirm her suspicions and tell her where to look. But I can’t do anything in here.

“What do you mean he’s using Cale’s identity?” I ask.

“All I know is they hid his body really well. Parker bragged about it, how they made sure there’d be no reason for police to think he was missing. That way he could steal Cale’s identity and stay invisible. I mean, people do that all the time,” she mutters bitterly. “But if someone’s death or disappearance actually gets reported to the Social Security Administration, you’re screwed.” She actually starts laughing. “Do you hear me? I didn’t know shit about any of this before Parker. He tells me everything. He’s terrified of Cale’s death being reported. He talks about it constantly. He wants to stay off the radar, but he doesn’t know what he’s doing.”

“But why go through all that?” I press. “Can’t police find him anyway if people report seeing him here?”

“I’m not sure. But I doubt anyone here knows him or is looking for him. All I know is he needed to get a job. He told me he works at the neighbor’s grocery store—which he hates. But he’s never been a career person. And I’m sure the neighbor didn’t do a background check. It was probably his best chance at getting a job. Even with his stolen identity.”

“For your case… I guess it makes sense. So he can hide here in plain sight,” I say. “It seems kind of silly, though. At that point, leave the state.”

“Yeah, well, that’s Parker for you. He thinks he’s a genius, but he’s actually a dumbass. He makes a lot of mistakes.”

Considering how easily I found him…

“Not enough to lead police here,” I grumble. “They questioned him about your disappearance. But according to Phoebe… they’re not doing much at all. They don’t have enough evidence. Most people think you’re dead.”

I purse my lips in apology.

She sniffs, thinking. “I remember when they interviewed him. He was… scared that day. I heard him talking to his mom about it. He said the only reason he hadn’t killed me yet is because he was afraid police would find my body and it would lead them straight to him.”

A chill ripples through me. “Jesus… Has he ever… hurt you? Or threatened you?”

“He’s into psychological torment… He’s mostly treated me like he did in our relationship. He’ll love-bomb me, then ridicule me. He blames me for everything. He blames me for being in this place. Like I said… he’s delusional.” She takes a deep breath. “But everything changed when we got here. He told me that I was on my way out because he found someone new. Every day… I’m scared he’ll kill me.”

“Someone new?” I ask. “Has he said who?”

“Now I assume that’s you… if you’re down here.”

I shake my head, knowing that’s not it.

“I can’t be. I never knew Parker. I came here myself after talking to Phoebe today. She told me that your mom is suspicious of him. She’s been suspicious that he’s here in Blair. So I tracked him down because of what he did to Imogen years ago. I wanted to make sure he wasn’t here. Right next door.” As I say the words, I realize why he must have come back. “I think that ‘someone new’… is my sister.”
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MEREDITH

The line between her son being a beast and a benevolent creature is blurred in Meredith’s mind. She has seen him be kind, good, funny, normal. She has watched him laugh, watched him win trophies, make friends, fall in love. He has been bullied, yes. He has been called a freak. He has flown off the handle more times than she can count. And most damningly, he has killed. He has kept a woman in their home against her will for over a year.

“She’ll come around. She loves me” is a repeated assertion Parker has shared with Meredith over countless dinnertime conversations during the past twelve months about the girl in the fruit cellar. He’ll hold Meredith’s hand and add, “Thank you for standing by my side, Mother. You’re the only person who really sees me. Everything will be better soon.”

Those words mellow her, even when they shouldn’t. They’ve made it easier to survive the cold cruelty he flings at her between bouts of affection, easier to believe that one day the gentle boy inside him might finally eclipse the monster. She has clung to the hope, waiting for him to become the good son she still pretends he might be.

Tonight, that hope is splintering.

Now there are not one, not two, but three young women trapped under their roof. He has not explained how this happened, not even tried. Meredith suspects he doesn’t fully know himself. That terrifies her most of all. That the pandemonium in their humble home has slipped from his control entirely.

She sits at the breakfast table, shoved into a corner outside their cramped kitchen, the overhead light shining down harshly against her skin. She nurses a Washington Apple—her favorite cocktail she’s made sickly sweet. With shaky hands, hearing Imogen’s pleas down the hall, Meredith had poured heavy on the sour apple schnapps by mistake, the dyed green liqueur creating an electric cocktail, glowing through the Canadian whiskey. She chokes it down anyway, watches Parker’s foot tap to the unintelligible music seeping from his headphones. His head lies against the back of their brown living room recliner. His eyes are shut; a necessary respite from all the lifting and dragging he’s been doing this evening already, Meredith is sure. The sun starts to set in the window beside Parker, not that Meredith can see much of the sky with the blinds closed as they are. Her son likes to keep them shut, “just in case.” Although she’s found it hard to admit, she feels as imprisoned as Madison Tory.

She’s glad he can’t see her face, because she is certain it would give away her thoughts. He’d see that she’s having doubts about keeping his secrets. He’d see that she despises him. Her own son.

She has always feared him. Since he was little. That fear has curdled into loathing. The boy she raised, the boy into whom she repeatedly attempted to instill kindness, love, good is gone.

If Meredith does what the world would call right, if she betrays her own blood, what will they call her? Will they brand her an accomplice, whisper she must have known in grocery store aisles, post her name on social media alongside his, as if she too should be locked away?

Or will she be seen as a victim? A well-intentioned woman who never wanted anything more than a normal child. A woman who has been smothered for years by the devious spirit of a man who will never change.

Then there’s the indescribable worry that her son would never forgive her. He may do monstrous things, but he is her baby. Her only baby. He once physically relied on her to eat, latching greedily to her breast. She showed him infinite love, never letting him carry on crying in his crib, even when Michael screamed at her to let him be, to “let the boy toughen up.” She coddled him, nursed him, loved him. She can’t understand how it went so wrong. How she seemingly failed at the only important job she’s ever had.

Was it Michael? Or was it nature? She’ll never know.

Lost in her dilemma, Meredith suddenly notices the darkness. Night has fallen. She decides to get up and make Parker something to eat. He should be getting up any time now from his rest, and he’ll be hungry. He’ll be demanding a hot, homecooked meal.

She tips back the last inch of her green cocktail, wincing at its thick viscosity, like she’s throwing back a shot of cough syrup. Her shoulders shiver, but there’s a fresh tipsy confidence in her stride as she steps to the kitchen sink.

The house is too quiet. Too quiet for three girls, held captive, to be under the roof.

A heaviness settles in when she thinks of Imogen. When she recalls the day of the… episode. Of Imogen’s tiny hands passing her a pie, her sweet smile welcoming her to the neighborhood. She thinks of Alice Bly looking at her now. How terribly scared she must be for her daughter. Her daughter who reeks of innocence, who never did a damn thing wrong.

Meredith begins to cry. The tears come out slowly, not violent enough to cause audible retching, but enough to bring quiet spasms in her chest. She grips the sweater over her décolletage, aching at her reality. She’s becoming torturously aware that she’s the only person enabling her son’s ways. And the only one who can save the girls from him.

She’s at the ultimate crossroad.
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Madison and I sit on the rough carpet, talking in hushed voices. I can feel the relief radiating off her, this strange buoyancy that comes from simply having another person to speak to after all this time. It’s hard to fathom how lonely she’s been here, trapped in silence with no one to confide in. No one to confirm she’s truly alive.

I told her about Bodhi. How he’s suddenly obsessed with reading but isn’t so great at math. This brought a laugh out of her. I told her about my day, my little investigation that brought me here. I

told her about Wes, about Mom’s death, about all the new music she’s missed—the plethora of breakout pop stars. She was particularly sad to have missed out on Charli xcx’s Brat Summer.

“God, I miss my job,” she’d said. “I miss live shows. I miss listening to music and walking through the rain. I miss… life.”

Her hair is brushed, her pajamas chic, which makes the whole thing feel somehow more grotesque. When I comment on it, she explains in a voice flat with defeat how Parker still bathes her, how he fusses over her like she’s his doll, how he’ll massage lotion into her arms before ordering her to use the bucket in the corner. He has convinced her to play along with his illusion, to pretend she still cares for him, even submitting to sex sometimes. Because she believes it’s the only way to stay alive.

“Will anyone be looking for you?” she asks me. “Will anyone know you’re here?”

Wes will notice when I don’t call him tonight. We always talk before bed when we’re apart. He’ll probably worry enough to act by morning—especially with the recent break-ins. My students will notice I’ve vanished. The school will scramble for a sub. But Imogen… I think she’ll act first.

“My phone,” I gasp. “It’s in my car. Which is right outside the house. Maybe someone will see it and make the connection.” But then my face drops. “Parker took my keys. He’s probably already moved it. Or thrown my phone into the lake.”

I drop my head into my hands, relief dissipating fast enough to give me whiplash.

Madison cups her jaw in her palms, elbows braced on her knees. “There has to be a way. Now that you’re here, maybe we can overpower him next time he comes down.”

Even the thought of having to fight him worries me. Especially when I picture his mother dutifully trailing behind him. What if they have weapons? If we try and fail… it could be a death sentence.

“I wonder about the padlock,” I say, thinking back. “That package I told you about today, the one addressed to Cale. If Parker’s been using his name, it had to be for him. And from what he said to his mom upstairs, he sent it to the wrong address. Which means… the padlock outside this door is broken. He told her he hasn’t replaced it yet.”

Madison tilts her head, studying my face. “There’s no way the door’s just… unlocked.” A dry chuckle slips out.

“Have you ever tried it?” I ask.

“No… not for a while,” she mutters. “I’m weak. I haven’t felt the sun on my skin, gone on a real walk, done anything in ages. I don’t even know if I could run if I was given the chance.”

We both glance at the door at the top of the narrow staircase.

It’s too good to be true. We both know it. But it’s worth a test.

“Why am I scared to try it?” Madison continues. “Part of me feels like I have nothing to lose—if he’s going to kill me anyway. But I don’t want to die.” Her voice trembles. “Maybe that’s part of his manipulation, though. Like… maybe I’m not really trapped in here anymore. He just knows I think I am.”

“How about I do it?” I suggest.

She pauses, biting her lip. “We have to be careful.”

I move across the cellar on quiet feet, ascending the steps like they might crumble under me. At the top, I wrap my hand around the bronze knob and twist slowly. Then… I push. Nothing happens. I try again, harder this time. On the third attempt, I hear the faint clack of something metal on the other side, the padlock slapping against the wood.

I sigh, defeated, and return downstairs.

“I think the lock’s sitting in place,” I mutter. “Not clicked shut but wedged there. If we slammed hard enough, maybe it would jump loose.”

I look at Madison, her luminous eyes in this rotten place, and wonder how many times she’s let herself believe rescue was coming.

All I can do now is sit here with her, trying to come up with a plan. And hope that the rest of our lives won’t be spent inside these claustrophobic walls while the world goes on without us.
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After Parker leaves, I cry until my face aches. It’s a mistake, I realize quickly. With my wrists bound, I can’t even wipe the tears away. They collect and itch and sting, and I have to awkwardly press my knees to my eyes to blot them, the gesture humiliating in its clumsiness. The denim rubs my skin raw.

Eventually, I stop. I go numb.

The last few weeks have been a ruin, and I can feel that ruin trying to claim me. I shove the thoughts back, knowing they’ll only lead me to a pit of despair. And if I reach the bottom of that pit, I’ll stop caring what Parker does to me. I might even welcome it.

Then I think of Amelia. My twin, who is apparently somewhere inside this house, and I wonder if she’s hurt. If she’s scared. If she’s crying out for me while I’m in here, powerless. I can’t even figure out how she got in, why her car is outside, why her phone is abandoned.

The room around me has gone black, since Parker left without turning on a light—whether out of thoughtlessness or cruelty. I’m not even afraid of it tonight.

What terrifies me is what’s outside this darkness.

What Parker is doing out there. What he’s planning…
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My wrists are chafed from all the tugging, my shoulders sore from their warped positioning. My head is pounding from the thrashing, the countless crying sessions of the afternoon. It’s all bringing on a savage migraine as I rub my tongue against the roof of my mouth, in need of water.

I salivate when I smell butter searing on a skillet, tomatoes simmering low and sweet. My arms are shivering from the chill in the room, or maybe my nerves, or both. What I wouldn’t do for a warm meal and some fresh clothes.

And home.

Is he really cooking dinner? How can he be hungry when I’m sitting here like this?

The smells become less pungent as time passes, my own appetite leaving with it. I imagine him and Meredith sitting at the table, silverware clacking like this is any ordinary Monday in their house of horrors.

Then… footsteps.

My body goes rigid. Pulses of anticipation and dread collide in my body. Part of me wants to try something new this time, to coax him, to play along. Maybe I can get him to loosen the ties. Maybe I can make him believe I’m willing, then crush him the moment he lets his guard down.

As though it will be that easy.

The door creaks open and Parker peers in, silhouetted by the hallway light.

He flips on the switch, the sudden beam harsh at first. When my eyes adjust, I lift my gaze and soften it, though a smile won’t come.

“Hey, Parker,” I try.

“Hey, beautiful.” He smiles.

My skin crawls, but he can’t tell.

“I’m glad to see you’ve calmed down. I brought you some food that my mother made. I’ll feed it to you.” He crosses the room with a tray of tomato soup, grilled cheese, and a glass of water.

“You’ve been crying,” he observes, studying me with sorrow.

“I… you were gone so long,” I murmur. “And I don’t like being alone.”

“With me, you’ll never have to be alone again,” he promises.

I nod, privately sickened, looking down at the tray. I clench my jaw in lieu of rolling my eyes.

He pulls a cloth napkin off the tray and gently stuffs it into the collar of my sweater, his knuckles grazing against my collarbone as he does. He licks his lips nervously, seemingly excited by the contact.

Anger overcomes me so intensely I want to snap my jaws at him like a rabid wolf. I tamp the feeling down the best I can.

“I’m sorry about the way I acted earlier,” I say. “I’m feeling confused. I didn’t know you’d come back to Blair. Or that you’d ever want to see me again after what I did to you.” I eye his healed wound. “Your poor face. I can’t believe I did that,” I huff, hoping my performance is even the slightest bit convincing. I don’t want to lay it on too thick quite yet. This needs to be believable.

He places his hand on my thigh. “If anything, it helped me remember what we had,” he says. His face makes a slight grimace I can’t explain, but he keeps talking. “I haven’t ever met anyone like you.”

He says that as though my seven-year-old self was particularly impressive.

“There were no other girls?” I ask.

“A few… none like you,” he says. Then suddenly he grips his stomach, sucking in a sharp breath through his teeth. “You made me feel seen. No one else did that back then.” It comes out strained.

“Are you okay?” I ask.

“Yeah.” He swallows, grabbing at the water glass I have yet to drink from. He takes a big swig and immediately spits it out into my lap.

I gasp as he chokes on it.

“Something’s wrong,” he says, water dribbling from his mouth. Then he violently vomits on the floor by my feet. The sour stench hits instantly, and I clamp my lips together against the gag climbing up my throat.

There’s a large pool of red in the pile, and I can’t tell if it’s tomato soup or blood. It’s a deeper crimson than the bisque in my bowl, telling me it’s the latter.

“Parker? What’s happening?” I ask, feigning concern. “Can I help you?” I ask, the words Untie me, you idiot coming to mind.

Meredith emerges in the cracked doorway. I assume she’s here to help him, but her eyes dart to me first, wild.

I look up at her. “I… I don’t know what happened!” The last thing I need is for her to somehow blame me.

Parker collapses on the floor, clutching his stomach in the fetal position.

“Did you eat it?” she snaps.

It takes me a beat to realize she’s talking to me.

“The soup! Did you eat the soup?” she asks again.

“No!” I shout. The tray sits untouched beside me.

“Good.”

I recoil as she pulls a pair of shears from behind her back. I brace for the cold bite of metal carving into me, for her to gut me where I sit. I flinch, eyes squeezing shut. But instead of pain, I feel the sudden slack of my wrists being freed. The fabric binding them loosens, then falls away. I pull my arms forward, blinking down at my wrists in disbelief.

Meredith is staring at me, jaw tight. “I should have done this a long time ago,” she says. Then louder, more urgent, “Go. I’ll hold him off. If he even gets up.” With the final words, she begins to blubber, perhaps the weight of what she’s done crashing down on her.

Shock covers my face. I don’t move.

“Go!” she shouts again. “Your sister is in the fruit cellar.”

Parker remains curled on the floor, a heap of heaving breaths and groans.

I rip the napkin from my chest and lurch to my feet. I sprint down the hallway, every nerve shrieking, looking for the fruit cellar.

The house is small enough that I should be able to find it, but panic scrambles my sense of direction. My still-wet shoes slap against the floor as I whirl into the kitchen, and that’s when I see a narrow side hallway. In the center of it sits a weather-warped door with a tarnished brass handle and a padlock dangling uselessly through the latch, unclicked.

I feel relief, then suspicion.

Is this a trick? A ploy to funnel me where they want me, to herd me straight into a cage? If Meredith sent me here instead of out the front door, maybe that was the point.

I spin, half expecting to find them at the end of the hallway, smiling like possessed dummies.

You’re wasting time, I hiss at myself, and yank the padlock free.

A wooden staircase stretches down in front of me, lit from below. I take the steps two at a time.

“Oh my god,” I breathe.

Sitting on the floor is Amelia and another girl. It takes me no time to realize that the other girl is Madison Tory.

“What is happening?” I shout, confused. But there’s no time to explain. Not when Parker could get up and come for us. Or Meredith could change her mind. “We have to go. Now.”

They’re just as surprised to see me as I am them, but they follow my command with haste.

“How did you find us?” Amelia cries, charging up the stairs, pulling Madison with her.

“I’ll explain later,” I whisper, flattening myself against the hallway wall to listen for footsteps. “We have to hurry. His mom’s holding him off.”

From the end of the hallway, Parker’s voice suddenly ruptures the silence. There’s a strangled groan, then an ugly, heavy crash. Parker screams something god-awful, guttural. “Take that, you traitor!”

He’s hurting her. I know he is. But something tells me it’s already too late.

“Go,” I urge. “Go!”

We spill out the front door into the rain. The downpour is so heavy I can barely see their shapes behind me as our feet slap through puddles. The sound is devoured by the storm.

Instead of cutting straight to Mom’s house, I steer us left—toward the Holloways’, their porch light still flowing through the trees. It’s closer, safer. It hasn’t been dark for long, but Rory and Mara may be home.

I turn around to find Madison limping against Amelia, so I grab her other side and she hangs off our shoulders, her weight fully supported between us. Amelia’s car is gone; the street is empty, swallowed by the murky night. It’s almost impossible to see, no streetlamps to guide our way. Even the moon is obstructed in the sky.

When we reach the Holloways’ driveway, exhausted, drenched, my breath hitches. The cars are gone. The house is dark; all the windows are black.

Amelia pounds on the door anyway, frantic, her fists leaving wet crescents. “Rory! Mara! Emmett!”

Nothing. No movement.

“They must still be at the office,” I groan. I lift the mat, plants, anything by the door that could hide a key. But I don’t find one.

Emmett must be out with Harrison, gossiping about our conversations, I’d bet, none the wiser to the terrible danger we’ve found ourselves in.

I crane my neck but can’t see Harrison’s house from the street. Like it matters anyway.

“We can’t stay out here,” Madison rasps. She’s draped over Amelia’s shoulder, barely upright, her feet curling. She’s trembling, too weak to walk on her own. “If he finds us out here, we’re dead.”

I press my shaking hands to my hair, trying to think. None of us have our phones. We could try the other neighbors’ houses, but it all feels like a risk. He could be out here, hunting us, at this moment.

We need help now.

Then it hits me. The alarm system at Mom’s house.

“Mom’s security panel,” I whisper. “If I can get to it, I can set it off. It’ll alert the police.”

I think…

For once this week, keeping the door unlocked may actually help me.

“Then we’re all going,” Amelia says, already shifting Madison to her other arm.

“No.” My voice is firm enough to make them both freeze. “You need to stay here. Stay with her.”

“I’m not letting you go off alone. Not if he’s on his feet,” Amelia shoots back.

“You have to,” I hiss, lowering my voice, scanning the trees behind us. “Look at her. She can’t run. If something happens on the way, if he’s out here and catches us—” I stop. “You need to get her to safety. Her family is waiting for her. She deserves to make it to them.”

She’s crying, shaking her head violently.

“Let me do something for once,” I demand. “You’ve always taken care of everything. You’ve always been the bigger, smarter, more responsible one. But this is my battle. Parker wants me.” I peer around into the blackness again, running out of time. “I’m going. I’ll set off the alarm, and I’ll be right back.”

Amelia grabs my arm. “I love you,” she says, the words strangled. “Be careful.”

“Love you.” I give them a final, hard look. “Now hide.”

The storm ingests me as I cut across the slick street toward Mom’s house, terrified Parker is hiding somewhere. I don’t know if he’s still in his house, if he’s out here, if he’s even still alive.

I tell myself he’s down, that he won’t be able to follow me after what Meredith did. But as I push through the rain, sprinting up the hill, everything in my body warns me that he’s coming.
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Parker tugs the scissors out of his mother’s neck with a wet, fibrous sound. He lifts them again, ready to plunge them back in, when he notices her eyes have gone vacant. He tests it, shoving her body onto the floor. She’s limp, nonreactive.

He stares for a beat, breathing hard, chest hitching from nausea, saliva stringing from his mouth as another wave of sick passes him. He retches, convulsing, but nothing comes out.

Looking down at her body, he privately mourns her—his mother, his ally. Or so he thought. Rage tops all emotion when he thinks of Imogen. His perfect, patient Imogen. She had been warming up to him, finally seeing him for what he was meant to be. They’d been on the precipice of something sacred. But his mother ripped it apart.

He can’t let her get away again. He needs to find her, bring her back here. To him.

Then he’ll find Madison and Amelia, ensuring they don’t live to see tomorrow.

If they escape, Parker would rot in a cell, misunderstood and alone, his soul gnawed bare until his heart gave out decades later than he wished. No one would understand that everything he’s done… was love. Pure, real love.

Still gagging, Parker staggers down the hallway, his shoes slick with blood and soup and bile. He pries open the fruit cellar door, hoping to catch Imogen before she finds them. But the cellar is empty.

“Fuck!” he screams, voice bouncing off the walls. The echo makes him feel small, and he hates it. He doubles over, spewing a thin rope of blood onto the tile.

Stumbling upstairs, into the garage, he finds Amelia’s car, where his mother moved it. The sight steadies him. The girls must be on foot. He opens the car door, grabs her phone, and smashes it into the cement floor, black glass shattering beneath his shoe.

When Parker trips into the night air, he pauses, scanning his surroundings, listening for cries, watching for movement.

The Bly house. That’s where they must be. It’s the only place that makes sense. And the only place he can safely check.

Stealthily, he limps up the Bly driveway, each step hurting more than the last as his vision doubles. Halfway up the incline, he sees a quick flash in the doorway.

Imogen’s blond hair swoops inside, closing the door behind her.

A slow smile unfurls across Parker’s face.

She’s exactly where she’s supposed to be.

Waiting for him.
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I slam the front door behind me, flip on the lights, twist the dead bolt, my soaked boots squealing against the hardwood. The “Front door open” startles me more than usual. But when it quiets, I process how empty the house is—too innocent, too quiet for what I’m about to do.

The alarm panel waits just to the left of the doorframe. My shaky hands hover over the box as I look for an obvious way to set off the alarm. I’ve never assessed the panel, barely knew if there would be a switch for calling the police when I decided to come over here—half remembering a red button from when we first arrived last week. But then, tucked in the bottom corner of the panel, I see a red button: Panic.

I jab it with the heel of my hand, fingers too slippery.

After a split second of silence, the house detonates with sound.

The alarm screams to life, a high-pitched, blaring wail that pierces through the walls. My ears feel like they’re splitting open. I clamp my palms over them, heart pounding as Robot Woman says, “Emergency. Police dispatched.”

It worked. Oh my god, it worked.

I twist the dead bolt again and rip the door open, ready to sprint back down the hill to Amelia and Madison. To tell them we’re saved.

But my body halts mid-step.

There, staggering across the porch, is Parker. Our eyes meet for one frozen heartbeat before instinct seizes me.

I whip around, slam the door behind me, and bolt for the lakefront door that leads down to the dock.
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The alarm still screams from the house behind me, even through the rain, as I run down the stairs toward the dock. I barrel down them, taking two at a time in the dark, hands clutching the rails as wind whips my hair.

I could’ve gone back around to the front of the house, back toward the Holloways’. But Parker would have followed me there. If he saw Madison or Amelia…

I couldn’t risk it.

So I chose the only path that veers away from everything I love.

Somewhere, police cruisers are already spinning into gear, but I need to isolate Parker until they get here. Assuming he’s following me…

The motion lights ignite when my feet slam onto the dock, flooding me in an aggressive white light. It’s like standing in a spotlight, exposing me to the outside. The lake below is black and swirling against the shoreline in clobbering bursts.

When I get to the dock, I see our fleet. The pontoon boat sits locked, useless without the keys. The pedal boat is half submerged, full of brown rainwater. That leaves the kayak: overturned at the edge, light enough to drag, unstable enough to drown me in seconds as the waves crash against us.

I think of Mom. Of her hair lashing across her face that night, fumbling for this same battered kayak in a storm similar to the one I’m up against.

The thought solidifies something. She was running that night, hurried. Was she running from Parker? Was he the young man at the tavern with her? Was she trying to drive him away again? Threatening to spill his secret?

My chest shakes out a sob, feeling helpless and disoriented.

I look at the boats again, weighing my options. Jumping in the kayak wouldn’t just be dangerous, sucking me out into the knotted waters. It would draw Parker back upstairs—either to hurt the girls or flee.

I’m trapped here, on Mom’s dock. There’s nowhere to go.

“Imogen!”

The voice rips through the air, and I spin around toward the hillside.

Parker is at the bottom of the staircase now, a lanky silhouette limping toward me. Rain runs off him in rivulets, his soaked sweater pasted to his stretched frame, eyes mad.

I grab the kayak paddle from the ground, gripping it like a weapon.

“What did you do?” I scream across the wind. Lightning slashes open the sky in a streak of violet-white, and thunder bellows after it like a drum. “Did you kill my mother?”

The word mother cracks in my throat, tears mingling with the rain on my cheeks.

Parker’s lip twitches as he steps onto the dock. “She was trying to keep me away from you,” he shouts back. “She found me, back in August. Said if I didn’t stay away, she’d call the cops. She wanted to destroy everything for us. You should be thanking me.”

The words hit like a blade in my chest. Mom died… trying to protect me. And I never even knew she was in danger. She was out here alone, terrified. And I wasn’t there to fight for her.

Wrath fills my blood so suddenly it nearly knocks me off my feet.

My teeth chatter as I walk backward like I’m on a plank, the lake’s mist spraying against my ankles as I near the edge. “Why did you come back here?” I yell.

“I needed to get out of Seattle. I think you know why,” he spits, and I guess he’s talking about Madison. “What better place to start over than here? Where it all began.”

“Where what all began?” I roar. “I didn’t even live here anymore. There is no us,” I scoff.

He steps closer. “You have—well, had—ties here. I knew I could get you to come back.” He smiles. “That’s where Alice came in.”

I flinch at her name.

“Don’t you hear me?” he yells. “She was trying to keep us apart. As was my own mother, it turns out. They both had to go.”

I’m speechless. Devastated. Sickened. There’s no response anywhere in me for something like this.

But I have to keep him talking. Until I see the police.

“So you were watching her?” I ask. “You were in the house with her, weren’t you?”

“Yes,” he says, low, hardly audible. “At first… it was harmless. But I started to wonder if she sensed me in the house. When I knew she wasn’t going to accept me, I went in to do… what I needed to do. But she was still awake.” He looks behind me at the lake. “I had to chase her down here. I didn’t have a choice!”

Parker continues to cross the dock slowly, one long step at a time—

hand clutching his stomach. I adjust my grip on the paddle, tightening my fingers around the shaft.

“So… what do you say?” he asks. “Don’t let this all be for nothing. Don’t let your mother die in vain.”

I see right through his calculative nonsense. His sick way of trying to twist madness into romance.

When his stomach is inches from the tip of my paddle, I thrust it into him, ramming the rounded tip into his belly. He folds, spitting bile onto the dock.

While he’s huddled, I bring the paddle down again in vicious swings, my words spitting out in rhythm with each blow to his head.

“This! Ends! With! Her!”

The world goes fuzzy and my lungs can’t seem to catch air. I crash to my knees next to Parker, a panic attack taking over.

But before I can pull myself together, Parker lunges at me.

I stumble backward off the dock and plunge into the lake, my entire body sinking beneath the surface—and I can’t believe how cold it is. The water is glacial, feels like knives on my skin as I desperately try to find up from down. I lose myself in the waves, my limbs freezing up, accidentally breathing in, choking.

When I finally break the surface, I only manage to get one gasp of air in before I vomit lake water. My hands flail until they find the wooden edge of the dock. But the instant my fingertips clutch it, Parker stomps down on my nailbeds. Pain screams in my knuckles as I squeal and slip under again, bubbles gurgling out of my mouth.

I thrash against the waves, descending deeper into the lake. Looking around me, I’m desperate for outside forces to step in. I don’t know how much longer I can fight this. My eyes meet the sprawling windows of Harrison’s house across the lake, and I remember what Rachel said about her view of Mom’s dock. Maybe she, or someone on her side of the lake, can see what’s happening over here.

But Harrison’s living room is dim, and he’s nowhere in sight. He’s not standing at his telescope, watching me like he probably did throughout my childhood to feel some type of connection to our family. He’s not down on the dock coming to my rescue. My father is not coming to save me. He never was.

And I don’t need him to.

I swim back toward my dock.

My body is going numb. I need to get out of this water. Parker is standing at the edge, staring at me, saliva spilling off his lips.

“Stop this!” I beg.

For one moment, impossibly, he listens.

Parker reaches his trembling hand down toward me, his dark eyes pleading. I see the little boy he once was—lonely, lost, and for half a second, I falter—truly realizing the difference between him and me. I have empathy, compassion, care. But even deep down, those aren’t qualities he hosts. He’s a monster, through and through.

I snatch his hand and use my remaining strength to pull him into Lake Blair with me. The surface erupts between us, foam and rain colliding as he plunges under. I kick away from his sinking shape, chest burning, legs fighting to keep me afloat as the waves splash against my face.

Instead of swimming away, I dive on top of him. My hands slam into his shoulders, forcing him down. His weakened body bats against me, and he almost breaks free. But I push harder, screaming into the storm.

“This is for my mom!” I bawl, shoving him under the water with a newfound force.

My arms quake, but something holds me steady. I see a delicate pair of hands lying atop mine, and I know I must be hallucinating. But I hold on to the visual for as long as I can, feeling a warmth radiate through my body. When I look above the waterline, following the hands… I see her.

My beautiful mother.

She’s smiling with a look of determination.

You got this, baby girl, she whispers, and I don’t care that it’s only inside my head. It feels real.

I see her. I feel her. Among the chaos.

“I love you, Mom,” I sob, the words tasting like salt. I hold on to the visual as long as I can, knowing I will never see her again.

And that is all the motivation I need to end the man who took her from me. Because with one final surge, Parker stops resisting. His body loosens, and my hands release.

Mom is gone.

Parker’s body bobs on the surface, face down, half sunken, and he floats toward Sawyer Dam.

Guilt cuts through solace.

Why me? Why was I able to outrun him, to shove him under, when Mom couldn’t?

I tread toward the dock, thrust my body out of the water, and collapse on the wooden platform, the alarm still wailing from the house.

I can’t help but worry he’ll crawl out of the water and follow me. Like he was playing dead.

Still, I hike up to the driveway and break into a sprint for the Holloways’ house. The street remains sleepy, and I worry something went wrong. That the police aren’t on their way. But when I spot Madison and Amelia, huddled out of the rain on the Holloways’ porch, I hear a blooping police cruiser. I jog back out to the street, flagging them down.

“Here!” I scream, waving my arms above my head. Amelia limps over, Madison hanging on to her.

Two patrol cars skid to a stop. The first door flies open and Officer Wright barrels toward me, radio at his mouth.

“Dispatch, this is twelve. Arrived on scene. I need medics rolling, stat.” He approaches me. “Miss Bly? What’s going on?”

I can barely form the words, my lungs still ragged from the lake. “He… Parker Lane. He had us. I think he’s dead. Down at the lake.”

My words get bungled, fragmented pieces of the story flying out of me.

The officer behind him whips his flashlight behind me, blaring against Amelia’s and Madison’s faces.

“Wait,” he says. “Holy… Is that Madison Tory?”
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After enduring a check of our vitals and stumbling through our statements, Amelia and I are finally allowed to leave the paramedics’ side. The air is still damp, but the rain has thinned to a drizzle.

Down the cul-de-sac, red and blue lights strobe across the street as officers move in and out of Mom’s house. Here at the Holloways’, Madison is propped on their front steps under a blanket, an oxygen mask loose at her chin. The sight of her out here, free, alive, is difficult to process.

Amelia pulls me into a hug, and I go limp against her.

I almost tell her about Harrison, but when I glance at her pale face, her cheeks stained with mascara after I told her our mother was murdered, I decide that she doesn’t need another blow right now. I’ll tell her about it later, when we can breathe again. For now, all we need is each other.

We always have.

“I want to see if one of these officers will let me use their phone so I can call Wes,” Amelia says softly, swiping her cheek. “Are you gonna be okay for a sec?”

I nod, and she squeezes my hand, heading toward Officer Wright. Only getting a few feet away, she turns back to me.

“I’m so proud of you.”

The words make me inexplicably emotional.

Pride isn’t made for people like me. Not after what I’ve done tonight, not after what happened to Mom. I’m trying not to blame myself but finding it impossible.

What I did to Parker didn’t feel heroic. It felt feral. Like something broke in me that I’ll never be able to put back together.

But all I can do is nod faintly, because if I open my mouth, I might break completely.

I hear wheels skitter down the driveway behind me and turn to see two paramedics carting a body bag out of the Lanes’ house.

Meredith.

When I turn, I catch sight of Rory. He and his parents are talking to a uniformed officer, Harrison nowhere in sight. Figures.

The second Rory’s eyes find mine, he breaks away, coming straight to me.

He wraps me in a hug so tight it almost buckles my knees. It’s exactly what I needed.

“Are you okay?” he murmurs into my hair.

I fall into his warmth, breathing in his familiar smell, grateful to be alive, grateful to be in his arms again.

“I think I will be,” I whisper.

I don’t know how long it will take, how many new nightmares I’ll endure. But I’m determined to find the light. For me. For Mom.

He leans back, eyes sweeping over my tattered appearance. “Madison Tory is outside my house… I thought I was seeing a ghost. They told me everything… and that you saved her?”

“It’s all such a blur right now,” I manage. “I couldn’t have saved her without Amelia, though.”

He brings me close again, planting a peck on my forehead.

Thinking of how wrong I’d been about Rory yesterday, how much I took his kindness for granted, I pull him into a long kiss.

“Can we start over?” I ask.

He laughs lightly, shaking his head at me like I’m ridiculous. And I know I am.

Rory shrugs. “I heard you live in Seattle,” he says. “Maybe I can take you on a date there.”

“I’d love that,” I say softly, burying my face in his chest again.

A voice slices through the air farther up the road toward Mom’s house, an officer yelling, “We got a body! Confirmed DOA.”

Dead on arrival.

I release a heavy sigh, emotions mixing—relief, fury, exhaustion. They’ve found Parker.

Rory wraps his arm around me, anchoring me to the earth. And somehow, as I peer around at the little street I grew up on, the place that raised me and nearly ruined me, now bathed in red and blue strobes, littered with death, I feel something shift inside me. I sense a pulse of something I thought I’d lost: the idea that tomorrow won’t be worse than today.

This season of sinking—its hardship, its haunting—will live in my story.

But I am determined to stay afloat above the wreckage.
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