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For Jonathan
The main character in my story.




Thus I rediscovered what writers have always known (and have told us again and again): books always speak of other books, and every story tells a story that has already been told.

—Umberto Eco, Postscript to The Name of the Rose


“You are a born storyteller,” said the old lady. “You had the sense to see you were caught in a story, and the sense to see that you could change it to another one.”



—A. S. Byatt, 
The Djinn in the Nightingale’s Eye: Five Fairy Stories


He knew how to say many false things that were like true sayings.



—Homer





I remember the falling. Only the falling.

At seventeen I was old enough to remember, and other things from that time are piercingly clear: the maple tree out my bedroom window, my shelf of books that I had secretly annotated and hoped Mom would not discover, and how my father, a physics professor, loved to fly.

But I have no memory, and I’ve so often tried to retrieve it, of walking across the airport tarmac that particular day in Northampton and boarding Dad’s beloved plane to fly back to Boston. I simply don’t remember whether I was excited to have Mom finally back with us or that Bea was returning after graduation, preparing to wield her older sister powers on me again.

Do I remember the plane taking off? I know what that feels like, and have flown so many times since, but was it that day? Should I have noticed it was different? It’s haunted me every day, what memories are made of. How we ever know which memories are true.

I’ve tried to remember what must have been; the clouds moving the wrong direction, my heart in my throat, the gasping sound of my mother’s cry, unnatural, indecipherable. The light. The heat. The speed. The newspapers, later, used the words “plummeted” and “tragic.”

I’m clear on what happened first. Dad beginning the taxi, the rumble of the engine and the lift from the ground, the feel of the seat belt, the urge to hold Bea’s hand like I did when I was little, even though she’d have disdained it. I was always airsick, and Mom or someone would have given me the two blue pills. Bea and I would’ve been in the back two seats, the sister seats, we called them, Mom and Dad in the front. I feel as though I remember that, but it happened so many times before, so maybe it wasn’t that particular flight.

Daddy loved that little single-engine, and he used to say it was our magic carpet. With it we could go anywhere, and do anything, and escape the pull of gravity. Gravity. He used that word all the time, and I accepted it, a concept as weightless as the past.

That’s why I remember the falling.

And maybe, maybe, the light and the heat.

But it’s like looking through an old family album. You see a photograph and you think oh, I remember that! But you don’t, you only remember that you’ve seen the picture, and your mind creates the story that goes with it. How it started, and then what happened, and how it ended. And the more you think about it the more it feels true. But what if you’re making up a story, and the truth is somewhere behind the photo? The truth is somewhere behind the memory.

You can accept the story, and you can believe the story, and you can make it feel as true as true can be.

But it’s not what really happened.






THE FIRST DAY GONE







1


Only a certain kind of mother would abandon her child. And that appears to be what my sister Bea is doing right now. Abandoning her daughter, Piper. And leaving her with me. But that can’t be true.

“Piper? See anything? Anyone?”

My niece peeks out from behind the gauzy curtain that protects the front window of my brownstone.

“Nope. Not yet.” She tucks herself back into the folds of soft linen. “Do you think she’ll be here soon?”

Piper’s been concentrating on the street below, two stories down, for almost an hour now, scouting for her mother’s car. In today’s determined last light of early August, when afternoon lingers while evening waits in the wings, my sister was supposed to pick up her daughter. But Bea, for whom an appointment is often merely a suggestion, has not shown up.

“Of course she’ll be here, honey. But Pipe?”

“Yeah?” From behind the curtain.

“Let’s play Endings.” It’s a logical and not-scary proposition from me, we play this game all the time. Piper knows I’m all about endings. As a book agent, I’m always looking for a better one. Now I’m hoping she’ll think her Aunt Eliza is yet again trying to show her how analytical thinking is fun. In truth, I’m seriously wondering why Piper’s mother has not arrived to reclaim her. This has never happened before. “What’s the happiest ending you can imagine?”

“Pizza!” I’m relieved to see she’s smiling as she turns to me, engaged. “That’s always a happy ending.”

Pizza. Only an eleven-year-old could come up with that answer, and I’m pleased that Piper is distracted. Her weeks with me have been an intermittent ritual since Piper’s first birthday with us. A very special week with Auntie Eliza, Bea had explained to her daughter. And, she went on, with her italicized country-club enthusiasm, that meant she and I would both have mom’s weekends, hers for real and mine pretend. And wasn’t that fabulous?

Like I would believe she was selflessly offering a moment of sisterhood.

We bicker, sometimes, sisters do, and we disagree, but Bea and I have always been a team, ever since the crash, ever since everything, and since the universe had gut-punched us both, I do anything to make her happy. And I do love my feisty little Piper. I didn’t mind pretending to be a mom. For a week or so.

And our times together are full of adventures, both real and on the page. I want Piper to exercise her imagination, to see past the end of the written story. Over the years, we’ve played Endings to concoct new final chapters for Max and his Wild Things, and Pooh. Once we created an even happier ending for Cinderella, one that included a pony, a best friend, and endless access to magical candy bars. If LexLit Literary Agency had received the manuscript as a middle-grade submission, we would have sent our form rejection letter. To Piper and me, though, our version was perfect.

But I wonder what ending Piper is imagining now. Transition has been tough for her since her parents’ divorce, as if she’s constantly skittish of the next unhappy surprise. I try to keep her fears in balance—the Ramseys have experienced enough disaster.

“You are so right, pizza is always a terrific ending,” I say now. But Piper’s back at the window, glued. Maybe my anxiety is contagious.

We scan the empty street below, sending our hopes into the waning afternoon, willing a person to appear. The amber flames of the faux gaslights struggle to be seen against the persistent day, but we do not need extra illumination to see that Bea’s car has not arrived. How will this scene in her life play out?

Many years ago, with me curled up on Mom’s lap, I became obsessed with endings. “That can’t be all.” I can still feel the pout on my face as I would point to that night’s book. “What happens after that?” I was always enchanted by the newest once-upon-a-time, but frustrated when Mom said she’d finished reading the story. “And what happens after that?”

“Silly goose, Eliza, you know what happens.” Mom always answered the same way. “They lived happily ever after.”

“Ever ever ever after?” I’d persist. “And I’m not silly. If the book has no more pages, how do you really know what happened next?”

Problem was, Mom saw stories as boundaried by the covers of the book. I never did. Still don’t. Stories continue to unspool, like real life, it’s just that authors don’t have enough pages to tell us the rest. But I can always imagine it. Always.

I do understand, after all that happened, we can never know the endings of our own stories. But the stories of others … that’s different. From the moment I decided that Beth March lived and all the Little Women celebrated their father’s return from the war, there’s always been another chapter for me. The happier ending. Even though I can’t imagine such a thing for myself. Not with all I’ve lost.

“Maybe Mom thought she was supposed to come tomorrow?” Piper’s eyes are clouded with disquiet. She’s rolled up the sleeves of her bright purple Stick the Landing T-shirt, and white shorts over tanned legs and bright white trainers telegraph her place in her world. Her mother has become a hotshot social media fashion influencer, just ask her, but thank goodness she’s failed to fully influence her daughter.

“I texted her.” She holds up the phone that’s constantly in her hand. “But she didn’t answer.”

“I texted her, too.” I make my voice carefully casual. “She didn’t answer me, either. Do you know where she went? Did she go out of town this week?” Why Bea doesn’t tell me specifics, I’ll never understand—what if there was an emergency with Piper? But she’d dismissed all my concerns, reminding me that I was a fully formed human and supremely capable, and informing me that I have no idea what it’s like to be a mother, and all about her need for privacy and alone time. I suppose it’s left over from the days I was her nudgy younger sister. I’m three years younger, as I remind her when I need to needle her about something.

“Should we try to contact your dad?”

At that, Piper’s eyes narrow, and I picture a thousand horribles parading through her mind. “He doesn’t know where she is,” she says. “Or even me.”

I loathed Kyle from moment one, though apparently it took a besotted Bea years to realize the level of his jerkdom. Possessive, controlling. Ten years older. The recent divorce was a surprise to me, but who knows. It’s ungracious to be happy about someone else’s emotional upheaval, so for Piper’s sake as well as Bea’s, I am Switzerland, carefully neutral, and we don’t often discuss the absent Kyle. “Your father still loves you,” I assure her.

“Right.” Piper says it without looking at me. “I need to get my book.”

She moves away from me, padding down the hall toward the guest room. Kyle left them, what felt like suddenly to me, earlier this summer. Bea, eyes red-rimmed and narrative determined, had told me she’d explained to Piper that she and Kyle were “trying to work things out.” Now Piper must feel like her mother has vanished, too.

I understand that black hole of loss, understand it profoundly.

Both my parents vanished from my life, eleven years ago. Only Bea and I survived the plane crash.

Some mornings, after it all, even after the hospital, I’d still expect to hear Mom singing some silly song to wake me up, or smell the fragrance of Dad’s famous pancakes, and then I’d open my eyes and the song and the breakfast would disappear. I’d smell aviation fuel, instead, impossibly, fleet as a memory. That smell still makes me sick.

After the crash, Mom’s younger sister, Margaret, also a lawyer, and a flying enthusiast like our dad, had semi-moved in with Bea and me, scheduling us between trips to her beloved historic sites and hiking trails.

Aunt Margaret took on the role of part-time parent to two suddenly-adults, who in a flash had turned from happy and privileged teenagers into grieving orphans, a word Bea and I tried out in the midst of our darkest torments. We were orphans, as bleak and forlorn as in Dickens, we decided. We only had each other.

When I went off to grad school and Bea got married, Aunt Margaret bowed out of our lives, and another Ramsey family era ended. Bea had confided to me what a gift Margaret’s departure had been to her and Kyle, her smarmy and too-old-for-her new boyfriend. Now Kyle and I can do whatever we want, she’d said. Today, as my own niece frets, it’s my turn to be the protective aunt.

Every happy family leaves in its own way, I badly quote to myself. The fear of abandonment has ruined a series of relationships for me. I’d have a good time with perfectly nice, motivated guys who cared about me, and were sensitive, smart, funny, thoughtful, all the desirable things. But I’d worry—what if they left me? So I’d leave first. I had the controls.

None of that is Piper’s fault, and barely in Piper’s lifetime, and I will not allow Piper to be another victim in our family’s continuing drama.

Because Bea would never abandon her daughter. Everything will be fine.
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A fuzzy buzz squawks through my apartment’s black-box intercom, the device a relic from the fifties. My heart leaps, the world resettles, the sun comes out.

Bea. Finally. I’m going to kill her for being late. She should have called. She should have texted. Her daughter was worried and distressed. Who would do that to a kid?

“Vitucci’s,” the scratchy voice says.

The sun disappears behind the clouds again.

“It’s the pizza.” My laptop is open on the dining room table. While we waited for the pizza—and Bea—I’d been trying to catch up with the manuscripts I’m supposed to read.

“I’ll go.” Piper hops up from the cozy chair where she was reading a book with a dragon girl on the cover, a wild fantasy of flying and flames. Thinking of stories reminds my nagging conscience of how behind I am on my work. Though I did have the last week off—as “off” as someone who reads for a living can be, which is never—I’m supposed to return to my office in LexLit’s Beacon Hill brownstone starting tomorrow afternoon. It’s a command performance, as is everything with Whitney. She commands; I perform. Or else I lose my job.

Tomorrow, Whitney Hart, founder of LexLit Literary Agency and she who must be obeyed, is expecting me to show her the manuscript submissions I think have a chance at publication. “Your livelihood as an agent depends on picking precisely the right book to pitch to precisely the right editors,” she tells me. “This is no time to be nice. Only smart.”

Romance novels are my specialty, because they all have such reliably happy endings. Whitney takes the crime, true and fictional. As well as anything else she wants, in whatever realm. Her clients’ books end with justice, which is happiness only for some.

We move to the kitchen, pull up wicker stools to the center island, open the pizza box. The fragrance of oregano and tomato wafts into the room.

“How come you don’t like my dad?” Piper doesn’t look at me as she eases out a cheesy triangle. A strand of melted mozzarella attenuates between the box and the plate, and Piper captures it with her finger, twirling it into submission. Then puts the slice on a plate for me.

“What makes you ask about your dad?” I say, accepting the pizza. “Did he call you? Text you?” My heart twists at this thought. Maybe Kyle is looking for Bea, too, which is either great or awful.

“Nope. I was kind of thinking about things.”

“Things,” I say, folding my piece in half. “Any thing in particular? Did you text him, about your mom? The time is so different there, remember.”

Kyle. Always so dismissive of me. Jealous, I theorized, that Bea spent some of her attention on me instead of him. I could think of a lot of endings for him, but I don’t want to waste the time.

“It’s tomorrow in Japan already,” she says. “So does that mean Dad already knows what happened?”

Moments like this, I know we are connected. I love Piper’s brain. “I always think that, too. Wouldn’t that be cool?”

She purses her lips. “Maybe,” she finally says. “But, what if Mom doesn’t come?”

“Silly goose. I bet your mom will be here any minute.” I tap another text to Bea, a long line of question marks she can make into anything she wants. Where the hell are you, is what they mean. What’s going on. I’m worried.

“Tomorrow is Remembrance Day, right?” Piper’s eyes soften. “August eighth? She would never miss that.”

“You are so right,” I say. “She would never miss Remembrance Day.”

And that is the capstone to my fear. There are elements of our lives that are immutable. And tomorrow, Remembrance Day, is one of them.

Now the clock is ticking. If Bea does not arrive tonight, something is horribly wrong.
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My phone is a deadweight in my hand, a leaden lump of coal, a brick. Eight o’clock on a summertime evening, twilight softly darkening, the sounds of Boston’s Back Bay—the murmur of traffic, an occasional honk or siren, someone’s laughter from the street below. But nothing from Bea.

Piper and I are finished with the pizza, but linger at the granite kitchen island. Piper, using two fingers, is peeling the pieces of pepperoni off the last slice. A transgression, but I let it go. She’s been quiet for the last few minutes, and I let that go, too.

Remembrance Day. We created its name ten years ago, on the first anniversary of “the crash.” No need to describe it any further, those two words contain two lifetimes, no, four, of disaster and sorrow. Bea had just graduated from college in Amherst, my mother beaming with happiness. Bea was still wearing her graduation gown as we boarded the plane, a reminder of her accomplishments.

More than once, I’ve tried to ask Bea what she remembers, but she would never engage. “Let it be, Eliza.” She’d narrowed her eyes at me, challenging, her voice wire-thin. “There’s nothing we can do.” I don’t blame her for trying to erase the past, and my persistent curiosity shouldn’t tread on her hard-won equilibrium.

I still wish there was some way to get a satisfying last chapter, but in this story, there are only dead ends. Federal investigators have paperwork, which I’ve seen, and devoured, but it’s sprinkled with words like “unknown origin,” and “speculation,” and “inconclusive.” And “burned beyond recognition.”

And, of course, “souls aboard: 4, survivors: 2.”

Bea and I, the “survivors,” never believed the crash was an accident. After the hospital, the two of us could not sleep, not for weeks, and we’d whisper at night, staying up while the house was silent and empty, concocting elaborate theories about what might have caused it.

Our dark fears of calculated malevolence had been nurtured in the years before by the local news. There’d been a series of murders around our summer place, Mallard Cove, a tiny town in the Berkshires, so it always felt like evil was in the air, the famously peaceful landscape invaded by danger. The papers even called the guy the Greylock Killer, after two of the victim’s bodies were found in the complicated shadows of Greylock Mountain. Bea and I were obsessed. We’d pored over the local newspapers, when we could get our hands on them. Sometimes in the town’s general store, and sometimes in the library.

We memorized the girls’ names. In tribute. In fear.

“What if it happens to me?” Everything was personal to Bea, even back then. “Or you?”

“Mom and Dad would protect us,” I’d assured her. We were only at Mallard Cove for a few weeks each summer, anyway, so it wasn’t like we were actually that vulnerable. The dead girls—they called them that—were locals, or had recently moved to town. The town’s hunt club even found one of the bodies.

Our parents had avoided the subject, Mom especially, even turning off the news when we were in the room. Dad tried to convince us the danger was exaggerated. “Journalists want you to be scared,” he’d warn us. “Fear sells more advertisements.”

But I saw him reading all the local papers. Clipping out the stories. He was always a big researcher, relentlessly curious.

Later, when I was off in college, Bea told me she’d read somewhere that the suspicious Greylock deaths had stopped. “I guess the guy died,” she’d said.

Our obsession faded, eventually, into lost memories. And was replaced by our personal disasters. We only went back to Mallard Cove once after the crash, and after that, I never went to the Berkshires again at all; the whole place felt irretrievably haunted, a place of inevitable doom, a magnet for disaster. It was as if I’d hacked off an entire chunk of geography and relegated it to emotional oblivion, an abyss of persistent and unavoidable darkness.

Violence so easily commands its space, but its absence takes up no room at all.

“Can we have the last of the chocolate-chocolate for dessert?” Piper now asks. “We never get ice cream at home. Kyle says we can’t.”

Kyle says, one of my top ten most annoying phrases. Why does she call him Kyle, and not Dad or Pops or Daddy? I shake my head, considering Piper’s wiry arms and confident spirit.

“Everything in moderation,” I say. “And your dad is still your dad.”

Piper rolls her eyes.

“What was that look? Pipe?”

“He’d rather not be my dad. I totally heard him say that to Mom. Something like that. About me.”

“What?”

“They were like, yelling. I think about me. Mostly Dad was yelling. He sounded so mad, I’ve never heard him sound so mad. Mom, too. She was crying.”

“I promise they were not yelling about you, honey. They both adore you. Sometimes adults argue. It’s a thing.” I pause. Bea was crying? “You don’t feel scared, though, right? Or your mom?”

“You sound like our school guidance counselor.” Piper slides off her stool, opens the freezer door, pulls out a container of ice cream, and carefully scoops it into a ceramic bowl. “I know to tell if anything is bad. It’s not scary. It’s just no fun. I miss how it was. At home.”

Her home was once my home, too, our parents’ house, the one that Bea claimed by dint of her insistence, sisterly fiat, though it was willed to both of us. Bea and Kyle bought out my half of Chatham Street, which gave me the money for my apartment, which is how I own a pre-war brownstone on the meager salary of an associate at a literary agency. Getting to do what I love was the biggest gift my parents could have given.

It would have been better had they been alive to see it, but that was not to be my personal happy ending.

Piper hitches herself up onto the stool again, puts her elbows on the island. Jabs her spoon into the mound of double chocolate.

“Anything from Mom?”

“Not yet, kiddo.” I am desperate not to look worried. Not to sound worried. I imagine myself calling hospitals, urgent cares, Bea’s friends. Whoever they might be. Piper is safe here, at least. At this point I’m behind on my agency work, which Whitney will not tolerate, but I can read when Piper goes to sleep. Or goes home, I remind myself. When Bea arrives. “What’s your vote, Peeper? Go Fish or Concentration?”

“Let’s do Concentration.” She scoops up the last of the chocolate, wipes her mouth with the back of her hand. “I’ll get my phone.”

“Real cards!” I insist, pointing to the drawer in the dining room breakfront. “If we’re going to play a card game, we need cards. On the living room floor.” A memory flutters in the back of my consciousness as Piper digs them out. We’d played bridge with Aunt Margaret. Life repeats itself.

Piper arranges the grid of cards on the carpet, then points to me. “Draw for first.”

“Ten.” I show her, and put it back.

She taps her finger to her lips, picks. “Jack!” she crows. “I go first.” She pauses, tilts her head. “First isn’t good, though, in this game. Foo.” She snaps up a new first card, flips it. “Four.”

While Piper considers, I grit my teeth and, sitting cross-legged with my back against the couch, text Kyle. Trying to keep any air of criticism out of my sentence construction.

Sorry to bother, I type. Do you know where Bea is? Waiting for her. Worrying a bit.

My word choice won’t matter. He thinks everything I say to him is hostile, judgmental, or dismissive. He might be right.

Thanks, I keep typing, SO much. [image: ]. And hit send. Please answer me, Kyle. Please know.

“Queen. Bummer,” Piper says, putting her cards face down again. “You go.”

I pretend to study the checkerboard of cards, but I’m worrying about every single thing in my world. Bea. Piper. Whitney. My family—and my job. All I have.

I hate to distract Piper from what I’d designed as a distraction. But. “I know I told you not to bring your phone, honey, but maybe go get it?”

“Oh. Yeah. Duh.” She pops to her feet, then pauses, plunking her hands on her hips. “Do not look at the cards.”

“Puh-leese.”

As she leaves, I check my own phone. Nothing from Bea. Nothing from Kyle. How can he ignore me? I specifically said I was worried. That requires a response. He may be divorced from Bea, but he’s still Piper’s father. You can’t divorce a child.

He’s such a creep, though. Besides what Piper revealed about some fight he and Bea had, which is surprising-not surprising, Bea told me he’d made her sign a “greedy” prenup. And that, in their otherwise sharp-edged and hostile divorce, he’d handed off custody of Piper to her “in not even a heartbeat.” Shows his priority, I’d stopped myself from saying. Bea was freaked out enough without me making it worse.

Now it’s worse.

I tap into Google. How do you report a missing person? I stare at that. Delete it. When do you report a missing person? I stare at that, too, reluctant to push enter. I try again: What do police consider a missing person?

And what does “missing” even mean? Bea told me she would be here today. Today is over. But maybe Bea assumes, correctly, that her daughter is safely and happily in my apartment, and that I am able to work from home, and school is out for the summer, and Piper and I adore each other, and as a result, it doesn’t really matter when she returns to retrieve her.

She would be wrong.

And now I am not sure whether to ignore it, panic, or call the police.
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“Maybe she’ll meet us at the cemetery,” I say, pushing the start button on the coffee machine. Out the kitchen window, my gorgeous old weeping willow rustles and whispers promises in the courtyard breeze. I’ve left the screen down, but the window up, letting in the morning. August is generally a blast furnace in Boston, with oppressive and withering humidity, and we’ll get the heat later today, they predict. But at this moment, it’s a soft summer day.

Piper, sitting at my kitchen counter on a green wicker stool, dumps Cheerios into a big yellow bowl, and then eats them like popcorn, no milk, no sugar. Followed by a swig of orange juice.

“I love to do this in the mornings, Kyle never lets me,” she says, tilting her head back to drop in the oaty circles. “The milk makes the texture so gross, and they’re better this way.”

Another of Kyle’s body-image rules. “Chacûn a son goût,” I say. “That means—”

“I know what it means,” Piper says. “To everyone their own taste.”

“Where did you learn that? You never cease to amaze me.”

“I try to learn one new thing every day,” Piper says.

“What if your brain gets full?” She gets that I’m teasing, I know that. I stir coffee in my crimson mug, a fading relic from college.

“My brain will never be full,” she says. “Brains can’t get full. There’s always more room in your brain. Like in your heart for love.” She’s tucked a napkin into the neck of her white dress, apparently to protect it from orange juice drips. She looked so cute this morning, coming out in her cemetery dress, ready to—

“Pipe,” I ask, still stirring my coffee though it doesn’t need it. “Is that your new Remembrance Day dress?”

“Yes, I love it, but I can’t get anything on it. That’s why I have the napkin.”

“Good call,” I say, approving. But in my own almost-too-full brain I am calculating that if Bea had actually planned to pick Piper up last night, she would not have packed Piper’s clothing for this morning. Which means Bea had another agenda, one she did not offer to me. Or to her daughter.

“Did you pack, honey, or did your mom pack?”

“Mom packed,” Piper says through her Cheerios.

My knees almost don’t let me stand up. The minute I go look in Piper’s little suitcase, I may learn something I don’t want to know.

“Is there anything else your mom packed,” I say, trying to keep my voice from shaking, “that surprised you?”

“Like what?”

Like what. How do I know? “Ah, extra underwear? Your passport? More clothes than you’d need for a week?”

“The passports are in the green box, not in my suitcase,” Piper says. “It’s where all the important papers are.”

Green box? This is new to me.

“Where is it? If you know? The green box?”

“In Mom’s closet. How many clothes do I need for a week? Seven things? You can go look, Auntie, if you want. But why?”

In my guest room, Piper’s love-worn stuffed Floppy is stationed on the frilly lace pillow of Piper’s tumultuously unmade bed. Her suitcase tilts precariously on the seat of the striped club chair, open, T-shirts tossed over the back, one sneaker upside down under the dresser and another peeking out from under the bed.

There’s no way to tell if there’s anything that shouldn’t be here. Except for that dress Piper is wearing.

Somebody packed that dress. And it could be no one else but Bea.

I make my way back to the kitchen, feeling as if I’m in a parallel universe. This is a first, one of those moments when you realize you are thinking something you have never thought before. Bea is missing. Tell the police, I order myself. And I need to tell them in person, not by phone. But not right now. And not with Piper.

Because everything might still be okay.

Bea might show up at the cemetery.
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“It was built in 1831.” I go into full-blown tour guide mode now as I turn my black Mini Cooper past the elegant gray obelisk and through the wrought iron gates into the main parking lot of Mount Auburn Cemetery, a vast swath of manicured green, awash with sunlight and white-blooming rose of Sharon bushes, where weeping willows mirror the mourners’ emotions, and crested egrets daintily pick their way across the marsh grass, a sanctuary for wildlife and humans alike. “It has a pond in the middle, remember from last year?”

“With the ducks,” Piper says, as she clambers out of the back seat.

“Yes. Don’t forget your flowers, honey.” I’ve put Piper’s hair in a crown of braids, and with her floaty white summer dress and white tennis shoes, she looks like a child of Monet, bathed in buttery sunshine, carrying a beribboned spray of yellow roses laced with sprigs of rosemary. Wearing the dress her mother packed.

Time does not move in a cemetery, I have come to realize, that’s the entire point of it. In a world teeming with change, with surprise, and where everything you ever knew and everything you ever loved may be ripped from you in a flaming instant, cemeteries remain the same. The same clipped grass, the same polished and tended headstones, the same reminder of the human condition. That no matter how we struggle or fight or care or love, we will come to the same end. It’s either wrenchingly terrifying or infinitely reassuring, the stories of our lives.

I remember Piper, too, every Remembrance Day, because it was the fifth year after the crash, the fifth Remembrance Day, when I met her. After our cemetery rituals, our readings, our messages, Bea and I had arrived at our childhood home—by then Bea and Kyle’s—with me expecting omelets and wine and hoping for an early departure. I had noticed the Mercedes in the driveway, which meant Kyle was home. All I needed.

Kyle sold insurance, which anyone who met him knew within the first thirty seconds of their acquaintance. It was perfect for Kyle, though, convincing people to pay his company to protect them from disaster, when in reality no one could do that. And there was no reimbursement possible when you lost something that truly mattered.

But when the front door opened that afternoon, it did not sound like Bea and Kyle’s house. No male voices or cheering crowds from the television, and none of Kyle’s music, relentless and insistent and verging on vulgar.

In the unexpected silence, I heard—and I remember trying to parse the unlikely sound—a child’s laughter. Maybe on the television? But as we got closer to the living room, there was the source of the voice. Not on TV. On the floor.

Cross-legged on the Oriental rug, with a giant jigsaw puzzle between them, Kyle, without a Scotch in his hand for once, sat with a little girl, strawberry blond, with her hair braided like Pippi Longstocking and a new-looking stuffed cocker spaniel nestled in her lap. The blocky puzzle pieces would clearly make a panda.

“Our new daughter,” Bea had whispered. “Your new niece. The adoption came through, and Kyle just brought her home. She’s the answer to my prayers. And that stuffed animal is her all-important Floppy.”

“Daughter?” I’d said, though, yes, obviously. “Niece? Adoption? What?” I kept my voice low, too, as I tried to juggle this new world. I knew Bea had yearned for a child, though she’d never mentioned specifics, or difficulties, or plans. Maybe we hadn’t been as close as I thought. But this wasn’t about me.

“I mean, amazing. Fantastic. Congratulations.” I tried to shift my tone to wholesale approval. Failed. “But why didn’t you tell—I mean, when did—you’re only twenty-five. Is that—isn’t that—are you—?”

Bea flipped a palm, older-sister dismissive of all my half questions. “Twenty-five is perfectly old enough. Kyle is thirty-five, remember, and come on. We’re happily married, and I can’t—whatever. Look. Eez.”

She’d pulled out our old nicknames, Beez and Eez, conciliatory. Her joy had been contagious.

“I didn’t want to say anything too early,” she went on. “We’d looked and looked and looked. And finally, there she was.” She’d explained the adoption had been closed and sealed, and they knew nothing about her parents. Or the circumstances under which she’d been left for adoption. Or where she’d been for the previous five years. “Kyle wants to do one of those DNA test things, but I told him absolutely not. We already know she’s perfect.”

“You think he’ll listen to you? He could do the DNA test without you knowing.” Health histories, I’d thought. All kinds of important things you could find. “I mean, mightn’t it actually be a good idea?”

“Stop. No,” Bea had said. “We’ve had enough of the past, Eliza, now we need to live in the future. Otherwise we’ll sink into our memories, drown in them. And look at her. She’s adorable, we fell in love at moment one.”

I was still trying to get used to Bea as a mother. Daughter, sister, mother. Her role had changed in an instant. And mine. The puzzle panda on the floor was almost whole by then, just missing a paw.

“And she looks a tiny bit like me when I was little. And see? Even the Ramsey cheekbones, like I got from Dad. Kyle of course thinks she looks like him. In any case, she’s perfect.”

“How long had she been living at the—wherever? Foster home?” She looked about five, thin but not scrawny, intent on the puzzle, with the tawny stuffed spaniel flopped over her knee.

“I don’t know any of that,” Bea whispered again. “Come on, let’s go introduce you to Piper.”
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I drape my arm across Piper’s shoulders now as we walk along the gravel pathway, past the gravestones of Isabella Stewart Gardner, and Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, and Dorothea Dix. The cemetery makes me feel connected and otherworldly, those souls beneath my shoes, their pasts buried away. My own past is in a limbo where no answers can be provided.

Piper is family to me, but now, six years later, I still don’t know the provenance of her long legs, or her quirky little brain, which seems to store up information like a squirrel preparing for the winter.

I do remember the moment that day Bea introduced her new daughter as “Piper.” I’d choked out a wonderful to meet you, but I know my eyes had widened with shock and surprise. Our father had flown a Piper Cherokee. Crashed in a Piper Cherokee. Our parents had died in a Piper Cherokee. And we almost did, too.

“Why would you remind yourself of tragedy and death every day?” I couldn’t help but confront her. With Piper and Kyle doing another puzzle, Bea and I had rinsed the dishes, then stacked them in Bea’s fancy dishwasher. “Every time you say her name?”

“What am I supposed to do, change the name she’s always had?” Bea went hard on the offense. “She’s already been through enough. Can you imagine me explaining it? She didn’t have a middle name, so we gave her Ramsey. Piper Ramsey Lennix. And that’s how it is.”

It wasn’t worth fighting about, the heavy-handed reference, but Bea insisted it was a legacy, or an omen. Of what? I asked her, but she’d dried her hands on a tea towel and huffed away, expecting me to follow her.

Legacy. I tasted Bea’s word choice again. What legacy? Omen of what?

“Do the grands know we’re coming, do you think?” Piper’s voice is soft now; respectful maybe, and she hangs back a few steps. She’s been here to the cemetery before, and it’s possible the absence of her mother is bringing her emotions to the surface.

“I’m sure they do, sweetheart.” I hug her closer. “They expect us, in fact.” I push my sunglasses to the top of my head to read my Apple watch screen, but nothing from Bea. No missed calls, no missed anything, as much as I try to search, or will them into being.

Aunt Margaret brought us here to Mount Auburn, as soon as she thought we could handle it, I guess, that first year after. Then Bea and I carried on, naming Remembrance Day and making it a ceremony. As part of our custom, each of us tells one story about something we remember. I wish I had written down those stories, or that someone had, but they are buried here in the loamy earth, buried along with their main characters.

Even when I went away to college and then to grad school, I would not skip Remembrance Day, nor would Bea, and sometimes Aunt Margaret came, too. I remember the depth of her sorrow, how it wrapped her in almost-visible shadow, and I wondered about the unique excision from one’s only sister. A loss I was never brave enough to discuss with her, something I regret. She sacrificed for us, I know that.

Piper’s eyes are downcast, preparing to be part of a ritual for people she only knows from storytelling. Would I take care of her if something happened to Bea, like Margaret did for us? Without hesitation. Although that duty might, legally, fall to Kyle. I wish Bea would hurry. I’m happy to keep Piper as long as she needs, but I can’t help but feel the worry constricting my chest now, and spawning the unhappiest of endings.

Remembrance Days. Even Kyle would show up, doing his phony sanctimonious sorrow act. I knew Bea had met him when she was in college. She was besotted, and Kyle, at ten years older, some sort of business school adjunct then, was predatory, if you ask me, which no one did.

“No,” I whisper, to the universe in general. “Unhappy is so not going to happen.”

“Who are you talking to?” Piper has come up beside me.

“Just thinking out loud. You okay with those flowers? They have prickles.”

“I wish Mom were here.” Piper looks up at me, concerned. “Not instead of you,” she assures me, “but it should be all three of us.”

“I agree, kiddo.” The Ramsey headstone, glinting in the sunshine, is sleek, white-veined ebony, elegantly rectangular, with names 
and dates engraved in knife-edged letters, and one line of rewritten poetry. For they have slipped the surly bonds of earth …

“Let’s send your mom another message. We can wait here for her, maybe, sit on the little bench and you can tell me all your secrets while we wait.”

“I don’t have any secrets.” Piper tilts her head, pursing her lips. “That I know of.”

I have to laugh at her serious demeanor. “Well, then, your mom better hurry, right? Scoot over to the bench, I’ll be right there. Maybe make a clover necklace.”

Footsteps. Definitely. Far away, but determined, deliberate, one after the other crunching the pebbled gravel in the walkway beyond the trees. They carry, distinctly, over the optimistic song of a sparrow and the almost-silent rumble of a silver-winged jet above us. Footsteps. Definitely.

The relief washes over me, anger mixed with relief, the psychic burden lifting, and I try to think of what to say. I promise it won’t be sarcastic or critical, it won’t, Bea probably has no idea that I was worrying and so there’s no reason to confront her about that. She’s here.

The world is still, except for the footsteps. I’ll hug her, and welcome her, and we will go from there. And I will have had an imaginary adventure, and be happy we closed the book on it.

I listen again, with every ounce of my auditory skill. But there’s nothing. It was not Bea, it was not Kyle. It was someone else going somewhere else, someone who is where they’re supposed to be. Piper and I are alone again.

Bea had packed Piper’s little white dress. Her cemetery clothes. That haunts me, strangles me, she never meant to be back for this, and she relied on me to bring Piper to the cemetery without her. Bea is not missing. She planned this. So what do I tell the police?

My phone buzzes in the pocket of my linen blazer. I pray to whatever gods are listening that I am wrong and this is Bea, Bea with an answer. I look at the caller ID. Kyle.

I hit accept, with more force than is possibly necessary.

“Kyle?” I say before he can answer. “Where are you? I’m worried, where’s Bea?”

There’s silence from the other end of the phone, white noise, the ocean or the wind, the whoosh and emptiness of nothing. As soundless as those vanished footsteps. I look left, right, spin to look behind me.

“Kyle?” I repeat. “Is this you? Are you all right?” The words come out before I can filter. “Is Bea all right? Where are you?”

Still nothing. Then a message pings.

From Kyle.

Phone svc sucks. In Tokyo, for biz thing. What?

Bea did not come to pick up Piper.

I wait, as ten thousand miles away, Kyle decides what to say.

How is that MY problem? You shd call HER

Her. Nice.

Of course, but no answer. That’s why you.

Here he actually puts a shrug emoji. Then keeps typing.

How do I know? I’m here 1 more wk. You keep Pipe?

Sure. I hit send, but keep typing. I’m worried that

But he’s faster.

Tnx.

And then he’s gone.

“Is someone on the phone?” Piper, the fragrant roses in her arms, is tugging at the sleeve of my blazer. “Is it Mom? Where is she?”
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“Nope, it must have been a wrong number,” I tell Piper now, knowing that’s not true. But I’m not gonna be the one to reveal her father’s blazing disinterest. If he’s even in Japan, who knows. “Maybe your mom hopes you and I have our own private Remembrance Day, and she can come when she’s ready.”

“Isn’t it always at eleven in the morning?”

“It is, sweet girl, has been in the past, but life changes, and we are here, so you want to start, or should I?”

“You start. Should I record it on my phone, so Mom can watch when she comes back?”

Aw. “I know you love to record things, but we’ll just tell her about it, okay?”

Piper nods agreement, and I cannot imagine what’s in her mind. She’s eleven. And this is so much crushing uncertainty. We’re both trying to be normal, a fragile pretense.

I pull the ratty newspaper clipping from the leather-flap portfolio in my purse, and unfold it; its edges are fraying now after a decade. I understand it’s silly to keep the paper, I should take a picture for our phones, but this is part of the reality. “This is the newspaper story of the day after the crash, honey,” I say.

“I know.”

“Brookline couple killed in plane crash, daughters survive,” I read the headline out loud.

And there is a picture of all of us in happier times, in front of the Middlesex Probate Court, professorial Dad with his tortoiseshell glasses and untamable hair, lanky tall, with his arm around Mom, looking proud and content in her flowy new judge’s robe, and in the front, Bea, aged sixteen, doing the sultry pose I knew she developed for social media—and me at thirteen, trying to look like a grown-up.

The words are so familiar, I hardly need to look at the clipping to recite them. Shocking, accident, NTSB investigation. Tragedy. Successful attorney, probate judge, proficient skier, recently home from an eight-month overseas assignment teaching international law. Renowned physics professor, avid and experienced pilot. Two daughters.

It’s good that you don’t remember, Margaret once said after the reading. I had to agree. In truth, though, trying to remember is equally disturbing—what did plummeting feel like, when did I know what was happening, how long was I terrified, did I see Bea’s horrified face, when did the fire begin? Were my mother’s last words a scream of horror?

Somehow the reporter who wrote the story had discovered that Margaret had been named in my parents’ papers as our guardian, and executor of the will. “I know they loved their daughters every day of their lives,” Margaret is quoted as saying. “I will do the same. It is God’s plan.”

Some plan. Small plane meets hard ground, the ground wins.

What the article doesn’t say is why the plane met the ground. No one has ever said why.

I keep reading out loud, and come to the last line. “Services will be held at eleven am on August eighth in Mount Auburn Cemetery.”

“And that’s why we are here today.” Piper’s face is solemn, hands by her side. Her white dress, that perplexing white dress, fluttering in the thin breeze that’s now ruffling the grass and shifting the rosemary in the yellow roses Piper places at the edge of the headstone.

I fold the clipping, and put it back in its leather folder. Part of the ritual.

Piper taps me on the arm. “Now you have to tell them something about you.”

“That’s right,” I say. In that moment, that interstitial space between me and them, before and after, I almost feel connected to them, in a way I desperately do want to remember. I don’t want to tell them that their older daughter is not here, that she’s divorced from a selfish and potentially abusive guy and missing and that I’m consumed with fear and worry.

“I’m still with Whitney’s agency,” I say out loud, “still working on romance novels, and I found some good manuscripts last week. Thanks for letting me read anything I wanted when I was a kid, by the way. It turned out to matter. I even remember the Nancy Drews you gave me when I wanted to be a detective. And Piper’s here, she’s so tall now! And so smart. She even looks a little like you, Dad. You both would adore her.”

I put my arm around Piper’s shoulders, like Mom was doing with me in the old newspaper photograph. “Now it’s your turn. Now you tell your grands something about you.”

Piper looks at me, tentative, and I give her a little pat of reassurance. She addresses the black headstone as if she’s having a conversation with it.

“I’m eleven now, and school is starting soon. And gymnastics is still cool, I can do a perfect roundoff. I go to class every week.” She takes a step closer. “Mom is on Instagram and talks about clothes. My parents hate each other, though. They yell. Now he’s away forever and he doesn’t care about us anymore.” She pauses, her expression so serious, considering. “And, um. Now Mom is gone, too. And I miss her so much.”
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What if it’s nothing? I pose the possibility to myself as I point the car toward Brookline. What if Bea is simply at home? She spaced, or I did. What isn’t nothing—I have to report to Whitney that I’m going to be late to the office. I’m loath to do that, because she’ll be disappointed or dismissive, and either one is equally unpleasant. Maybe I’ll wait. A little longer.

Piper is in the back seat, seems to be lost in her own thoughts. I miss her so much, she’d said at the cemetery. I feel pretty helpless, but we’re all doing the best we can.

Whitney, though. I feel my shoulders sag as I navigate the ramp to Memorial Drive.

I picture her now, at her antique desk in the agency’s elegant Beacon Hill brownstone, probably drumming her manicured fingers on the polished mahogany, waiting for her tardy employee. Whitney, I remember with another wash of guilt, says finding the perfect happy ending is my superpower. Bea is my kryptonite, it seems, because my superpower is no longer working. Nothing is working.

My manuscript reports are due. Whitney is expecting me to show up. But I cannot be two places at once.

No. Fine. This is real life. I’m having a conversation with myself, since there’s no one else. Things happen, right? I need my job, and Whitney is only a human being. I nod, agreeing with myself. The Charles River shimmers beside us, the buildings of MIT casting shadows across the pavement below.

Yes. As soon as we get inside Bea’s, I’ll text Whitney, and smooth it all over. I hope.

Get inside. Hmm.

“Do you have a key to your house, Pipe?” I don’t, and though Bea has one to mine, “in case of emergencies,” she insisted, she’d never offered me a key to hers. Theirs. Family guy Kyle changed the locks when he took over Bea’s life. Bea probably changed the locks again when he discarded it.

“Mom doesn’t let me have a key,” Piper says from the back seat. “She says I’ll lose it.”

I refrain, yet again, from assessing Bea’s parenting. I’d been imagining questions the police might ask me, and realized the first one would be whether I’d checked to see if my sister was home. It would be super embarrassing if I hadn’t. I imagine Bea, lounging on her back deck with an umbrella drink, looking baffled when her daughter and I show up worried. I can honestly envision a breathlessly clueless Bea asking me—What day is this? She’s a good mom, but lately she’s distracted. We all have our 
coping mechanisms, but Bea’s support system was, again, yanked out from under her. She’s definitely not been herself since the divorce.

“What suddenly happened with Kyle, though?” I’d asked Bea, gently as I could.

She’d screamed at me. An absolute first. “It’s none of your business! And you hated him anyway, so what do you care?” And then she’d dissolved into tears, melting into my arms. “Let me go be by myself, okay, Eez? Try to get myself back into one piece? I need some time.”

So yeah, I reassure myself. Her decision-making process has crashed. This is the perfect time for her to have taken a week off. She needs to heal. But she also needs to come back. Like, now.

We’re stopped at the light at the low redbrick bridge over the Charles River. The Harvard Bridge, I always call it, but that might not be its real name.

“Those are called sculls, isn’t that funny?” Piper is pointing out the window at the sleek boats skimming toward the bridge. I recognize the Harvard crew colors, the women’s synchronized movements sliding their boats like dragonflies on the misleadingly sparkling water. “Weird.”

I’m reassured that Piper does not seem consumed with worry about her mother, and I am willing to indulge in any distracting conversation she likes. The other half of my mind is assessing an increasing number of dire possibilities. That white dress Piper is wearing right now, that was not random. Bea did not plan to come back last night.

There’s no reason for that kind of deception except for secrecy. That something is going on that Bea doesn’t want her daughter to know. Or me.

“I rowed in college,” I say, as we drive past. “When I lived in Chicago.” Where I met Whitney. Whitney. She knows I had a week off to be with Piper. But only until yesterday. She doesn’t know about Remembrance Day, no reason for her to.

It’s past noon. Whitney’s probably crafting some lofty and critical text right now, since I’m sure no LexLit employee has ever blown a deadline without warning her. And lived to tell about it, at least. I could voice-text her from the car, but that would turn into a whole back-and-forth thing. And Piper would hear every word. Time goes by so quickly, except when you’re waiting for an overdue sister.

“I was pretty terrible at rowing, though. Or so I was told.”

“Is that why you stopped?” Piper seems interested in this, news to her. “Maybe you could have practiced more.”

“Ha. True, dude. But, oh, college, you’ll see. You can try anything, and see what you love. I decided I loved words more than working out.”

We wind through the back streets of Allston, its student-shabby triple-deckers, some with front lawns wild and unruly, seeming abandoned in this late-summer season when students have fled. Grass gets greener, not only metaphorically but literally, as we cross into more affluent Brookline. The space between sidewalk and front door expands. The ratio of landscaping to architecture increases, the logos on cars parked in cobblestoned driveways indicating confident prosperity. People not afraid to display their success. Their comfort. Their families.

“Did you check your phone, sweetie?” Piper may be distracted, but I’m not.

In the rearview, I see Piper take her black rectangle out of her woven lavender cross-body bag, another influencer indulgence from her mother. “Nope,” she says. “Nothing. I wish I had social media. Mom won’t let me. If I had socials, I could look at her page and see if Mom has posted. Maybe it would show where she is.”

I know it won’t, since I’ve already done that, hoping I’d see a palm tree or an identifiable skyscraper, Bea dressed for a glam dinner in a Manhattan bistro, or sporting espadrilled nautical next to some recognizable body of water. Her brand is “powerful fashion-forward woman,” and she’s crafted a world where her followers see her as confident, hip, and the first to wear the next big thing. Being an unhappy and bitter divorcée would not be on-trend for her. I’ll get no clues, I predict, from the pretend-real world of Bea’s public life.

“You don’t need to find out about your mom from social media.” I wave her off. “Besides, when you get old enough for it, it’ll probably be holograms and telepathy. Or tessering.”

Piper and I read A Wrinkle in Time together, and we still talk about the ending. Speaking of time. Whitney. The longer I wait, the worse it’s going to be.

At the next stop sign I grab my phone, type a quick message. Sorry for delay. Still with my niece, more to come.

Almost instantly I see the undulating three dots, Whitney replying.






9


When?

Whitney’s terse one-word question on the message screen taunts me with its impossibility.

When. Great question. But how can I focus on my job until the Bea mystery is sorted? Whitney will understand after I explain. I hope.

Driving now, more to come. I accelerate into the intersection, proving I’m telling the truth. No answering dots form. Good.

“Tessering,” Piper says from the back seat. “That would be so cool.”

“Your grandfather was a physics professor, remember? I wonder what he would think about tessering.” Gravity, I think again. Flying was breaking the physical bonds, but it meant, he’d tell us, that there was a stronger force that could overcome gravity. Like love, I’d wanted to say. But Dad and I never had that discussion.

“What if my mom’s not home when we get there? Will you have to leave me? My stuff is at your house.”

“No, dopey, we’ll be together wherever we go.” Mom used to sing that to me, I remember, another illusion. I turn onto Chatham Street, the entrance to our old neighborhood. As we come closer, I see the red brick of our house has effloresced into almost a cloud cover, the Venetian windows loftily arching over the glossy blue front door, the crannied cobblestones of the front steps dotted with sprigs of determined pink thyme.

Two tortured boxwoods stand on each side of Bea’s wide front porch, and terra-cotta flowerpots, overflowing with glossy white impatiens, flank the door.

And then it hits me. I cannot go inside, key or not.

“There’s an alarm, right?”

“Uh-huh.”

“That goes off once you go inside? And then you put in the code?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Do you know the code?”

Piper nods, confident. “Five two two seven. I use it all the time.”

“Great. Terrific.”

“And there’s a key under the pot.”

“What? You said you didn’t have a key.”

“I know, and that’s true, I don’t have one. But under the left pot, that’s where Mom keeps it.”

I roll my eyes, but this is great news. And sweet, in a way. That’s where my mother always stashed it, too. No burglar would ever think to look there, I sneered at her once, adolescent sarcasm. But she kept it there. Margaret kept it there. And now Bea, too. Another family tradition, this one for which I am grateful.

“Okay, smarty-pants. We’ll see if the key is under the pot. And go from there.”

“Go where?”

“It depends.” My imagination is hurtling toward catastrophe. At least I haven’t gotten a ransom note, or a call for help, or some sort of cryptic message. That text from Kyle, though—so dismissive. Why? Hard to believe anyone is that hard-hearted.

I pull up to the curb at the front of the house. Impatiens, thyme, pots. No car in the driveway. The neighborhood is still, as if on pause, midday on a Tuesday in August. Bea’s neighbors are probably sunning in Nantucket, or in Truro doing Cape things, lobsters and French fries, gin and tonics on the deck. The neighborhood displays a line of closed garage doors, empty driveways, manicured lawns, and aggressively-placed burglar-alarm warning placards. Much of affluent Brookline is abandoned in August.

Just like Piper and me.

No matter how much I wished Bea’s steely bronze Volvo would be in the driveway, it isn’t. But it’s a two-car garage, and whether there are two cars inside, or one car, or no cars, it wouldn’t answer any questions other than whether there were cars in the garage.

“Stay here, okay, Piper?” Probably no bad guy will leap out at me when I knock at the front door. Still, it’s got to be safer to leave her alone in the car than to have her accompany me to the unknown.

Nothing is wrong, I reassure myself.

The lawn looks freshly mowed, parallel stripes mower-width, and the yard smells like mulch, the shrubs bedded in pungent black bark. The August sun is more powerful now, blasting heat and light, but the impatiens are not wilted or neglected. As I walk up the flagstone front path toward the porch, I assume Bea has a gardener. Boxwoods surrounding the porch are trimmed, excruciatingly trimmed, out of their natural shape and into pretentious rectangles. The terra-cotta pots of impatiens are where they always are. Left and right.

There’s a camera gizmo on the doorbell, I notice, which means she could be monitoring the house from wherever she is. Which is either good or terrible. I ring the bell, waving at the tiny lens. “Hey, Bea,” I say. It’s weird, since I’m potentially talking to no one. “Where are you?” I pause, feeling watched, but it’s only the camera’s eye.

There’s no one on the sidewalk. No kids riding bikes, no ice cream trucks, only the silence of vacation. It’s as if the entire neighborhood is waiting, as I am, for Bea to return.

Lifting the lion’s head knocker, I give it a few whaps against the lacquered door. I stop. Listen. Listen harder. Television, radio, music, conversation? Nothing.

I lift the black metal cover of the mailbox. Empty. My eyes narrow, and thanks, Mom, now I feel Nancy Drewish. That means someone is picking up the mail. Bea? Or who?

The shrubbery is dense and thick, covering the windows. I would elbow my way through, nonetheless, but I can see all the front windows are shuttered on the inside. Which is effective for protecting homeowners from unwanted observation, but equally effective if what’s unwanted is inside and being hidden.

I tip up the terra-cotta pot on the left. Then the one on the right. I check inside the pots of impatiens. I look underneath again.

Nothing. The key is not there.

But what confounds me is—it was, once. In a reverse silhouette, the shape of the round-topped, jagged-edged house key is perfectly outlined by moss and soil under the left-side pot. That key was once here. And now it is gone.

It makes sense. Bea is probably trying to keep Kyle away. He certainly knows where they’d kept the key. So that’s the last place she’d put it now.

Bea is afraid of Kyle. Afraid he would get inside.

I look over my shoulder at my little black car, see a silhouette; Piper, who has moved into the front seat. Bea is afraid. She is gone. And she planned her departure. A mother does not abandon her daughter unless there’s an unimaginably good reason.

Or an unimaginably bad one.
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I hurry back to the car, where Piper is staring at her cell phone screen. A flare of hope emerges. I tap on the window, and spiral my forefinger, the universal sign for roll down your window.

Piper looks at me, puzzled. She opens the door. “Are you trying to do charades?” she asks. “Does that mean movie?”

“Never mind.” I put my hand on the top of the door, leaning into the air-conditioning. “Did you hear from your mom? Or your dad?

“No.”

“There’s no key under the pots. Do you know if any of the neighbors have one?” It’s pushing one thirty and I am suddenly starving, and I realize I have neglected to feed my dear niece. I’m a terrible mom. Bea should have left me the key to her house. I’m never taking Piper again without having a key. And the alarm code. For reasons like now. “Are you hungry?”

“Not really,” she says. “Not yet. And no, I don’t know the neighbors. I mean, I do.” She points to a white stucco house. “That’s where the Mortensons live, next door on the left, but they’re in like Wellfleet. And on the other side in the panda house—”

“The Pandas.”

“No, it’s the Kalinskys. But see, it’s white, and those shiny black shutters look like panda eyes.”

“Okay, a panda.” She’s right, actually. “The Kalinskys still live there?” I remember them, friendly but distant. Good. Not total strangers. I won’t have to explain a lot.

“Mrs. Kalinsky is really nice,” Piper goes on. “Her name is Sara. Her husband sells milk and ice cream.”

Right. At least some things don’t change. “Terrific. Great. Does Mrs. Kalinsky have a key?”

She shrugs. “Am I supposed to know things like that?”

“Only one way to find out. Come on.”

I have a vision of Mrs. Kalinsky from when I was a kid, but the woman who comes to the door is not that. She’s older now, like I am, I suppose, with a mane of expertly colored chestnut hair shimmering over her shoulders, and wearing a white T-shirt, jodhpurs, and polished knee-high boots. A Ralph Lauren ad. Maybe she follows Bea.

“Hi, Piper,” she says as she sees us. She takes a step across the threshold, onto her artfully weathered wooden porch, giving me a glimpse inside at a black-and-white tiled entryway, a massive display of white tulips on a sideboard, a dark carpeted stairway winding up and out of view. Her eyebrows furrow.

“Who’s this? Is this—Eliza? Eliza!” She reaches out, hugs me, then steps back. “So wonderful to see you! You used to babysit for my Clemmie, remember?”

“Of course I do. That’s how I got money for my Hannah Montana stuff. How is—”

“She’s in college now, premed.” Sara frowns, assessing. This is not a social call. “What can I …?”

“I’m sure everything is fine,” I lie, “but—”

“Mom is late picking me up,” Piper finishes my sentence. “Like, a whole day. I was only supposed to stay with my aunt for a week while Mom was away.”

Sara tilts her head, looking quizzically at me. Then hesitantly. “And you want her to stay … here? I mean, of course, but—”

“Oh no, no. No.” I wave off her conclusion. “We’re fine, we’re all good, and of course Piper can stay with me as long as she wants. But I’m a little w—” I pause, raising my eyebrows, trying to telegraph “worried” without saying “worried” out loud. “Wondering where Bea is. And wondering if you had heard from her. Did she leave you a key? We need to get into the house. And—are you picking up the mail?”

“We don’t see much of each other these days. You know, after all the … I’m sorry about what happened. But no, she didn’t leave a key with me.” She looks at Piper. “I hope things are, ah, quieter over there now?”

“Quieter?” I repeat her word.

“And I’m back to horseback riding again, after all these years. You know.” She’s talking more quickly now, as if she regrets the “quieter” reference, and gestures at her own equestrian attire, as if that explains it. She pauses. “Um. I hope Bea is doing better.”

“We can’t find her,” Piper interrupts, which surprises me. “That’s why Auntie Eliza and I are here.”

“I see. Okay.” Sara raises a forefinger. “We have the same gardener. Colleen Saltsman. Might she have a key?”

Finding my sister by calling the gardener. Perfect. “Do you have—”

“Sure. Come in. I’ll find her number.”

“Thank you. I’m truly grateful.”

She stops, mid-foyer. Turns to me, as if something has sunk in. “Bea is missing? As in missing-missing? Have you called the police?”

“Not … yet,” I finally say.

I hope she can see that I’m trying to downplay this for Piper. Quieter, she’d said. Hope Bea is doing better. Better than what?

“Okay.” She seems to be deciding whether to say more. “I’ll get Colleen’s number.”

Piper and I hover in the chandeliered entryway, one white wall displaying six Warhol-esque lithographs of cows. Piper gives me a look, like, weird, and I have to agree. She gets closer to the cows, examining their curious faces.

Quieter over there, Sara had said. Hope Bea is doing better. Although maybe it’s nothing to do with the divorce. Maybe Bea’s been in an accident. Emergency rooms. Neither of us like hospitals, that I indelibly remember, both of us in Mass General for some incalculable amount of time. White sheets and scratchy pajamas, bendy straws. Lucky to be alive, people would always murmur, and think I couldn’t hear them. Bea and I shared a room, which she always complained about. I heard one doctor say my anti–air sickness medication had made me so limp and flexible that I wasn’t hurt as much as I might have been.

Bea still has burn scars on one leg. I’ve noticed her running a finger over her calf, maybe trying to erase them. Maybe trying to erase the memories, too.

But if Bea has been in some sort of accident, and she’s in the hospital now, how would I know? She certainly has identification. You’d think I’d be her emergency contact, since her daughter is with me. Or maybe her emergency contact is still Kyle.

Or he’s the trouble.

I’m making this all up, I realize. And I’m only a struggling book agent, not a detective. A not-detective with an eleven-year-old sidekick. Or dependent. Or responsibility.

Would Bea have listed Aunt Margaret as her emergency number? People never think to change their emergency numbers. In fact, I have Bea for mine. Which means if something happened to me, Bea would be nowhere to be found.

Polished boots clatter on the black-and-white floor. “Here it is.”

Sara hands me a piece of stiff ivory paper, her engraved calling card. On the back, she’s written the name Colleen Saltsman, and a phone number.

“This card has my phone number, too. Give me yours? If I see something, or hear something …” She grimaces. “I can call you. And about the mail—maybe Bea’s having it held at the post office.”

“Good thought.” I give her my cell number, wishing I could ask her more questions. “Thank you. We need to get in. Piper knows the code.”

“Text me, okay? If you can? I’m about to take a shower, but after that.” She gives me a meaningful look, communicating, then smiles down at Piper. “I’m sure it’ll all be fine.”

“I agree,” I say. “It will be fine.” I feel Piper sidle up next to me. She’s a savvy kid, and certainly aware that adults around her are having multilayered conversations. If she remembers anything about where she was before Bea and Kyle adopted her, though Bea has specifically told me, several times, she doesn’t—“She says it’s ‘all hazy,’ ” Bea had explained. “And she can’t figure out if it’s real or a dream.”—, I can only imagine her fear of being left alone again. Of being uncertain about her future. Her stability. Who she can trust.

It’s already been a long and draining day for her, confusing, with this morning’s tender ceremony and her parents’ conspicuous and disturbing absence. And now, the poor child has to watch her aunt attempting, unsuccessfully, to hide her growing anxiety.
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“Will it?” Piper asks as we leave Sara’s and head back into the blasting sun.

I’m trying to punch in Colleen the gardener’s phone number, listen to Piper, worry, and walk at the same time.

“Will it what?” I make a mistake in the phone number, and have to backspace and start again. I type in my message, first introducing myself, then bullet points. Bea gone, I finish, Piper with me, you have house key?

“Be fine,” Piper says, as we get to the end of Sara’s bluestone walkway. It’s lined with pansies, multicolored faces smiling optimistically at us. “You and Mrs. Kalinsky said it would be fine. But you didn’t sound like you really thought so.”

I turn to her, put both hands on her shoulders. “Kiddo, yes, I’m sure it will be fine.” This is a massive lie, but it’s all I can muster. How do you balance honesty with the emotional needs of an eleven-year-old? “I have you and you have me, and your mom is sometimes late, you know that, right? And your dad, he’s far away on a business trip, but he’s fine, too. I’m only being super careful. I didn’t mean to make you …”

Some of the light has gone out of Piper’s eyes. Bea did this to her. Impossible.

It’s two in the afternoon. I calculate, as we walk toward her house. Bea’s not even twenty-four hours overdue. I long to hear someone laugh at me for overreacting. Too late now.

“Hey, Pipe?” I gesture at the house, the ivy, the shutters, the multilevel roofs. “Do you know any secret ways to get inside?”

“I wish.” We’ve reached the front porch, and Piper positions herself on the top gray-stained step, legs sticking straight out. Staring at her feet. “Every door has an alarm. Every window, too. Even the basement.”

“What about the second floor?” I used to climb up the backyard maple, drop onto the first-floor roof, and slip in through my bedroom window. Back in the day.

“All the windows. Have them.”

The sun is working hard, and the once-perky petals on the white impatiens on Bea’s porch are drooping now, defeated. Like Piper’s white dress, like my linen blazer, like my entire state of being. Wilted and defeated. This week was supposed to be carefree, bonding, fun. And it was.

But now it’s scary.

I pick up my phone again. No reply from the gardener. I dictate another message to Bea. You okay? You coming?

And then I go the old-fashioned way, voicemail. I press Bea’s avatar, and wait for the beep. It never comes. “This number,” a robo-voice says, “is not in service.”

Clearly, I hit the wrong button. I try again. Get exactly the same haunting message. Impossible. Bea and her phone are inseparable. She checks her messages constantly.

I text Kyle again, who cares if he’s mad or annoyed.

Do you know where house key is? Worrying.

I stare at the phone screen.

No answer from Kyle. Who is obviously there. And obviously does not want to help.

When my phone pings, my heart leaps so violently that I almost drop it. Colleen. I see the three undulating dots.

“The gardener,” I say. I can feel hope pushing its way to the top.

“Cool. What does—”

“Hang on.” I watch the dots form into letters. Hope plummets. The letters do not become words I want to see.

Sorry. No key. Something wrong?

That’s exactly the question. But Piper and I have failed so far to answer it.

We have to get inside.
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The sugar maple in our backyard—Bea’s backyard—is eleven years older than it was the last time I happily lived here. I stand at the base of the trunk, my feet on the well-kept grass, wishing I had sneakers instead of my cemetery flats. Hands on hips, I look up, measuring the distance from ground to lowest branch, the distance to a higher branch, the distance from branch to rooftop, the span of flat shingled roof to the bedroom window. I can’t break down a door, so a window is my only shot.

“Can you get up there?” Piper sounds dubious.

Someone watching would think we looked like the most unlikely burglars in the universe, both in our prim little outfits, and Piper holding the iron lever from my flat-tire jack.

“I’ve done it a million times.”

“But now you’re older,” she says. “I should go.”

“Forget about it, Pipe. Let me think.” It’s not only about the physicality of the climb, but apprehension of what I’ll find inside.

If Bea has security cameras, great, let them watch me. I keep thinking I should go to the police station, but I’m here now. I’ve convinced myself, even though I pray it’s ridiculous, that something is really wrong in there. The longer I wait or procrastinate or follow rules, the longer it is before we know what.

I puff out a breath, feeling the steamy afternoon against my skin, a sheen of humidity on my face. Where are you, Bea?

She might be unconscious at the bottom of the stairs, or bleeding out on the kitchen floor. She might have invited a guest who then hurt her or killed her or robbed her or left her tied up. A stranger could have knocked on the door, and when she opened it—or it might have been someone she knew. Someone she just divorced. Who has his own key. And is not actually in Japan.

Inside this house could be a disaster, or chaos, or an emergency, or death. And I am standing here with a little girl whose future is in the balance.

“It’s your own house,” I say out loud. “So it’s fine.” I make a mental plan, and recognize the gap. “Where’s the alarm keypad, Piper? To put in the code?”

“In the kitchen by the microwave,” she says. “It looks like an iPad.”

“And it’s five two two seven.”

“Like our initials, Kyle, Bea, and Piper. The A in ‘and’ is the two.”

“Five two two seven,” I repeat. “Kyle, Bea, and, Piper. Why do you call him Kyle, anyway?”

“Because he doesn’t want to be my father anymore,” she says.

“Of course he does.” I turn, looking at her square-on for a beat. It’s heartbreaking, her defensiveness about Kyle. Parents. An irresistible force. “Nothing can change that.”

“He could. But he went away.”

“Let’s see if we can get in, okay?” I’m brazenly changing the subject. A person can only put out so many fires at once. “Here I go.”

I puff out a breath again, assessing the climb, not liking this idea. And then I see the basement window. I mentally compare the width of that narrow pane of glass with the circumference of my head. The window is surrounded by a well filled with tiny bits of gravel.

“Give me that jack thing,” I say to Piper.

“Why?”

“Stand over here.” I scoot her along, park her by the arborvitaes. I don’t want her hit by shattering glass. “Don’t move. Hold my blazer. I’m going in through the basement window.”

“Maybe I should go. I’m littler.”

In a happier universe, Piper has a good idea. But not with the haunting prospect of what she might find inside, what she might be the first to see. The poor child has had enough trauma, I don’t need to add to it.

“No way,” I say. “Stand right where you are.”

“But can you fit? The window is kinda small.”

“Shush. Yes. I can fit.”

If nothing has changed, the basement window is not too high off the floor. It’ll depend on the angles, and the distance, and whether I can ease myself down and touch without losing my grip, falling onto the concrete floor, hitting it with my knees and breaking my nose and all my teeth. Or my back. I erase that picture from my brain. I can do this. I have to do this.

“I’m recording it on my phone,” Piper says. “I love to record. It’ll be cool.”

I have never broken a window in my life, and I don’t know how hard you have to swing to smash it.

We’ll soon find out.

“Five two two seven,” Piper calls out.
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The wail from the alarm must break every record for decibel levels, and it began the moment after my first swing shattered the glass of the basement window.

I know alarms don’t trigger emergency responders immediately; they have to give homeowners enough time to disarm them when they return. I figure I’ve got two minutes, max. “I’m going in,” I call out, as I use the edge of the jack’s handle to clear away the shards of glass that remain in the window frame.

Bidding my pants farewell, I sit on the gravel, shove my feet through the opening—that alarm is shrieking now, as the time passes it gets louder and more insistent—and slither feetfirst through the narrow opening. I try not to think about it, try to imagine the concrete floor is not far away, imagine I have good balance, imagine this will all work. Imagine I will not fall on my face.

I’m grabbing the window frame with my hands, my arms stretching out as far as they can go. I’m trying to extend my toes till they touch the concrete. And then I feel it, solid ground underneath me, nothing in the way. There’s the moment of letting go. I have to let go! And my heels touch and my knees bounce and I’m in.

I’m in.

And my pants are not even dirty. I rock.

I stop myself, mid-congratulations. There is nothing good about this.

I look back through the paneless window. I can’t see outside because of the angle, but I yell, “I’m fine!” at Piper, hoping she can hear me over the wail of the alarm, a noise that’s now a banshee, a demon, a wild and unfettered summoning.

I race to the back stairs, and up one flight is the door to the kitchen.

“This better not be locked,” I say out loud. “I’m going to kill someone if this is locked.” Because if it is locked, I am trapped in the basement, and the police are about to arrive. But that’s the good news. I’ll be thrilled to see the police.

When the basement door opens easily, I am so surprised, so relieved, that I barely hear the increasingly strident alarm. But now the alarm has changed. Now it’s a voice.

“You have five seconds,” the automated voice warns me. “In five seconds, if you do not set the deactivation code, the police will be dispatched.”

A beat of suspenseful silence. I have five seconds.

“Five.” It sounds like the beginning of a countdown.

The microwave. I see the microwave. I see the pad. The pad is flashing a red shield, with red lights circling it.

“Four,” the countdown continues.

“I’ve got you, I’ve got you.” I jab my finger into the keypad.

“Three.”

“Shut up!” I yell at the voice. And my mind completely goes blank. No, no, no. Come on, Eliza.

I tap the keypad.

Hit the number five. Then two.

The alarm is still ringing.

I tap two again. Almost there.

I tap seven.

The silence is infinitely unsettling, as if the world has stopped spinning and the laws of physics have vanished. In that weightless quiet, I see Bea’s pristinely white kitchen, glass-fronted cabinets, stainless steel refrigerator, flowery decorative soap containers lined up against the spotless stainless steel sink.

I have succeeded. I was right. This was a good idea.

My triumph has barely entered my consciousness when the noise starts again.

The piercing and accusatory sound of failure.

“Incorrect code. Incorrect code. The police are on their way,” the robot voice warns me. Taunts me. “The police are on their way.”
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The shriek continues, and even though I have done nothing wrong, my heart is pounding, and some deep-seated existential guilt rises to my throat, my defenses on high alert. I suppose that’s the point. But I am inside now, and this, arguably, is my own house, and this is nothing more than a false alarm. Kind of.

The pealing wail of the alarm continues, and I put my fingers in my ears, which barely matters. Piper must certainly hear the clamor, and understand that, indeed, she did not know the correct code. But I still don’t want her to come inside. I hurry to the back door, alarm unrelenting, and open it.

Piper is already there, her face drawn and worried.

“Was the code wrong?” She’s raising her voice to be heard. “I thought I knew it. I’m sorry, Auntie, but it’s always the same code. Mom never changes it.”

“Well, she must have this time, honey.” I’m still yelling. “Or someone did.” We have to get away from the house. “But it’s okay, there’s nothing wrong, and I’ll explain to the police. Let’s go wait by the car.”

I hold out my hand for her, and lead her around the side of the house.

“Are you going to be in trouble?”

I stop, and smooth her hair away from her sticky forehead. Her face is taut with uncertainty, and Bea would never ever have subjected her to this, no child should have to endure this level of worry. Where the hell is Bea? And this darling child is worrying about whether I’ll be in trouble. “Nope, I’m not going to be in trouble. Come on, though, you could wait in the car.”

“It’s so loud!”

“That’s the point, dude. Of the alarm? So let’s get you over there, the car’s open, and the key is in my bag, you can roll up the windows and turn on the AC and listen to the radio. You won’t even hear the alarm. You have your phone, right?”

“Is anything bad inside the house?”

“Nope, nothing is bad inside.” I hope.

Nothing that I can see, I don’t say. Since I have only seen the basement and the kitchen.

Piper and I hustle to the car, me watching for the cops. Sara has not appeared, nor has anyone else. Piper settles into the passenger seat. Pulls out her phone. At least. And the police are coming. So hey, that’s good news.

“See you in a minute.” I push the door closed. “Buzz up the window. Lock the door.”

“No,” Piper says now, clicking open the car door again. “I’m coming with. I want to go inside with you. It’s my house.”

I turn to her, racking my substitute-mom brain, to the soundtrack of the incessant alarm.

“Sweetie, I understand you want to come with me. And I wish you could. But will you do me a big favor and stay here? Let me talk to the police, and we’ll see what’s going on. And I promise, promise, promise I will let you know.”

“But—”

“No buts.” My mother used to say that to us, and her voice comes to me, suddenly, so clearly. “Can you listen to music on your phone? Or turn on the radio. And,” I say, raising a finger, “I need you to watch for a message from your mom. If your mom texts or calls, or your dad, honk the horn three times. Beep, beep, beep. Okay? That will be our signal. Three beeps.”

I’m talking as fast as I can, trying to convince Piper. She can’t come with me, of course, I imagine the police arriving, and interrogating me, and then discovering some horrific scene upstairs, of course upstairs, gushing blood and unthinkable carnage in some macabre tableau.

“Three beeps,” she says.

“Exactly. And the police will have turned off that dopey alarm,” I suppose, “so we will hear you.” I put as much enthusiasm as I can in my voice. Secret signals should keep her busy, and it’s actually true, Bea might call or text, and I’d want to know that as soon as possible.

She nods, acquiescing. “And I could sit in the driver’s seat?”

“You can absolutely sit in the driver’s seat,” I say. “Scoot your little self right over. Careful of the space between the seats.” I lean in through the still-open door. “Hand me my wallet, okay? I’ll need identification, I’m sure. And make sure your phone is out. I’ll leave the keys, and the car running, so you can keep it plugged in and charging, too.”

“Okay.” She holds up her phone. “I always have it.”

“But don’t drive, okay? Promise?”

At this, Piper does not laugh, though she lifts herself across the console, and settles herself in the driver’s seat. Her feet could not possibly touch the pedals.

“Aunt Eliza?”

“What?” Where are the cops?

“Don’t leave me.”

Even with the alarm, the world goes silent.

“I will never leave you,” I say. My heart will never be repaired, never recover from this. “I promise.”

I close the car door, and we match palms against the window, hers so much smaller than mine.

“I promise,” I say out loud again, but my words are drowned by the alarm.
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I race past the shrubs and a patch of orange tiger lilies to get inside through the still-open back door, alarm at full blast, and I am intrigued, too, that though minutes have gone by, no one in the neighborhood, not even Sara, has arrived to see what’s wrong. Maybe Sara is in the shower. But at least the delay—if it’s a delay—gives me a moment to look around.

Are the police contacting Bea? Maybe they’re talking to her right now. I’ll soon find out. I hope.

Once inside, I hurry toward the front of the house. Nothing untoward in the living room. The front door is closed. There are no signs of a struggle, as they say on TV, and for that I am grateful. Except for the incessant noise, the house feels empty, cared for, dust-free, couch pillows in place, not a book or magazine or knickknack out of place.

The dining room table is polished and spotless; a built-in hutch still holds some of the flowery gilt-edged heirloom china our mother had loved. I remember Kyle, ever calculating, assessing it as valuable Spode, and Aunt Margaret telling us she had always coveted it, but their mother had “of course” given it to the “firstborn and favorite.”

Real burglars would totally have escaped by now—so much for this alarm system—but it gives me some time to look around. Keeping my hands over my ears, I almost run down the hallway to Mom’s study—then Kyle’s study, now Bea’s—expecting chaos, but the silver-framed photo gallery on one wall, a triple-decker showcase of Bea posed in artfully lighted glamour shots, is still perfectly symmetrical. Motes of sunlight float in through the shutters, and an array of expensive scented candles lines one edge of the desk. A leather file folder, placed on top of a yellow legal pad, swells with what look like receipts or invoices. The entire first floor of this house looks like it has been styled and ready for the photographer from some glossy house-porn magazine to shoot it for its next edition.

There are no sprawled bodies, no bloody carpeting, no dying sisters gasping. No shredded pillows or broken glass.

Still no police siren, and I wonder if that’s a technique, maybe they arrive silently. My crime knowledge comes from TV and books, though Whitney gets the crime. Whitney, oh no. I have to check in with her, my conscience relentlessly prods me, but I discard it. It’s past two in the afternoon, I’m undeniably late. I envision her at her desk, seething, crafting a scathing and polysyllabic notice of my dismissal.

But the alarm drowns out everything but what’s happening right now.

I make it to the front stairway, heart on fire, but the minute my foot touches the first step, I hear the siren approaching, its wail even louder than the alarm. My time is up.

Time for plan B.

Like any homeowner awaiting a visitor, I hurry to the front door, walk outside into the summer afternoon, and stand on the front porch. I can feel Piper’s eyes on me from behind the rolled-up window of my car, as the black-and-white Brookline Police car almost skids into the parking space in front of our house, blue light swirling, siren screaming its warning.

More quickly than I can even clock, both front doors of the cruiser flap open, and two blue-uniformed people emerge. With holstered guns. The driver cop hurries around the front of the car, and two sets of booted footsteps sound on the pavement and then the asphalt driveway. Both cops stop as they see me on the front porch. I’ve extended my arms in grateful welcome, trying to look embarrassed, and trying to convey, by my body language, that nothing is wrong.

Although that’s not exactly true.
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“Can you show me some identification, ma’am?”

It takes me about thirty seconds to pull out my ID and tell these two officers the whole story. Bea, Piper, the cemetery, the dress. The basement window. The wrong code.

My phone pings in my pocket. Whitney. Not now. I can almost feel her demanding animosity simmer through the fabric as I ignore her. She knows, and I know, my job and my career depend on her. But this must come first.

The woman cop steps forward, introduces herself as Officer Lori Thissell; severe bun at the nape of her neck, watch chunky and attitude wary, a frown that could freeze Medusa. The man right behind her—taller, broader, and radiating geniality instead of ice—accepts my driver’s license and scrutinizes it, comparing my face to the one on the laminated plastic. His name tag says Officer Darius Pierce. In manuscript submissions I read, the author would have deliberately paired these emotional and physical opposites for the sake of storytelling conflict and irony, but maybe good cop/bad cop is part of the real police DNA.

I can actually watch the two decide whether to yell at me or arrest me. And this alarm has got to stop. It’s making me—and everyone—edgier than we are already.

“No key? No alarm code?” Thissell is a picture of skepticism. “Where’s her mother? Pierce, check on the girl in the car?”

“That’s what I’m saying,” I try to explain. “I don’t know where her mother is. Piper’s fine, please, you’ll scare her, okay? She’ll signal us with three beeps if she hears from her mother.”

“Beeps,” Thissell says.

“Happy to have you check on Piper, truly.” They’re still not getting it. “Just let me come with you.”

“The alarm sticker on the window says TeleWatch.” Thissell nods to Pierce. “Give them a call. Tell them the deal.”

“You can do that? Have them turn off the alarm?”

I flinch at the look on Thissell’s face. Dumb civilian, if I interpret it correctly.

Pierce taps on his phone.

“Sorry,” I say. “Thank you. But would it be possible for you to check inside the house? I mean, the alarm is already ringing. It called the police, and you’re the police. Can’t you go in?”

“You told us it was a false alarm.”

“Please.” I change tactics. “I’m worried about my sister.”

“So you broke into this house because you were worried about your sister.”

“Exactly. Yes.” At least finally they understand.

“Anything look different to you inside? Disturbed? Worrisome?”

“No,” I say, “it all looks like usual. But I only saw the kitchen and dining room. Then you came. Look. Someone could be hurt. Upstairs. The longer we wait, the worse it gets.” My anxiety has hardened to harshness. I’m tired and cranky and worried, and how do you explain to a stranger that this is something that simply would not happen? “You do wellness checks all the time, I know that.” I sound more confident than I am. “This is the perfect example of why they’re needed. I’m here, you know who I am, and the damn door is open.”

I can tell the two cops are trying to communicate silently. My imagination is spinning out a tale of last breaths, last drops of blood, a cell phone too far out of reach to be of use, a landline with the cord cut.

“Might she have decided to take a longer break? Misunderstood the dates?” Pierce asks.

“Sometimes people decide to disappear,” Thissell says. “That a possibility? Voluntary disappearance?”

“Look at her.” I point to Piper without making a big gesture. I don’t want her to know I am talking about her. “Her mother—who loves her beyond all description—was supposed to pick her up twenty-four hours ago.” I pause, then emphasize the magic words I’ve heard on television. “Twenty-four hours ago. Doesn’t that kick in some, something? Some rule that lets you do something?” I shrug, tears welling. “My sister is not where she said she’d be. She’s in the midst of a terrible divorce. And I have not heard from her; not by text, not by phone. Nor has her daughter.”

“Okay,” Thissell says over the alarm. “There’s no real thing about twenty-four hours. There’s only our instinct. Pierce, you’re good to go inside. Ms. Ramsey, you and I will go talk to—is it Piper? And then we’ll need to hear about the ex-husband. Where’s he? What’s his name?”

“Kyle Lennix. He says he’s in Japan.” I hold up my phone. “But he’s not answering.”

Pierce is headed back to the front porch now, and he’s holding up his own phone.

“Five seconds,” he says.

Until what? I wonder.

And then it’s silent. Gorgeously, blessedly silent.

The alarm is off.

I even hear a bird, a chirpy, trilling sparrow song. Maybe the birds are happy the alarm is off, too.

Then all of our heads turn, at the same time. There’s a noise. Not a bird. We have all heard the same thing.






17


“That’s our signal,” I say.

Sara Kalinsky’s front curtains move open, and I see her silhouette in the wide-paned window. Now she’s watching us.

“I need to check with my niece.” I’d rather be embarrassed for causing a scene than not have done all I could in what turned out to be an emergency. Beep-beep-beep, I hear again. I turn, hurrying away down the front walk toward Piper.

“No. Ms. Ramsey. Stop. I’m coming with you,” Thissell says, striding up beside me. “Pierce, stand by.”

Whatever. I don’t care who comes with me. My stress level is off the charts, heart pounding with the knowledge that in the next three seconds, we’ll know something. Something awful, or an utter relief. I wonder how Piper felt when the text ping came through, or the trill of her phone. The caller ID saying MOM. She’s already so fragile.

Piper has rolled down the window.

“Honey? Is everything okay? Did your mother text, what did she say, or did she call? Or your father?”

“I’m sorry.” Piper’s face looks brittle with regret.

“Sorry? Sorry?” My heart is wrenched from my body, and the light of the world goes dark. “Why are you sorry, honey? What did your mother say?”

I feel Thissell’s presence behind me, she’s letting me deal with this. She’ll hear every word, no matter what.

“I’m so sorry,” Piper says again. “No, no, she didn’t call or text.”

I frown. “Then what—”

“I really have to go to the bathroom.”

I’m not sure if eleven-year-olds can blush, but she looks like this is the end of the world. Poor thing, and having the detective right there as well.

“I’m so sorry, I tried to wait, I am trying to wait, but I can’t wait. And that’s the only thing I knew to do. I thought you would be mad if I got out of the car. So I had to call you some way.”

To her credit, Officer Thissell’s laughter is subdued, and she looks at me, some combination of sympathetic and inquisitive. Plus, clearly, Piper is not being kidnapped. My niece has just confirmed my bona fides, and from her changed demeanor, Thissell’s allegiance is now leaning toward my innocence. Finally.

I am so not the problem.

“Of course, honey girl, let’s …” But I can’t take her inside Bea’s. Not when the cops might discover some horribleness.

“Okay,” I say, pointing. “Let’s go to Mrs. Kalinsky’s. Take your phone.”

Thissell is nodding, as if she agrees with this reasoning.

“Will you come with me?” Piper is whispering now, the depth of her humiliation unmatched.

“Of course. And beeping was a genius idea.” I try to do my best substitute-mother imitation. We’re in it together, you’re fine, all good. “Let’s dash, spit-spot, like Mary Poppins says, okay?”

The three of us cross the silent street, and Piper and I head up the Kalinskys’ walkway. The door opens before we even knock.

“Is everything all right?” Sara now wears tight black leggings and a white linen tunic. The toes of her bare feet are polished bright red. Her eyes narrow. “Eliza? Officer?”

“Long story, I’ll tell you everything I can,” I say, deciding even as I say so, “but Piper needs the bathroom.”

“Sure.” Sara’s face softens and she reaches out a hand, gesturing Piper inside. “Turn left after the cows.”

Piper dashes by her, murmuring thank you as she goes.

“Would she like to stay here while you—” Sara stops, assessing the uniformed cop, clearly doesn’t know how to finish the sentence. And why should she?

“Yes, Sara Kaminsky, this is Officer Thissell,” I say, introducing, as if this was normal. “I’m worried about Bea, and I had to break a window to get inside, and the alarm—well, you might have heard. The police came. I had Piper wait in the car while we checked inside.”

Piper has disappeared, and I count my blessings that Sara was still home.

“Oh no, I hope everything is—” Sara’s voice is lowered, even though Piper is out of earshot.

“Have you noticed anything untoward next door, ma’am?” Thissell has flipped open a spiral notebook. “When was the last time you saw Beatrice Lennix?”

Sara looks at me, and Thissell notices. “You don’t need to check with Ms. Ramsey, ma’am.”

“Really, it’s all good, Sara,” I reassure her. “They know about the divorce. And Kyle.”

Sara does not look happy. “They were in the backyard.”

“They?” Thissell prompts her.

“Bea. And her husband.”

“When?”

“About … a month ago.”

Sara looks even more unhappy now, and I imagine she’s trying to gauge the ramifications of what she’s about to say. Far as I’m concerned, the ramifications have already happened.

“Anything you say will help us.” I try to encourage her.

“They were in the backyard. And I couldn’t see them from here, the trees, you know, screen it all. But they were arguing. With each other.”

“Could you hear what they were arguing about? And could you understand what they said? Both of them?” Thissell asks.

“Well, both of them were yelling. I was surprised, I have to say. I thought they were happy. Piper always seemed happy when I saw her. But I don’t want to spread—”

“If you want to help us, you’ll tell us what you heard, Ms. Kalinsky. This is not neighborhood gossip. This is a police inquiry.”

Sara nods at the officer. “All right. I understand. I’m sorry, Eliza, but they were arguing about your sister. About the responsibilities of motherhood, something like that. I remember Kyle’s voice especially. He sounded quite—bitter. Sarcastic. Something about not being a true mother. Or good enough.”

“That Bea wasn’t a good mother? I know that’s wrong,” I begin.

Thissell silences me with a withering look. “Ms. Kalinsky. Please go on.”

“That’s all. About who Piper’s mother is, maybe? She knows she’s adopted, right?”

“Of course she does.” I cannot stay silent. “But it’s a closed adoption. They don’t know who her biological parents are. Did you see Bea after that?” I can’t resist asking.

“You can answer that, Ms. Kalinsky.” Thissell does the eye roll again. “Did you? Or see Mr. Lennix?”

“I did not see Bea after that,” she says. “Or Kyle. I saw the car drive away, though. I couldn’t tell who was inside.”

“Anything more we need to know?” Thissell persists. “Not only about recently, but ever?”

“I’ve lived here my whole life,” she says. “Eliza here used to babysit for my daughter, and even when her parents—this isn’t a very neighborly neighborhood, I’m afraid.”

She pauses again, and I imagine her picturing the same gruesome end to the story that I am picturing. “Officer, do you think anything is wrong?”

We both look at Thissell, her starched and spotless blue uniform framed by the waning August afternoon, and wait for her answer.
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My father used to love flying at night, the strobing anticollision lights on each wing creating his own private galaxy. He felt safe there, in the darkness, he used to say. It made him believe that there was something bigger than all of us, erasing the earth and earthly cares, being at one with the universe. I hope I at least looked like I was understanding him, then, things he was trying to tell me. Or maybe I dismissed it as parental nostalgia or melancholy or nonsense. Now I’m flying solo, and it feels like my emotional navigation systems are hopelessly inadequate.

“We’re still investigating, ma’am,” Thissell had finally said. Helping not at all. “To see if anything is wrong.”

Sitting on the front porch now, my feet on the second step, my head in my hands. Weary, and worried, and waiting. I feel like a fidgety little kid, wishing my parents would come home and make everything normal again. Piper is staying at Sara’s. Thissell and Pierce are still inside Bea’s house. And they wouldn’t let me come with them.

I’d moved, eager to join them, but Pierce held up his hand, a five-fingered stop sign. “Nope, nope, ma’am, this is us going in. I’m sure you understand.”

“But I could show you where everything is. Or should be.”

“We’re good with that, ma’am. You stay put. We’ll let you know when—if—you’re needed.”

They’d closed the front door behind them, so whatever lies inside, they’ll be the first to see it. The absence of the alarm makes the afternoon silence even stranger, an otherworldly limbo of not knowing.

It has already been the longest two minutes of my life. But that has to be a good sign. It means no instant horror, no hiding maniac, no pounding footsteps evading arrest. No screams of pain. Or fear. I lift my head and squint through the sun, half expecting sirens from the ambulance Thissell and Pierce summoned in my imagination.

Is this Piper’s plane crash? The moment in her life when everything changes? I imagine Aunt Margaret coming back from wherever she is to care for her, replaying the Ramsey family drama in a disturbing sequel.

Bea never took to Margaret; there was always an edge to their relationship, which seemed to get worse over the years instead of better. Finally, with me in Chicago getting my master’s and Bea entirely enamored and consumed by Kyle, Margaret informed us—me over FaceTime—that we had outgrown her regular visits.

“Time for you to fly on your own,” she’d said. I remember that, wondering if she had purposely chosen her aviation metaphor. “Take control of your own life.”

Now, Bea has proven to me that we are never in control. And I have been left alone again. Not exactly alone. Piper and I are alone together.

I pull out my phone. I’ll text her. Make sure she feels safe at Sara’s.

But no. The minute she hears the ping, she’ll think something happened, and she’ll assume it’s bad, and I don’t want to worry her. Any more than she’s already worried.

And then I see Whitney’s text from a while ago, reminding me of my other life. It’s one word.

Update?

Update. I have an update for you, Whitney. My sister is missing, her phone is out of service, her ex-husband is nowhere to be found, and she’s abandoned her daughter. That update enough for you? It would be career-ending for me to say that. But maybe I should tell her what’s happened. She’s going to find out anyway, one way or the other. As a funny story, or as a tragic one.

I hear the front door open behind me.

I stand, so apprehensive that tears come to my eyes.

Thissell fills the open doorway, gesturing me inside. As I enter, she gently closes the door. The lock snicks back into place.

“Is everything okay?” I ask. Only a fraction of a second has gone by, the time it takes to gauge reality.

The house feels empty, smells empty. How can a place feel deserted? It’s time travel, going to my childhood home, familiar but no longer mine, as if it’s a museum of my past, and how can that be, since it looks so different on the surface?

Thissell’s wearing those thin plastic gloves. But she does not have paper booties over her shoes, like they do on TV shows.

“We found no one,” she says.

Which is not what I asked, but okay.

“We did a quick search,” she goes on, “and there is no sign of life, anyone hiding. Nothing obviously indicating harm to anyone. Anywhere.”

The hallway is the same shape as it was when I grew up here, and the living room, too, I catalog as Thissell gestures toward it, but not much else remains. What’s here is the opposite of my life, the opposite of my family’s life; we were mismatched plaids and corduroy and puffy pillows that could be stacked as forts or landing pads for acrobatics, or wet with tears at some preteen disappointment.

Now it’s decorator-casual and influencer-savvy: oatmeal tweed couch, with matching darker oatmeal club chairs and a low-slung glass-and-chrome table, a white brick fireplace—they painted it white, I can’t believe it—with the mantel decorator-symmetrical, studded with unlit cream-colored candles and one trailing Swedish ivy, possibly fake. A stack of magazines, Forbes on the top but Vogue sticking out underneath, is placed, again with a studied effortlessness, next to a stubby ceramic pot containing some prickly hard-to-kill succulent. Brass lamps on the matching end tables glow in warm incandescence under parchment shades. Thissell and Pierce must have turned the lights on. I take in all of this in an instant, and understand, also instantly, that no one is here. No one alive at least.

“What about—” My mind spins out all the circumstances under which Thissell might be wrong. Nothing obviously indicating harm, she’d said. That seems like weasel-wording to me. “What if it’s not obvious?”

“And no sign of a struggle.” Thissell talks over me, ignoring me.

I hear footsteps upstairs, Pierce walking toward the stairway, I can tell. Thissell glances toward the steps, too.

“What is it?” My imagination has revved into the highest possible gear. They’ve found something. “What’s wrong?”

I hear Pierce’s footsteps on the stairs now, deliberate. Not running. There’s no sense of fear here, or danger. There is equally no sense of serenity.

“Does the ex-husband still have a key to the house?” Thissell asks. “Did you ever know him to be violent?”

“No,” I have to say. “I have no idea if he has a key. But Piper told me Bea kept one under the impatiens pot. I looked for it, but it wasn’t there.”

“She pays for an alarm system, but puts a key under the pot.” Thissell closes her eyes for a beat, apparently contemplating suburban stupidity. “I assume the husband knew it was there. Who else knew?”

“I mean, I could guess, but—”

“Let’s don’t guess. Is your sister’s ex a jealous person?”

“Jealous of what?”

“Of anything, ma’am. Did your sister have a—relationship with anyone else? Did he?”

I shake my head again. I’ve thought of all this, too, but it’s different when a cop asks. “I—I have no idea.”

“This house is full of new appliances and fancy furniture. Was there animosity over the divorce settlement? Your sister got the house?”

“Ah—I don’t know about their finances. Bea has an inheritance, though, so I assume—I never knew she was so unhappy. Or he was.”

“We have him in insurance, we’re checking on that Japan thing. Her as social media. There’s nothing useful on her page. So what was the specific reason for the divorce?”

“Ah, she never—I mean, I don’t know.”

Thissell tilts her head. “You said she’s your sister?”

Just when I thought I couldn’t feel any worse. “She is. But we had—have—separate lives.”

“I see. Is there a safe, do you know? Did your sister have any valuables, maybe hidden there?”

“My parents had a safe, yes. It’s in the bedroom closet.”

“Who knew about that?”

“Bea, of course. Kyle.” I purse my lips, thinking about this. “Piper. And I suppose Margaret, my aunt who stayed with us after—did I tell you this?”

“You did.” Thissell nods.

“Anyway, Margaret probably knew.”

Pierce comes into the living room, his footsteps barely audible on the thick charcoal carpeting. One of Mom’s treasured rugs, an Isfahan, I remember from somewhere, covers most of the living room, but the jewel-toned design is edged by the rich charcoal pile underneath. I cannot read Pierce’s face at all.

“Let’s take a look upstairs, shall we, Ms. Ramsey?” he says.

“She knew about the safe,” Thissell reports to him. “No whereabouts on the ex.”

We climb the stairs, Pierce in the lead, me in the middle, Thissell behind. I’m sure they need me to tell them if anything is unusual. Like I suggested in the first place.

Bea and Kyle’s room—Bea’s now—is another Insta-perfect decorator showpiece, a curvy king-size four-poster bed with navy blue–striped duvet and pale yellow sheets, too many throw pillows arrayed artfully along the headboard. She hasn’t changed the décor since Kyle. The built-in bookshelves, now painted white, were once filled on one side with my father’s books—physics, mostly, heavy dark-leather tomes and textbooks, scattered with his favorite true crime and mysteries. My mother’s side was sprinkled with the rainbow palette of literary fiction, but mostly politics and law books. Biographies. You can tell so much about someone from their books, everyone knows 
that. Here, the shelves, with only random bowls and knickknacks, are essentially bare.

“Show me the safe, please,” Pierce says.

The closet covers an entire wall, fronted with two sets of louvered double doors. Now that Kyle is out of the picture, I assume Bea’s enormous collection of extravagant clothes—her proof-of-life pride and joy—will fill the entire thing. I put one hand on a brass doorknob.

“The safe’s in here,” I say. Then I envision it. “Wait. Have you looked in here already, though? I mean, what if—”

“You’re fine to open the closet,” Pierce says. I can’t read Thissell’s face.

I pull open the doors.
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I sink toward the floor, and Pierce is behind me, catching me, and he gently sets me on the striped duvet.

“You okay?” Thissell is hovering, her forehead furrowed.

“Bea’s closet is empty. Completely empty. You knew this,” I say. “And you brought me up here to see it.”

Thissell, to her credit, gives me a sympathetic look. “We had to see your reaction,” she says. “This is complicated for us. We don’t know you, and we don’t know your sister, and we don’t know the ex, and we don’t know the situation.”

I’m off-balance, in so many ways, and I steady myself with one hand against the soft quilted duvet. “The situation?” I hear my voice, tense and querulous. “What situation?”

Pierce puts up both palms, trying to stop me, but I will not be stopped.

“Don’t even try to shut me up,” I say. “Isn’t it true, every single thing I said? She’s gone, something terrible has happened. Give me a break.” I flip a palm, dismissing everyone and everything. “This is completely—”

“Completely what?” Thissell asks, as if they’re tag-teaming me. But I’m not the one they should be worried about.

I hear a hum. “The air conditioner is on. If Bea left of her own volition, would she leave the air conditioner on?”

“Let us do the police work,” Pierce says. “We’ve looked in the bathroom as well, if you want to check. The medicine cabinet is empty.”

Empty.

I stand, and look again at the disturbingly vacant closet. Aside from Piper, Bea’s entire life is fashion. Her entire self-image is clothes. From the time she could pronounce Louis Vuitton and Thierry Mugler, Bea would not leave the house without making some sort of fashion statement. Mom, approving, thought it was “entrepreneurial,” and encouraged Bea to follow her dreams. Margaret, though, dismissed it as 
“your sister’s needy desire for attention.” She actually told me that. I’d thought it was Bea being Bea. She loves beauty, her own and others’, 
in her own way. And she’s happiest in the spotlight. So why is she hiding?

Now, there is not a hanger left; nothing, nothing at all. Where there should be a riotous fortune in tweed and plaid and silk and leather, and a collage of expensive and voluptuous color, there is a blank wall. And a bare wooden rod.

“The ‘situation’ is, I’m afraid, she’s gone,” Thissell finally answers my question. “This is persuasive proof of her intent. She emptied her closet, and she left.”

I get this, I get what they’re saying, the story they’re telling. But it’s not only her clothes that are missing.

“The green box,” I say. “There’s no green box.”

“What green box?” Thissell and Pierce speak in unison.

“Piper told me, yesterday, that the important family papers, birth certificates and passports, things like that, are in a green box in Mom’s closet. And that’s the closet.” I gesture at it. “But there’s no green box now.”

“You said passports?” Thissell takes out her notepad.

I nod.

“Green box?” She’s writing now.

The two cops exchange looks.

“Wait.” I whirl, facing them. “Maybe she meant the safe. Of course she did. The safe.”

“Yeah, well,” Thissell says. She steps into the closet, then taps a back panel. I guess police know their stuff—that’s where my parents hid their safe. The panel pops open, and there, indeed, is the safe. A dark green safe.

“Ha.” An edge of triumph in my voice. “The green box. We need to get that open.”

“Yeah, well,” Thissell says again. She pulls the combination lock and the stubby metal door swings open to show it’s not only the closet that’s empty, the safe is empty, too.

My hopes for a happy ending are circling the drain now, there is nothing, no incarnation of this, not even in my wildest superpower imagination, where this could end well. My heart breaks for Piper, and for Bea, too, because wherever they are in this equation, it will lead to some sort of disaster.

My sister is not going to come flouncing in the front door, giddy and apologetic, blaming jet lag or time zones or natural disasters. She’s taken her clothes and her passport, and maybe Piper’s too? And she does not intend to return. What she does intend, that’s the mystery that’s been dumped into my lap. And into Piper’s life.

The next question blooms in my mind. “Piper’s closet. Did you look in Piper’s closet?” I’m still angry with their clumsy attempts to gauge my reaction to the surprise reveal. I’m an adult, they can tell me the truth. But they have their own agenda. Whatever that is.

The two cops exchange glances again, which makes me even angrier.

“Don’t try to decide what to tell me,” I say. “Just tell me.” I stand, fueled by my own anger. Jab a finger toward the hallway. “I’ll go look, right? I’ll go freaking look.”

“Her closet is full.” Thissell looks at the thick-piled white carpeting, as if she’s afraid to meet my eyes.

I can’t grasp the enormity of this. Last night Piper and I were eating pepperoni pizza and playing Concentration on my living room floor. The world was the way it always is—Piper’s time with Aunt Eliza, with her parents, her mother at least, off on some jaunt or gallivant or adventure.

Now Bea’s bedroom looks like no one ever lived there. Like the props in a theater performance, or a staged room in a house for sale.

Has she sold the house? The idea hits me as I try to calculate the reasoning. The finances. The amount of money selling this house would provide. Chatham Street in Brookline? Millions.

But nothing, nothing that I can conceive of, not even a staggering amount of money, would permit me to think of Bea leaving her daughter behind.

Bea loves Piper. Bea—and Kyle—chose her. Piper relies on them, even with her father so distant.

I chew a fingernail, a habit I thought had broken twenty years ago, wrestling with this dilemma.

Bea has a multidrawer dresser with a bouquet of artificial calla lilies in a fishbowl vase on one end. A rectangular mirror, framed by a thick braid of raffia, reflects the three of us now. Three frowns, three furrowed foreheads, three portraits of indecision.

“Are those dresser drawers empty?” I ask. “Or do you want to have the fun of watching me open those, too?”

“They are,” Pierce says. “Empty.”

I’m ungraciously gratified that the two of them look uncomfortable. I hope they’re understanding how much time has gone by, how much time they have wasted, since I first explained about my sister.

But it’s only been one day, I remind myself. The cemetery was only this morning, astonishingly. But now, they’ve got to believe that something untoward has happened.

I need to look in Piper’s room.

“So. When was the last time you—” Pierce begins.

“Eliza?” Thissell interrupts. “Does your sister have any enemies?”
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“You need to tell us everything.” Pierce steps closer to me. “About the husband. Is the divorce final? Might the husband be”—he pauses—“trying to make his ex-wife miserable? Or afraid?”

“By taking her clothes?” Thissell answers before I can.

“As a bargaining chip,” Pierce says.

“Why would he take her clothes, and not the daughter’s?”

“Why would she?”

“So. Does your sister have any enemies?” Thissell finally remembers I’m still here. “Or does her ex-husband?”

Nobody has ever asked me that. I have never heard that sentence, except on TV or in the movies. That’s not something you often have in real life, enemies, except via hyperbole; the bully in middle school, or some mean girl in college, or a belligerent neighbor. Even, say, a business competitor. But that’s basic life, it never truly escalates, not in our ordinary unexciting corner of the world, to a harsh and aggressive word like “enemy.”

In the fiction that I read for Whitney—Whitney, my heart sinks, I’m going to be in such big trouble at LexLit—but in the fiction I read, that’s where people have enemies. What creates enmity is when someone desperately wants what someone else has. And will do anything to get it. Where the stakes are supremely high, and the danger even higher. And, it strikes me now, to have an enemy means that said enemy considers them an enemy, too.

It takes two to have an enemy.

“I don’t know,” I finally say. “Bea has never told me about any enemies, not that she necessarily would, and I know less than nothing about Kyle’s business. He recently moved to the waterfront, like I said, in one of those new glass buildings. But he’s out of town a lot.”

“Japan, so you said.” Thissell sounds dubious. “We’re checking on that.”

I can certainly imagine Kyle having enemies. But none that would encompass endangering his own daughter. Or needing to. I’m haunted that Bea has never confided the specific details of their breakup. Yelling, Sara had said. Arguing. And Piper had said so, too, that they’d been yelling. And Bea crying. Maybe Bea worried I’d say I told you so. Wrong. Right now all I want to say to her is welcome home.

I think of Piper, her fate being discussed like the plot of a movie. Of Bea desperately fleeing some kind of threat—running from something, or running to something. A threat so big she would leave her child behind.

“Your niece must be exhausted,” Thissell finally says. “She doesn’t know the situation inside her house. Maybe best not to tell her?”

That suggested duplicity, that suggested omission, hangs between us, briefly. A cop is telling me to lie. Or maybe simply to be gentle.

“Let me think about that,” I say. Also, as if to indicate sure, that’s what happens, affluent parents leave their children behind, you read about it all the time. My parents did, after all.

I put my hand on Piper’s door, then turn to the officers. A line of glowing wall sconces stretches out behind them, the white tulip shades casting flares of light against the familiar wallpaper, delicate buttercups entwined in fine green vines twisting over a creamy background.

“Did you look in the … office?” I pause, almost losing my grip. It was my mother’s office, her refuge and her happy place. And this is the anniversary of her death. Of the crash. And so much has happened today, on the very same day. I know the universe is cynical, but this seems like too much. I keep comparing the loss: my loss of my mom, and now Piper’s mother is gone, too.

“Bea uses the office now,” I explain. “Since the divorce. For her social media stuff. Every time I’ve seen it, the desk has all her clippings and receipts.”

“We only did a fast sweep, that’s when we found—” Thissell gestures back toward the main bedroom.

The closets. Piper’s closet is still full of her stuff. Waiting. For who or what? An unsettling little thought creeps into my mind. Maybe Bea is setting me up to be the new Margaret. To fill the mother void as Margaret did for us when her sister—our mother—was taken by a calamity yet, and never, to be explained.

Bea did that, too, I realize, became a Margaret when she took in motherless Piper, motherless on paper, at least, from the adoption agency. A revolving door of mothers in the Ramsay family: mother, daughter, sister; mother, daughter, sister. Now it’s my turn.

What would I even do? We always think we have more time with someone, more time to connect or understand, more time to learn about someone’s goals and dreams, but then we don’t. Fate laughs, and we are left with the aftermath.

I catch my breath, for a disturbing instant wondering what Bea must be thinking, mustn’t she, if she’s in trouble? Knowing that Piper is with me, I send a prayer balloon aloft, reassuring her. Piper will be fine, I say, she’s in good hands. Whatever the word “fine” means.

Hostage. That’s the word I’ve been avoiding, not letting my thoughts go there. If I think the word, then such a thing could happen. Again, a word full of conflict. A hostage taker is an enemy. A hostage is the target who has something the bad guys want. Who is the hostage now? Bea? Me? Or even Piper, vulnerable Piper, her life more precarious, in this moment, than she could ever imagine?

Bea used to worry about being murdered by the Greylock Killer. I’d brushed off her fears back then, dismissed her self-centered premonitions of looming disaster. Has her personal Greylock come for her?

Pushing open Piper’s door, I see the room is bright, as if waiting for her to return. Piper’s bed is a froth of lacy lavender, with a phalanx of plushy creatures strewn artfully across her bed. Brookline Floppy, I remember, is at my house.

I think of Piper, the budding gymnast, negotiating the balance beam of her life. Maybe better not to tell her, Pierce had advised.

Because lying is always so successful.
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Piper’s bookshelves are full, books stashed horizontally on top of the vertical ones, taking up every possible space. Her lavender reading chair, with its matching pillow, holds a glossy white-covered book that’s upside down and open. I cross to it, padding on the thick pile of the pale blue carpet, pick it up. Piper was reading, according to the title, Introduction to Physics.

“Is she a smart girl?” Officer Thissell asks. “I have a daughter of my own, about that age. She’s actually a horse, though. Just ask her.”

“I get it. Piper’s an Olympic gymnast.” I stare at the book, imagining Piper curled up in that chair, oblivious to whatever chaos her parents were juggling. Or, more heartbreaking, not oblivious. I can imagine her hiding inside a story. Trying to drown out her parent’s bickering—or worse?—by pretending to live in someone else’s world.

Bea had screamed at me when I asked about the divorce. She never used to scream.

I turn to Thissell, feeling my forehead furrow. “Off the record, between us, whatever you want to say. What do you think is going on? I’m out of my depth here. And it proves how much I didn’t know about my sister. What was going on in her life.”

“It’s possible she didn’t want you to know. Families are complicated.”

“And they can be dangerous, too, all I’m saying.” I spread my arms, embracing all of the possibilities that I don’t know and that she should know, she’s a police officer, after all. “Why don’t you—is there an Amber Alert for adults? Can you—can’t you—”

“There’s no easy answer,” she says. “If we put out an alert, everyone will go to ground. Make them harder to find.”

Them, I think. “How would your daughter feel if you abandoned her?” I hate this cop psychology they’re using on me. “How many alerts would she put out for you?”

“I know you’re upset,” Pierce answers for his partner.

He’s used the one phrase designed to immediately outrage anyone who hears it. But I get it. They can’t magically make my sister reappear.

I’ve opened the door to Piper’s closet. Such a little girl’s closet, not elaborate and fancy like her parents’, but one rectangle, and someone—Kyle?—has added a lower rack that a little girl can reach. Her closet is carefully arranged, pink hangers with pairs of folded pants, yellow hangers with blouses and T-shirts, red hangers with jumpers and dresses. A row of shoes on a yellow wire rack is beneath, black Mary Janes, white sneakers, pink Crocs. Orange soccer shoes. Her mother the influencer at work.

It wouldn’t take long to empty this closet. Why didn’t they do that, if they were coming back, why didn’t they take Piper’s stuff, too? And who is they?

“Who does Bea expect to come for these clothes?” I try to deconstruct Bea’s plan.

“We’ll do our best to find out, Ms. Ramsey. Did your sister have a will?”

Of course I’ve thought of this, and it’s all I can do not to bury my face in Piper’s miniature clothing. It’s unbearable, the thought of Piper being back in the adoption system. That cannot happen. I’d never let it.

“I don’t know,” I say, “but I’m the closest family.”

“Who else is there?” Thissell has her notebook out again, and has clicked open her ballpoint.

“Our Aunt Margaret. My mother’s sister. She’s out of the picture, though, pretty much.”

I pull out two hangers with carefully folded jeans, and then one with a little red skirt, then some T-shirts and a striped jersey dress.

“Please don’t take anything.” Pierce steps forward, stopping me. “Everything should stay as it is. The detectives may want to see it.”

“Detectives?”

“We report to them,” Thissell says.

“So you agree. This is not nothing. Something is wrong. And now you’re making it more wrong by depriving—” I stop. This is a futile argument, peripheral, and comes only from my own frustration. “But you’re admitting, now, something is truly wrong.”

“That’s the detectives’ decision.”

We all take a beat, all of us looking at Piper’s closet. The totally full closet.

“Your sister had something planned for yesterday, Ms. Ramsey.” Pierce breaks the silence.

“What?” Thissell and I turn, in unison.

“In the study?” He pauses. “There’s a handwritten note on a legal pad.”






22


Pierce is standing in Piper’s bedroom door, still wearing his latex gloves, holding a yellow legal pad. He shows it to Thissell and me. “It says Monday, then twelve thirty, then a phone number. Monday, which was yesterday.”

“Or next Monday,” Thissell puts in. “Or the Monday before, or some Monday we don’t even know when is.”

“I’m telling headquarters to call that number from an untraceable phone,” Pierce goes on, ignoring her cynicism. “If someone answers they’ll do their ‘wrong number’ thing. We’ll see.” He pivots the pad toward me. “Do you recognize this, Ms. Ramsey?”

“It’s a western Mass area code.” I pull my phone out to make sure, do a quick search. “No. Not in my contacts.”

“This your sister’s handwriting?”

I try to decide, but it’s a scrawl. “She makes her fives like that, but …” I give up. “I can’t really tell.”

Pierce has taken a photo of the pad, seems to be messaging it to someone.

I am confused, overpowered by the day, and all we have discovered and endured. And Piper, now probably as deflated as an old birthday balloon, is still in the care of the surprisingly kind Sara Kalinsky. But I have pushed my luck with her. You can’t dump a child on someone unawares.

Even though that’s exactly what Bea did to me.

“All right, Ms. Ramsey.” Pierce seems to be making a decision. “I also fixed the basement window. It’s not pretty, but it’ll hold. The alarm is back on and the default is four zeroes. So the house is safe. You’ve given us all the contacts and info about your sister. And her ex-husband. We’ll find him. See what he has to say. You okay taking the little girl back to your house again tonight?”

“Sure.” Then I imagine how that might end. “What if Bea comes to pick her up—do I say I’ve been here? What do I tell her?”

“Call us,” Thissell says. “And Ms. Ramsey? I’m sure there’s an explanation.”

“Are you sure we shouldn’t stay here? Piper could sleep in her own bed.”

Thissell shakes her head. “We don’t know what happened to those clothes. It’s evident that someone was here—if your sister, fine. If someone else, not so fine.”

“Are you wanting her to see her mother’s empty closet?” Pierce gently reminds me of my own shock and fear.

“Right, good thought,” I say. “And I guess I don’t want to do to her what you did to me.”

“Hey,” Thissell says. “We had to see your reaction.”

“We’re doing our job,” Pierce adds. “This is all new for you, and I’m sorry you have to go through this.”

Have to go through this. Why? In every story, each character has motivation, but I don’t understand this one. “What am I supposed to—”

“We’ll be in touch.”

I hit the invisible brick wall of their dismissal. They’re the police. They’re the ones trained to know what to do. Not me.

They both head toward the stairs, and their body language means I’m supposed to follow them.

“We’ll find out what the detectives want to do,” Pierce goes on. “You’ll need to leave now, when we do, though, since—”

“Since I don’t have a key.”

“Right,” Thissell says.

And we are on the front porch again.

I step into the sultry afternoon. The sound of crickets and cicadas fills the space between us. Not a car has hissed by on the street. Porch lights, dim against the daylight, signal people are home, or have automatic alarm systems. Their inhabitants are where they should be. Except for here.

To my left, the Kalinskys’, where a little girl is waiting and worried and needs me to protect her. I hope I’m able to do that. I turn back, one last time, to the two police officers.

“Can I ask you one thing?” I stop Thissell as she turns to leave.

“Sure,” she says.

“And you’ll tell me the truth?”

“The truth?” She raises an eyebrow. “Sure. If I can.”

I take a deep breath. “What do I do now?”






23


“What do you do? Let us handle it, Eliza. Go home. Be safe. Wait for us to call. Let us know when you hear from your sister.” Thissell lifts a hand in farewell, not waiting for me to reply, and in seconds, the police cruiser pulls away.

The door has clicked closed behind us. Locking all of Bea’s secrets inside.

The police came. The police investigated. And now Piper and I are on our own again.

When my phone buzzes a text, I almost leap out of my skin.

My phone is relentless. An object of torture and intrusion. It’s Whitney. Again.

Call me, please.

Whitney’s precision with words and editing spills over into her text communications, she always uses punctuation marks, and eschews—her word—abbreviations and acronyms. Efficiency is no reason to be slapdash, she has told me on occasion when I do not live up to her expectations. I try to be aware, and know I can learn from her. She’s the preeminent literary agent in New England. And I was beyond thrilled that she’d come all the way to my college campus for the all-important Career Day. Sitting at the LexLit table on a postcard-perfect Chicago afternoon, she told me she’d loved my senior thesis on happy endings. And admired my imagination. My optimism.

Everyone deserves a happy ending, she’d told me. Maybe you can help writers find them in their own stories. She’d offered me the assistant job then and there, and even helped me find my place on Marlborough Street. In one wave of the Whitney wand, my dreams had come true. Everything works when you’re in Whitney’s world. As long as she wants it to.

My career is in her hands, and her hands are powerful.

Now she’s moved from passive texting to actively requiring my voice on the phone. I cannot ignore her any longer.

Whitney’s text comes at the worst possible time, everything is coming at the worst possible time, but there’s never a good time for this. Piper is still at Sara Kalinsky’s, and I have succeeded at being the worst substitute mother in the world; poor Piper is probably starving, and I can only hope Sara has provided for her. I owe Sara, big-time. I’m depending on the kindness of strangers.

“Hi, Whitney,” I say, standing on the bottom porch step as my call connects, trying to sound competent and reliable. “Everything okay? I’m sorry I haven’t been in touch.” I hold my breath, waiting. Her instant reaction will telegraph how much Whitney-quicksand I’m about to be in.

“I wondered about that.”

Whitney’s voice is not antagonistic or combative. Maybe my career and I will survive this.

“I’m fine on my pages, and more to come on that,” I hurry to fill the space, trying to explain, “but I’m with my niece this week, remember? And her mother has not come to retrieve her yet. So I am sort of on extended babysitting duty.”

“Is anything wrong?”

This is so kind of her, to switch to concerned mode. She’s not the type to constantly inquire or chitchat about anyone’s personal life. She’s all business, that’s fine. I have other friends, even though they scatter for the summer, like everyone on the East Coast. I don’t need Whitney as a friend, I need her as a teacher and mentor and guide.

“Good question,” I say, truthfully. I pause, deciding how much to tell her. She does have a lot of connections, though knowing big shots in the literary world is not going to help us here.

“Beatrice, correct? Have you contacted her?” Whitney asks before I can go on. “I remember her from our holiday party at the art museum. And her husband. Kyle.”

“Beatrice, yes, Bea, and I’ve tried, of course, but she’s not answering. And it’s been, oh, well, almost twenty-four hours. Kyle is—they’re divorced now.”

“Twenty-four hours?”

Whitney must be in our office. I hear the sound of typing on a keyboard.

I look up, hearing a change in the noise level here, too. A black car, headlights unnecessarily on, is turning onto Chatham Street. It slows, halfway through the turn. Its rear wheels on Kent Street, the front ones on Chatham. Almost comes to a stop. If I had better vision, I could see into the front seat, but I can’t. Massachusetts cars have license plates on the front and the back, and this one does, but it’s too far away for me to read the letters and numbers. I’m in plain view, though, in the front yard.

The car creeps forward, toward me. In my direction, at least.

Maybe it’s someone who simply turned the wrong way.

The car accelerates, and drives by.

“Eliza? Are you still there? I said: Twenty-four hours?” Whitney’s voice has sharpened. “Where are you?”

“I’m at—my sister’s house.” I leave out everything in the middle. “But she’s not here.”

“And Piper is with you?”

Whitney is such a professional. I’m not sure the last time I mentioned Piper’s name, and yet she still remembers. I need to go fetch Pipe, my conscience reminds me. Sara’s already been too generous.

“She is, and she’s—” This is way too long to explain. “Well, she’s perplexed about her mother, but she’s fine.” That word again.

“Why don’t you come to the office, Eliza? Bring your pages with you. I’m in the midst of things, but after work, at eight-ish? Is that too late for her? I doubt it. Bring her. I’m a little concerned, and I can hear in your voice that you’re not telling me the whole story. This is not a topic for a phone call, this is a topic for action.”

“Well, I, no, I’m sure—”

“It’s the best thing,” Whitney says. “Trust me, please.”

I pause, trying to play this out. Again, my endings superpower has failed me. I need my job, I need to do what Whitney says. Maybe Piper can stay at Sara’s?

“You need to talk to someone, Eliza,” Whitney continues. “And I’d love to meet Piper. And by then, I can check with my friends in law enforcement to see what you should be doing. If anything.”

“Friends in law enforcement?”

“Yes, they all want to be best-selling authors,” Whitney says. “So it may be time to call in some favors. And, as I said, I am eager to meet your Piper.”
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When I arrive at Sara Kalinsky’s, Piper is curled up in the corner of the couch, reading a book of some kind. She looks bedraggled, a weary spirit. Two insulated plastic mugs on the coffee table, white with decals of elegant steeds leaping over broad shrubbery jumps, hold the dregs of what might have been chocolate milk, and a white plate has the unmistakable remains of sugar cookies in a chocolate puddle of melted ice cream.

Sara had let me in at my soft knock at the front door, holding a glossy magazine and a glass of white wine.

“Did the police find anything?” she’d asked. The curtains to her front windows were closed, and the rumbly thrumming hum of the air conditioner was much more pleasant than the wail of that alarm.

“Not … really.”

I was clearly editing myself, but Sara went on, hovering in the entryway, maybe for non-Piper privacy. “Any word from your sister?”

“Nothing.” I’d held up my phone as if she could see the nothing.

“I hope she’s all right.” Sara had touched my arm as she led me to the living room. “I’m sure there’s some explanation,” she says now. “And the police will find it.”

“Yeah.” I pause. “Can I ask you about Kyle, though? The arguments?”

“Aunt Eliza!” Piper has leapt from the couch, and now races toward me, throws her arms around me. “Can we go home now? Did the police find my mom?”

Over Piper’s head I mouth the word “later,” and Sara nods.

“Everything is fine at your house, sweetie, but the police need us to stay away for a bit.” I undo her hug so I can see her face. There’s a telltale morsel of chocolate in the corner of her mouth.

“Why?”

“Remember how we broke in?” I’m wildly making this up. “Of course, I ruined the window, and now they need to fix it. So it’s not quite … not quite a good place to be tonight. So we’ll stay at my house one more night, okay? And they’re looking for your mom, too. So we are in good hands.”

I see Piper consider this, almost watch her brain at work. “Okay,” she finally says. “We have to do what the police say.”

“Exactly.” That’s a discussion for another day. “Did you have fun with Mrs. Kalinsky?”

“She let me read me a cool book.” Piper points to it, cover down, on the couch. “Want to see—”

“Would you like some water, Eliza?” Sara says, deliberately interrupting, cocking her head toward the back of the house. “You look really thirsty. Or maybe some wine? Or food? Come to the kitchen with me, let’s look in the fridge.”

In the open-plan expanse, I see a dining room, kitchen beyond. There is nothing I want more than a glass of wine, even in the afternoon, but that is impossible. And, now that I consider it, not even true. There are many things I want more than wine.

Piper does not seem to grasp Sara’s obvious ploy to get me out of the room, and she curls back up on the couch.

“I’m good.” She’s giving us permission. “I’m always good reading.”

Sara tucks her arm through my elbow as she leads me through a light-drenched dining room that’s all pale wood and buttercup-yellow candles. Floor-to-ceiling windows show a pool in their backyard. One that wasn’t here when I was growing up. “I tried to get her to talk about her feelings,” she whispers. “I hope that’s okay.”

“Did she say anything?” I follow Sara into her elegant kitchen, where clear glass cabinets reveal organized staples and sundries, not a smudge to be seen. Sara Kalinsky was younger than Mom, but way older than me. “Clemmie’s mom” is how I thought of her. Now we’re connected through uncertainty. And she’s right, sometimes people, kids, will tell things to strangers they’re reluctant to say to family.

“She misses her mom,” Sara says. “And I have to say she’s confused about what happened. She’s reassuring herself that her mother is sometimes—the word she used was ‘squiggly’—about time and appointments.”

“And her father?”

“She’s—like I said. This must be such a transition. For both of them. I’m glad you were here before with the police. But I apologize for being hesitant to tell them about the—arguments.” She grimaces. “They sounded so bitter, and it was so unusual, but to disclose it felt like an invasion of their privacy. And so easy to misconstrue. I mean, maybe they were fighting about something completely—”

“No, no.” I put up a palm, stop her. Arguments, she’d said. Plural. “This is no time to worry about etiquette. It’s a time to worry about Bea. Bea was crying, you said?”

Sara nods. “He was yelling at her, I wish I could tell you more. Something about being Piper’s mother. Who Piper’s mother was, I gathered. Kyle was—I don’t want to give it a description; it might be so misleading. Unhappy, though. Both of them.”

I shake my head, baffled.

“And Eliza, listen, about Piper,” Sara goes on. “She idolizes you. Trusts you. She talks about you, how much fun you have, and how you respect her. So cute, and so solemn.”

That makes me feel even more responsible, but it is better than having her be upset and lonely and miserable. And scared.

“Sara?”

“Hmm?”

“Do you think she’s afraid?”

“I don’t think she’s afraid. I think she’s—surprised. Uncertain.”

“I know. But I can’t figure out what to tell her.” Piper is still reading; I can see her across the dining room. “She’s so immersed. What book is that?”

Sara’s face changes. “Another reason I wanted us to have a moment alone. So I showed Piper Clemmie’s bookshelves, you remember Clem was all about science? And Piper quickly chose that one. It’s called My First Book of Airplanes.”

“My First Book—of Airplanes?” Piper’s smart, and curious, and we’ve just been at the cemetery. Her book selection is not surprising, but it is tenderly poignant.

“Yeah, I know.” Sara winces, sympathetic. “When Piper saw it, she asked me if it would explain why planes crash. Eliza, it broke my heart.”

I let out a sigh. “Her grandparents—”

“I know, of course I know. And about you and Bea, too, I know the whole ghastly story. I’ve lived here for years, remember? We had a summer place out in the Berkshires, too, near your parents. Used to, back then. When I still hunted. So, yes. All that. That’s why I worried you might not want her to have that particular book.” She looks at me, telegraphing sorrow. “Or her mother might not want her to.”

“I wish her mother were here to tell us, you know?”

Sara nods.

“But this is the real world,” I go on. “Knowledge is power, and it’s not like I can stop her from trying to learn about why planes crash.”

I’d wondered that myself, very specifically, about fifty million times. Investigators never found out why my parents’ plane failed.

“There wasn’t sufficient evidence of the aircraft remaining to arrive at any definitive conclusion,” Margaret and Bea and I were told by a tall dour man in a blue nylon jacket with an NTSB logo and a buzz cut. The three of us had been sitting shoulder to shoulder, Margaret in the middle, in a row on our living room couch. Holding hands. “I regret to inform you the origin of this incident will remain inconclusive. And we are closing this case.”

I do remember, very clearly, one thing. I wanted to yell at that man to try harder.

But the Piper Cherokee single-engine plane had never been reported for any mechanical defects, and Dad’s particular aircraft had a perfect maintenance record, and no one seemed interested in pushing any further.

Now I imagine Piper seeing her mother’s room empty, but her own room untouched. The perfect illustration of her own existence, but now unconnected to anyone else’s.

“Anyway, you’re very kind,” I say. “Funny that I used to babysit for you, now you’ve babysat for me.” Piper is innocent now, reading, where her life is in equilibrium, undisturbed by alarms and codes and mothers who vanish. I wish I could forestall the moment when she awakens and remembers her shattering reality. This is her plane crash, I think again. But I survived mine, and she will, too. And now it is my turn to help her.

“But, ah, we need to go,” I say.

Piper does not look up as Sara and I approach. She’s concentrating on her book, and under her arm, clutched close to her, I see a soft pink … thing, with long droopy ears.

“Hopper,” Sara explains before I ask. “Hopper belonged to Clemmie, remember? But she didn’t take her beloved rabbit to college, if you can believe it. They grow up so quickly.”

“How well I know,” I say.

Sara’s face softens. “I thought maybe Hopper would give Piper some comfort, too.” She points, with an unreadable expression. “She can keep them both, book and bunny, if she wants.”

“She misses her own lovey,” I say, thinking of poor Floppy, now waiting at my apartment.

Everything Piper knows, whether she understands it now or not, has vanished. Her mother is gone.

And her home, though she doesn’t know it, has been abandoned.

“Are we going now?” Piper looks up. “Where?”
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Piper stands, and I see she’s wearing a pink Red Sox hoodie over her cemetery dress, the sleeves rolled up and the hem down to her knees.

“Clemmie was a little taller than you,” Sara says now, as she adjusts the sleeves. “But you can keep it, honey, and the book”—she glances at me, with a poor thing expression—“and Hopper. Clemmie is all grown up, and she’d want you to have them. They’ll help you stay cozy.”

“Thank you very much for the hoodie and the book and for Hopper.” Piper’s childlike politeness brings tears to my eyes. “It’s very nice of you. I liked the cookies.”

“I’ll watch out for your house.” Sara drapes an arm across Piper’s shoulders. “And let your Aunt Eliza know if I see anything. I’m on the case too, sweetheart,” she says.

I saw Sara press her lips together, and we shared an unspoken connection, of heartache and grown-up realities, and maybe even sisterhood.

“Keep me posted,” Sara and I say the words at the same time.

“I will,” Sara says. “Stay safe.”

Now, hand in hand, Piper and I head back to the car. I am longing to go home, destabilized with fear and worry, and with even more unanswered questions. It’s a relief, certainly, that the police searched the house, but for every action there is an equal and opposite reaction: in this case, the disturbingly empty closets. And empty safe. Piper still does not know that, and I cannot allow her to know.

She’s cradling the airplane book, and clutching the stuffed Hopper like the rabbit is her new best friend. I understand how she feels—everything she relied on is gone. Except for me. We walk to the car, both of us looking at Bea’s house—Piper’s house—each of us protecting our secret fears about what has happened.

We pause for a moment on the sidewalk, an unspoken decision, as if our departure means this part of the story is over.

My phone buzzes in my pocket. I glance at it, and frown. Whitney, checking on us. I told her we’d come to the office.

Anything new?

Thank you, no, I text in reply. See you soon. I pause. Whitney had said she had law enforcement connections. Maybe they’d be valuable. And someone must be able to find out something. Certainly more than I can on my own. Thank you, I type. Even though I already said that. Now, might as well tell Piper the plan.

“Pipe? You know my boss, Whitney Hart? Remember I told you about her? She’s really smart, and cares about you, and me, and wants us to come to her office to talk about where your mom might be.”

“Does she know my mom?” A glimmer of hope crosses her face.

“Um, no, not really. But she knows me. And she really wants to meet you.”

“Why?” she asks.

Which come to think of it, is a pretty good question. Piper has already had a long and miserable day.

“Can we go to your house and get Floppy instead?”

“Yes. This very instant,” I say. If Whitney wants to fire me for taking care of my niece, she can just do that. “But I need to—”

My phone buzzes again. I don’t even look. Whitney has got to stop.

I roll my eyes to the heavens, as if the answers were there. But then I notice something about Bea’s front porch.

The mailbox is open.

I absolutely remember opening it, and looking in. I remember it being empty. I also remember closing it.

The police came, and left. Piper and I went to Sara’s. And during that time, someone opened the mailbox. If Sara’s curtains had been open, maybe even if the air conditioner hadn’t been so loud, I might have heard a car pull up, but I didn’t.

My phone buzzes again. And I tap Whitney to voicemail.

“Pipe,” I say, “why don’t you take my keys, open the car, and you and Hopper get in.”

“Why?”

“I want to check one thing.” She’ll see me, of course, looking in the mailbox, and I’ll have to answer her when I get back

But this mailbox is different from how it was when we arrived, and I’m not going to leave without looking.

Voluntary disappearance—that’s what Officer Thissell theorized. That’s hard to believe. No one abandons their child, especially not Bea, and especially not today, a linchpin of our existence for so many years. People’s lives change, and that’s impossible to predict or prevent. But you don’t desert your daughter. No one does that.

Except that’s not true. We got a submission at the agency once, a memoir, by a woman in Kansas City who’d up and vanished, took nothing, left behind a husband and two little kids. She returned two weeks later, with newly streaked hair and razored eyebrows, embarrassed or humiliated, and wrote her memoir to explain what happened. It was pretty interesting, I remember, because, turned out, the man who lured her away had done it to other women, and one of them he killed. Whitney didn’t like it—or her—well enough to represent her, but because of clues in her unpublished memoir, police eventually caught the guy. And saved the woman who would have been his next victim.

I picture Bea in that situation, unhinged by the divorce, enticed away by some smooth-talking stranger who was nice to her. Someone who told her he couldn’t deal with the child. My fiction mind takes over. She’s not your daughter anyway, not really, he would say to her. What difference does it make? Her birth parents didn’t want her, so …

Of course the woman isn’t always the victim. I’ve read manuscripts about those cases, too.

I’m at the mailbox. It looks empty. But it’s open.

I put my hand all the way inside.

There’s something there. Paper. How many options can flash through your mind at once? It’s probably only something like the bill from the oil company, a political ad, a fake personal letter from the asphalt people, offering to pave the driveway because they are doing others in the neighborhood. This is going to be nothing.

I stand on tiptoes, peering down, and yes, there’s white.

I turn my head, checking. Risking a glance at Piper, I can see she’s reading that airplane book. She’s not watching me.

Slipping a fingernail under what feels like a single piece of paper, I pull it out. One white sheet of ordinary paper. With words on it.

In handwriting, which I recognize as Bea’s—it is, isn’t it? I’m pretty sure but maybe not—is one line. In block letters. Which I can read in one gulp.


STOP LOOKING FOR ME.
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I stare at the paper I’ve just plucked from the mailbox. Ten million questions cross my mind: Who put this here. Why. How did they know I, me in particular, would look at it? I stand here, almost holding my breath, because what am I supposed to do?


Stop looking for me.



I slowly close the mailbox. And put the note in my blazer pocket.

“Aunt Eliza!” Piper is impatient. I hear it in her voice as she calls to me, and of course she is.

“Hang on,” I call out, holding up a “wait a minute” finger. If she saw me reading the note, I’ll have to face that in about four seconds.

It’s five thirty, I’ve got a child calling out for me, and her mother is missing.

And my employer is demanding that I come to the office. The unsaid part of her demand being—if you don’t, you’re toast. Unemployed toast.

I take such a deep breath that my heart aches, and more slowly than I might, head back to the car. Explanations form in my mind, but nothing seems right. Because here’s the thing.

If, for whatever reason, it was Bea who left the note for me, when did she do that?

The note was not in the mailbox this morning. It was not here when the police searched. At some point, someone deposited this handwritten instruction.

I remember that dark car that turned onto Chatham Street, the one whose driver—or passengers—might have seen me on the porch, and then drove away. Was Bea in the car?

“The police must have left the mailbox open,” I explain as I slide into the driver’s seat, and yank on my seat belt. “I wanted to close it.”

Piper shrugs. “Okay,” she says. “Aunt Eliza? I had cookies and ice cream at Sara’s, and milk, but I’m still kinda hungry now. We forgot to have lunch. And now it’s kinda dinnertime.”

I’ve known Piper for six years now, seen her evolve from timid child into a sassy fun preteen, or whatever they call this age, with a quick and quirky mind, full of life and curiosity. But today has damaged her, I can see it in her demeanor and her eyes, hear it in the tone of her voice. It’s fragile, tentative. Childlike. And who can blame her.

“You are so right,” I say. “My bad.” And Bea’s. “Listen, sometimes when people are hungry, they can get sad, too. Have you ever had that happen? So let’s go to my house and get Floppy. I have some mac-and-cheese mix, too, the orange kind. Do we have a deal?”

“Mac and cheese?” Her face brightens.

“Yup.” I’m tentatively optimistic after her enthusiastic response. I can do this. Whitney will have to wait. I’ll call her. Piper is a child, a worried child, and she comes first. “Because in your Aunt Eliza time, we can do whatever we want.”

“I want to find my mom,” Piper whispers.

And I’ve crashed. How does anyone know how to answer a child who says something like that? I am not trained for this. In a million years, I could not be trained for this.

“I do, too, honey. We’re a team, and we’re in this together, no matter what.” I hold up a palm, and she sadly high-fives me, solidarity without joy.

“And I wish we could make happy endings for ourselves like we do when we read,” she says.

I push the ignition again, getting the show on the road. I can’t do nothing, but on the other hand, what can I accomplish? And I have to inform Thissell and Pierce about the note in the mailbox. They told me to tell them everything.

“We can make happy endings, sometimes,” I say. “We can at least try. That’s all we can do in life, is do the best we can.”

I’m telling myself as much as I’m telling her, I recognize that, as I back the car out of the spot, and point it toward my apartment. I’ll text Whitney at the next light or in the inevitable traffic jam at Kenmore Square. We can pay her a visit in the morning.

If Bea is still gone.

It’s a juggle to carry on a normal-sounding conversation with Piper while my brain is carrying on a completely abnormal conversation with itself. I’m trying to figure out our next steps for this early evening. Piper is hungry, and I am, too. Plus, I suck. A real mother would have been ahead of that, known that her charge would be hungry, thirsty, need a bathroom or a hug. Yes. We’ll go back to my apartment, Whitney can wait.

And then it’s as if Whitney can hear my thoughts. My phone pings with a message. But the caller ID is not my insistent boss. It’s Thissell.

Lennix car is at Logan. Term E. Locked, but from the 
outside everything looks fine. Could she be out of town? With ex?
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Could she be out of town?

I glare at Thissell’s message, at her ridiculous question.

Of course she could be out of town.

She could also be kidnapped. Or dead.

“Who’s texting you?” Piper asks from the back seat. “I thought we were going to your house for mac and cheese.”

Now I’m thinking, would she be out of the country? Where? Japan, to reconcile with Kyle? If she is, that might explain her inaccessible phone. And that she had to use her passport. Terminal E is exclusively for international flights.

“Wait. Is it Mom?” Piper pulls herself closer to the front seat to read my phone screen.

“Hang on, sweetheart,” I say, typing. “Put on your seat belt.”

Wouldn’t someone know if she used passport? I type again. Can someone check flight manifests?

“No, honey.” I turn to Piper. “It’s, um. Remember the police who came?”

“I know.” She puffs out a breath, flops back into the car’s black upholstery. “Because somebody changed the code. I know the code, Aunt Eliza. I always know it. Someone changed it. Which is so dumb.”

“It’s fine, Pipe, it turned out for the best. So the police texted to say they—” I shift in my seat. I’m hiding things from her. Respect, Piper told Sara. Okay. Piper also might know something she doesn’t realize she knows.

“Listen, honey, do you think she might have gone out of town? Your mom?”

“Why?” Piper’s face is awash with concern.

I shouldn’t have told her, she’s eleven. Stupid me. Now there’s no turning back. And someone changed the alarm code, that just sank in.

“The police told me—” Here I go. I twist in my seat to look at her. “You mom’s car is at the airport. Maybe was she going out of the country? Was she going to see your dad?”

“I don’t think so.” Piper shakes her head, certain. “Like I told you. Yelling.”

Treading carefully now. “Do you know what they were yelling about?”

She shakes her head again. “They always went outside. They think I didn’t know. I don’t think it’s my fault, do you?”

“Of course not, silly one. And don’t look so worried, okay? It may be a good thing that her car is there. That she’s delayed somewhere far away without a good phone connection. Does she have her passport, do you know?”

“The passports are in the family box,” Piper says. “I told you. It has my birth certificate, and their passports, and mine, too, they got me one.”

But I know the box—the safe—is empty. “In the safe, you mean,” I carefully continue. “In the closet.”

“Right,” she says. “Now can we get mac and cheese?”

I check my phone, but no reply from Thissell about flight manifests.

On August 8, eleven years ago, Bea and my parents and I went to the Northampton airport. My father the pilot filed his general aviation flight manifest with the control tower, though he wasn’t required to, showing our route as Northampton to Boston. We got on the plane, and only two of us survived. Now, eleven years later on August 8, my sister went to the airport. Did she get on a plane? Why?

And Sara Kalinsky has given Piper a book about airplanes. Which, she alleges, Piper asked for.

“You’re the best,” I say. “And I know your mother loves you very much. Your father, too.” I shift into park. Pull out my phone. No answer from Thissell. And then there is. I pounce after the ping.

Flight manifests tough. Require warrants. But difficult b/c voluntary disappearance w/ no indication of harm.

I stare at her message, wondering whether the rules have room for compassion. Three dots appear, she’s still typing.

Let me see what I can do. Let me know if updates.

No matter what she’s told Bea, does Piper actually remember another mother? Someone she will never see again? Is she fated, too, to have her world unexpectedly change, and again, have nothing be the same? Children have Floppys to reassure and comfort them, but that kind of wound is arduous to heal. I’m the only one with her right now. I’m the only one who can make her feel safe. How am I supposed to do that?

And I need to tell the cops about the note. Stop looking for me.

Stop looking?

That will never happen.

“Sweetheart?” I hand Piper my tote bag. “Look in here. There’s a bag of trail mix. See it?”

“Yup. I love this stuff. Why is it called trail mix?”

“Because we are on the trail to find your mom,” I say. “Are you buckled in?”






28


We hit Kenmore Square, where a swarm of traffic engulfs us, turning our progress into molasses. Masses of fans in Red Sox T-shirts and caps are advancing on the ballpark, and parking lot attendants wave flags to usher drivers into overpriced and overcrowded squares of asphalt. Everyone has a red Solo cup, and laughter fills the air, laughter from people who know where their families are.

“Game night,” I say. “We’re doomed.” We’re going to the airport, I’ve decided. I need to see that car for myself. GPS says it will take fourteen minutes. But GPS apparently is not aware there’s a ball game.

“It’s good we’re stopped,” Piper says. “It lets me read my book. I hate to read when the car is moving.”

“Oh, right,” I say. Must run in the family, kinetosis. Then I remember. There’s no way Piper and I share a genetic vulnerability for motion sickness. It’s coincidence. I looked kinetosis up, once, wondering if I was special, and found out I wasn’t. One in three, something like that, people have it. At least Piper and I understand each other.

“Pipe?” I have a thought, and don’t know why I didn’t think about this before. The police certainly should have. “Your parents each have a car, right? Your mom and your dad? Two different cars?”

Piper nods. “Mom has the Volvo, and Dad has a … Mercedes. Instead of mur-say-deez, I always want to say mursa-deeze. That’s what it looks like.”

“I understand that,” I say. “I always thought so, too.” And the past comes back to me, a feathery ghost touch on my shoulder. It’s been eleven years since my parents’ death, but the reality is never far away. Sometimes I find myself feeling sad, and have to stop and wonder why. The answer is always the same. The absence. The loss. The hole in the universe after they vanished from my world. Mom taught me the correct pronunciation of “Mercedes,” as she taught me so many things. We weren’t a matching-plaid-shirts-in-family-portraits-on-holiday-cards kind of family, but we had our moments, Dad with his writing and teaching and research, Mom in her black judge’s robes, doing the law, she always said.

Margaret did her best, after the crash, but fled the moment she could. Now Bea is all the family I have, Bea and her Piper, and my real life feels as if it is edging closer to true crime. I do not want to be part of a crime fiction saga. And certainly not the victim again. Although, seems like everyone in my family is a victim.

Maybe in real life, we don’t have a choice. The characters who appear in our story, as each day unfolds, are the ones who create it, each of us playing a role. So of course there are surprises. Plot twists.

Car at the airport, I type to Thissell now. Hoping she’ll answer. Volvo? Or Merc?

Three dots. She’s reading it.

Merc.

I knew it. I should have thought of this sooner.

I huff out a frustrated breath. “Sweetheart, does your mother ever drive the Mercedes?”

“No,” Piper answers instantly. “My dad bought it. She hates it. She said it was too extra. Dad said she was too extra. They never think I hear them fight, but I do.”

Kyle. The police should have known this. Kyle’s car, I type.

Somebody behind me leans on their horn. The traffic is inching forward, and now the GPS is saying forty-five minutes to Logan airport. But now we don’t need to go there. Piper and I have solved the mystery of the airport car, and while we were at Bea’s, Pierce had told me the garage there was empty. Bea is gone.

But it’s not her car at the airport.

Piper says only father drives Merc. 
He’s in Japan.

Are you sure?

I stare at the officer’s message. Sure about the Mercedes? Or sure about Japan? If Kyle is not in Japan, then why did he say he was? And where is he? He has not answered my last text.

You mean you think he’s not in Japan?

We’re still checking. On both.

There’s only one thing to do now. Go home.

“So, Pipe,” I say, “here’s the plan. If we ever get through this traffic, I’ll park behind my apartment, we’ll hop upstairs, and make the mac. I’m sure your mom got the days mixed up, don’t you think? That’s why she packed your dress.”

This is a complete and total lie. I’m stalling, and trying to protect my niece, but I can no longer make up happy endings to fool myself. I’ve held on to the hope, trying to find a better story, but I can feel that explanation evaporate even as I try to grasp it.

Because it’s August 8. The anniversary of the day our parents perished. And today, exactly eleven years later, is the day my sister vanished. There are a lot of coincidences in the world, things that seem unlikely to be connected. I’ve read many of those in the true crime submissions I plow through every day. But there’s a quote I read somewhere: “Coincidence means only a connection that’s not seen. Roots meet underground.”

What are the roots of what’s happening now? How deep do they go, and why can’t I see them?

My phone pings with a text. Whitney. Of course. Whitney.

I am eager to see you and Piper. How is your schedule going?

Only Whitney would text as if she were writing an email. I’ll have no problem answering her, though, since texting while not driving is perfectly legal.

Stuck in Red Sox gridlock.

I make a frowny face, then delete it.

Is there word about your sister?


Thank you, no. Not yet.



You need to come to the office this evening, Eliza.

I’m used to Whitney’s imperious attitude, her need for control. We’ve worked together for two years now, and it’s part of what makes her successful as a professional. But this is my private life. I’ll make my own decision.

Might tomorrow be better? I pause, considering what might convince her. Piper needs dinner. And we need to change clothes from the long day.

Dots. Whitney is thinking.

Good idea. Change, then text when you are ready. I will handle dinner. This is not an option.

Not an option? Fine. We’ll go to my apartment, and I’ll call Whitney from there. There’s always an option.

Piper is sniffling and wiping her nose on her bare arm. Clemmie’s pink hoodie will need to go into the wash. Hopper is tucked under the seat belt, his ears drooping over the black mesh.

“Sweetie, you okay? Are you crying?” Outside, drivers are honking, revving their engines; police, ignoring them, are waving a line of traffic into a parking lot.

“Mom didn’t come to Remembrance Day,” Piper whispers now, as if she’s thinking exactly the same thing I am. “It’s like she didn’t remember me, you know, Aunt Eliza?”

I reach across the seat back, and smooth escaped wisps of hair from her face.

“That would never happen,” I say.

Piper looks dubious, and flips Hopper’s ears back and forth, ticktock. “I suppose.”

She looks convinced, or wants to be convinced, and I feel briefly victorious, until I remember the note. The note that Piper does not know exists. Stop looking for me.

What haunts me is the two unwritten words that clearly come after that sentence.

Or else.

And it’s the “or else” that makes it so impossible. “Or else” is a disturbingly personal all-encompassing threat: If you don’t obey, whatever you most deeply hope will not happen, whatever you fear the most, is exactly what will happen.

Might the bad guy come after Piper and me next?
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Straight on Commonwealth Avenue, turn on Marlborough Street, and there’s home.

And seeing my own apartment building, the slender three-story yellow brick with the pointy-eared stone gargoyles guarding the top floor, feels infinitely reassuring. Here, at least, we are safe, and I am in control, and there are no bare closets or empty safes or dismissive police officers or suspicious—maybe—neighbors. I can take off this outfit, which I will never wear again. Piper and I can take turns in the shower, and I will call the police about the note.

They ordered me to tell them everything, and I have to do that.

Turn onto Fairfield Street, then into the left lane to enter Public Alley 427. We’ll park in my designated spot, an inviolable sliver of Boston I actually own along with the building, a private parking space where I alone am allowed to park, and for which I give thanks every day of my life.

I pause at the stop sign, ready to turn into the alley, on a tractor beam for home. Home is safe. Home is secure. Home is where we will be able to figure out what to do next. And I will text Whitney as soon as I figure out what to say.

I turn into my alley.

And someone else’s car is parked in my spot.

“Isn’t that your parking place, Aunt Eliza?” Piper is frowning at me. Even at age eleven, she knows the level of audacity, or ignorance, it would take to park in someone’s designated spot. It actually only takes the ability to read, because there is a red-lettered sign posted. No public parking. Reserved.

“So silly, right? Someone must be …” I pause, thinking what they must be. The license plate is from Massachusetts, so this is not some uninformed tourist. I snap a photo of the plates with my phone. Plus, there are other spaces in the alley. All reserved. And all empty.

It makes sense that the one on the left is empty. It belongs to my best neighborhood friend, who lives in the brownstone next door with her husband and pandemic puppy Rufus, both rescues, as Bindy always describes them. The Harrods have decamped, like everyone else I know, to their summer place, the Harrodry, on the Maine coast. I could call Bindy for advice, I suppose, and her husband is a lawyer who might have some thoughts, but what would I say, I’m freaking out because my sister is late picking up her daughter? Bindy and Alec adore Piper, and both would commiserate and be staunch and supportive allies, but what could they do?

Alec might know about things like custody, though. A thought I try to push away. Everything is not a catastrophe. Most things are simply life.

It makes sense that the parking space on the right is empty, that one belongs to the best pediatrician in Boston. But her office hours are over at five, and no one uses the space at night.

So if the world worked the way it was supposed to work, these three parking spaces would all be empty. But only two of them are.

Someone is parked in mine. The car, a black something, is not the dark sedan I saw creeping down Chatham Street. That would have been truly disturbing. This is simply annoying.

We still have our seat belts on, my foot is on the brake.

“Everybody knows you can’t park there. I’m taking a video of it.” Piper’s a city girl, knows her stuff. She aims her phone. Hits the red button. “That’s so lame.”

“Or thoughtless,” I say. “Either way it’s causing problems for us.”

“Why don’t you park in the empty space beside it?” Now Piper’s face is telegraphing dumb grown-up.

“Two wrongs don’t make a right,” I say, inanely.

Still in the alley, I shift into park, and try to figure out what to do. What the rules say—and what the posted sign distinctly warns—is that violators will be towed.

I’m supposed to call a tow truck.

Which—my mind plays out the ending of this scene for a fraction of a second—might be not a bad thing. They stole my spot. I retaliate by removing their car. The ultimate urban warfare.

“Did you see that?” Piper has grabbed my arm, her eyes wide. She points to the building.

“See what?” I follow the line of her finger. The back windows of my apartment have filmy curtains, but I can’t close the shutters because of the window air conditioners. When we left, I had turned all the lights off.

“The curtain moved. See the air conditioner thing on the second floor, and the curtain above it? It moved. And I think there was a person. Maybe it was my mom? Maybe she came in this car! Come on, Aunt Eliza, let’s go look! She came back, and now she’s home, and now everything is going to be okay.”

She’s hugging Hopper within an inch of the poor rabbit’s life. A wave of relief washes over me, and for an instant, the terrors of the day evaporate, and I stare at my second-floor window, willing Bea to appear again.

This is not her car in my parking place, my brain reminds me. Bea has a key to my apartment, my brain reminds me. But if it is my sister, she will have explanations for everything that’s happened. Though I can’t imagine what they would be, I will be so happy to see her that whatever she says will be lovely.

The curtains move again. And the light goes on. Even in the waning daylight of the evening, I can see the light go on.

And yes, Piper is completely right, there is a person in my apartment. But the silhouette does not look like Bea. Bea is taller than I am, thinner, her ballerina body type dieted into persistent slimness. The person behind the curtain—yes, there is a person in that apartment, and I can feel my heart beating harder, and watching the shadow and feeling Piper’s little hand clamped on my arm, my terror flares into such exploding fear I can almost see the fireworks. The person in my apartment is not Bea.

“That’s not my mom,” Piper whispers, reading my thoughts. “That’s somebody bigger.”

“Yes, I see, I agree.” I risk a glance at Piper, then back at the window she’s staring at. “But we’re fine, we’re fine, we’re outside, I’m going to call the police.” I pull out my phone, and text Thissell.

Someone’s in my apartment.
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There is no safe place. Not one.

I’ve texted Thissell. Now I’ll call 911.

Thissell’s dots pop up.

On way. Calling Boston Police too, jurisdiction. 
Move away from building. Do not go inside. 
Wait for text from me.

There’s not a chance I’m going inside my apartment, especially with Piper, who is already totally spooked. If someone is trying to get my attention, they have succeeded.

“Who could be inside?” Piper’s voice is tiny, spiderwebbed with fear. “Who, Aunt Eliza? I was hoping it was my mother.”

“The police are coming, honey, and they will make sure no 
one is inside. We’re fine. And yes, I was hoping it was your mom, too.”

My phone rings. The ID says BPD 911.

“This is the 911 dispatcher,” the voice says as I answer. “What is your location? Are you all right?”

“Yes, I—we’re in my car in Alley 427, and—”

“Can you leave the alley, miss?” she goes on. “Park on Fairfield Street, and we will find you.”

“Okay,” I begin, “but—” The line goes dead.

“Your apartment is scary. I don’t want to stay there anymore, ever ever.” Piper’s chin comes up in petulant defiance. “I want to go home.”

“Oh, honey—” But I cannot finish the sentence—even if I knew what to say, which I don’t because I think it’s scary, too—because I hear the sound of sirens. It happened so fast after I called Thissell. I move my car to Fairfield Street, risking a red-lined no parking zone a block away.

Thissell arrives first, then two Boston cops who introduce themselves as Donella and Nguyen. I tell my story, and they take my key to get inside.

“Landlord?” Nguyen says.

“I’m the owner.”

Nguyen raises an eyebrow. “Anyone else with a key?”

“Not really,” I say. I explain Bindy and Alec Harrod. “But they’re out of town. And my sister. But it definitely wasn’t her. I could tell by the shape.”

Now Piper is waiting in the front seat with the airplane book while Thissell and I stand on the sidewalk. Boston’s Back Bay is magical on summer evenings; centuries-old trees, voluptuously green, and ubiquitous geranium-filled window boxes make it feel timeless. A menagerie of leashed dogs prance past the rows of brownstones, their owners looking at their phones while the doodles and pugs snuffle and sniff the grassy patches around the municipal dogwoods.

Thissell and I are the obvious outliers in this scene—her uniform telegraphs to passersby that all is not well.

“I’m off duty, technically, and only allowed to be here because your sister lives in Brookline, and it’s my case,” Thissell explains. “But you live in Boston, that’s a different jurisdiction.”

“Yeah,” I say. “Understood.” Whatever.

“You sure you saw someone?”

“Yeah. Piper did, too.”

“And it was not your sister.”

“No way.”

“Man or woman?”

I squint my eyes, trying trying trying to remember. “It would only be a guess. But big. Taller than Bea. Not Bea.”

“Okay.” She consults her chunky watch. “They’ll be out soon.”

A bus wheezes by, riffing a tiny breeze in the summer evening. That note from Bea’s mailbox is burning a hole in the pocket of my pants.

“Eliza?” Thissell interrupts my decision-making. “I was going to call you anyway. There’s nothing from that western Mass phone number. The one from your sister’s legal pad? It’s a burner. And nothing from the Logan Airport flight manifests.”

“Was there a flight at the time that was written on the legal pad? Departing or arriving?”

“You’re good,” Thissell says, nodding approval. “But not twelve thirty exactly, no.”

“I was going to call you, too,” I say. Here we go. I turn to look at Piper, see if she’s watching us, but she seems to be reading her book. I hope it’s taking her mind far away from all this. Somewhere safe, where people are reliable, and life goes as planned. I pull out the note, which is crumpled a little now, and hand it to Thissell.

“I found this in Bea’s mailbox. After you and Pierce left.”

“What?” Thissell scans the note as I hold it, reads its one devastating—maybe—line. “You’re only now telling me?”

She’s still staring at the paper, her face reflecting her anger or annoyance or suspicion.

“Why didn’t you call us instantly? Why didn’t you leave it where it was? You’re a smart woman, Ms. Ramsey, but this was not a wise decision.”

I note that she is calling me Ms. Ramsey now. I am no longer Eliza. I have broken her trust. She’s pulled a thin glassine envelope from her jacket pocket, takes the note between her thumb and forefinger, slides it inside, puffs out a frustrated breath.

“We may need to take your fingerprints at some point to rule them out. Do you recognize the handwriting? Is it your sister’s?”

“Well, ah, hard to tell with printing. And I thought …” My heart grows weary with defeat as I ready my confession, even as I’m envisioning those Boston Police officers invading my apartment. Envisioning guns drawn. Envisioning opened doors. Envisioning what surprises might be hidden behind them. “I thought you would say the note proved that she was fine. And I know she’s not fine.”

“Not sure about your detective work there.” She puts the glassine on the hood of my car, takes a photo of it, sends it to someone. “You asked us for help. Try to help us.”

“Okay, I’m sor—”

“We can’t, though, if we don’t have all the information. On everything.” She adjusts the substantial black weapon holstered to her belt; maybe a reflex, maybe to remind me of her power. “Deal?”

“Deal.” I myself have no weapons here.

“You’re sure about what you saw.”

“Yes.” Do not second-guess me. Or Piper. We know what we saw.

She shrugs, accepting. “Maybe they’ll catch someone. Maybe they’ll find some answers.”

“I can’t even imagine.” I hear the dread in my voice. I picture that outcome, a guy in handcuffs—who?—being escorted out of my home. My apartment ransacked. There’s nothing to steal, though, there’s nothing valuable there, not to anyone but me.

I have to get Piper out of here. “How long do you think they’ll take?”

“As long as they need, right? You’ll want to change the locks, in any case.”

“If they can get in once, they can get in again,” I say. Horse, barn door.

Thissell nods, accepting that, too. “Is there anywhere else you two can go?”

“Maybe,” I say, thinking of Whitney. How does she always get what she wants?

“Here we go,” she says. “They’re back. This guy, at least. Donella. Legit. Knows his stuff.”

He’s exactly how I would have imagined a Boston cop named Donella if I were writing the book about him. Fiery hair, broad shoulders, knowing eyes.

“You’re good, Ms. Ramsey,” he says, striding toward us, arms stretched, welcoming his success. “We see nothing. Your apartment seems untouched. Happy to take you inside if you want? We’ll run the plates on that illegally parked car, of course. Car was gone when we came out, though. Which may or may not be connected.”

Give me a break, I want to say. It’s gone? You really think that’s a random car? But the cops don’t need my advice.

“Is the lock broken?” Thissell asks him. The question I had, too.

“No. That’s the thing. No sign of forced entry in the main front door, or the interior front door, or your apartment front door. Or the fire escape. So, ma’am?” Donella turns to me. “Again. Does anyone else have a key?”

Thissell is looking at me, too, inquiring.

“No.” I think about this another beat—is there anyone? “Like I said, my friends Alec and Bindy Harrod. Some random real estate person almost two years ago, I guess, my boss helped me find this place, I could look up the realtor’s name. And Bea, my sister.”

“Her husband?” Thissell asks.

“Not that I know of.” I see where she’s going with this. But Kyle’s in Japan.

“Huh,” Donella says. “Someone’s either very good at picking locks, or very lucky at it. There aren’t any scratch marks on the metal casings.”

“Can I ask you a strange thing?”

“Sure.”

“Did you look in my closet? Are my clothes still there?”

I hear Thissell’s murmured reaction, approving.

“Your closet?” Donella appears to be considering. “Yeah, all full. Is it not supposed to be?”

“Just checking,” Thissell says.

“Yo,” I hear. His partner, Nguyen, is striding toward us on the sidewalk.

“There’s one more thing.” Donella’s face has a weird expression. “You bring it?” he calls out.

Bring it?

Nguyen comes closer, then pulls something from behind his back, holds it out, showing us. “Ma’am? This was, like, in front of the door. As if someone went inside, took it? And then locked the door behind them, and left it, a calling card. Or maybe they brought it. I put it in this evidence bag, but as you can see—is this from your apartment, ma’am?”

Fluffy tail, droopy spaniel ears, big brown eyes. Piper has burst out of the car, and is running toward the police officer.

“Floppy,” she says. “You found Floppy!”

“My niece, Piper,” I say.

“This is yours?” Nguyen drops to a crouch on the sidewalk, looks at Piper eye to eye. “Is this your puppy?”

“Yes.” She holds out her arms, entreating. “I need him.”

“We need him too, Piper,” Nguyen says. “He might have clues for us.” He stays at Piper’s level, but I see both officers exchange glances with Thissell. “Do you mind if we take him back to the station with us? He might tell us who got into your apartment.”

No child should have to do this, offer up her beloved companion to the police.

But someone knows enough to use Floppy to send a message—like the mailbox note, like the car in my parking place, like the stranger in my window.

“Floppy can help you?” Piper, in her cemetery dress and now-rumpled pink sweatshirt, her hair disheveled and her face confused, is doing her best. Her posture is balance-beam perfect, her gaze steady.

“He can,” Thissell says. “That’s why he’s in this special evidence bag. Floppy could be a hero.”

“I could have him back someday?”

“Of course,” Nguyen says.

Piper slides her hand into mine.

“Okay,” she whispers.
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“Floppy’s in a police car, that’s so random.” Piper’s voice sounds wistful as the cruiser pulls away down Fairfield Street. “At least that means he’s safe. Is he safer than we are, Aunt Eliza?”

For that I have no answer. It’s the two of us on the Back Bay sidewalk now, surrounded by historic brownstones and elegant apartment buildings, with our car in the no-parking zone. Thissell has promised to be in touch. Even in the pre-dinnertime touristy bustle, Piper and I are alone again.

Bizarrely, disturbingly, terrifyingly—we have nowhere to go.

“You know what, kiddo? Let’s”—I improvise, evading her question about our safety—“get sushi.”

“Gross.” Piper’s expression mirrors her sentiments.

“Okay, noted,” I say. “Hop into the car so we don’t get a ticket.”

“I’m totally hungry, though. But not for sushi. Not ever.” She settles in the back seat, and I see the airplane book and Hopper beside her. “I thought we were having mac and cheese at your—”

She stops, mid-sentence, and I see today’s whole disturbing series of events playing through her mind.

Her bottom lip quivers, and we may be on the verge of a meltdown. Both of us, if I’m being honest. But again, I am the grown-up here.

“We can have restaurant mac and cheese, how about that?” I say, flailing now. I push the ignition. “We’ll find a good place, and we’ll feel better after some food.”

“And then what?”

“Food first, plans later,” I say, sounding a lot more confident than I am.

I text Whitney. Snag. Many apologies. More to come, and we’ll talk tomorrow?

The three undulating dots appear, as if Whitney were waiting to pounce on my texts.

This is not like you, Eliza. Do you need help?

Like me? It most certainly isn’t. Which is the entire point.

So thoughtful of you. No, nothing. 
All fine, just exhausted.

I look at my screen. It’d be impossible for me to explain everything, and I suppose I could simply call her, but that’s a whole thing, and it’s getting late, and Piper is hungry and scared.

I’ll keep you posted, I type, aware of how vague that sounds, and I hope not dismissive. But I cannot deal with everything all at once, and I can only do my best. When this is all over, one way or another, I’ll have a heart-to-heart with her. She’s only trying to help, but there’s nothing she can do.

And now she’s answering.

I’ll order dinner from Pancetta. You pick it up, all taken care of. Under my name. Spaghetti for Piper. We’ll meet at the office. And you can tell me what’s happened.

I stare at the screen. She controls my livelihood, of course, but not my life.

Although.

I grip the steering wheel, trying to ground myself in reality. If none of today had ever happened, and Whitney had invited Piper and me for dinner, I would have been thrilled. I would have been delighted. That she thought of me as more than an employee. And now it’s making me angry?

Maybe I’m not thinking about this clearly. Maybe Whitney is my one blessing today.

Thank you. My thumb hovers over send. We can be at the restaurant in 15 minutes. And I send.

I am looking forward to seeing you both.

“Guess what,” I say to Piper. “How about spaghetti?”

“Spaghetti’s good. But what are you texting about?”

“Whitney Hart is inviting us for dinner. We’re getting carryout at a place right by my office. And then you get to meet Whitney. Good, huh?”

“I guess so,” she says. “And then what?”

“Food first …” I say. Then turn to her, waiting.

“Plan later,” she finishes, half reluctant, half amused. “Okay.”

Thing is, I think, as I make the turn onto Storrow Drive, we can’t run forever. At some point, Piper and I have to go somewhere overnight. The logical place would be my home, but now that’s downright dangerous. Besides, Piper has refused. We can’t go to Bea’s, and I can’t leave Piper—not that I would—with Sara Kalinsky, for any number of reasons. We can’t go to a hotel, because that would be inexplicable to Piper. I get about one sentence into imagining that conversation before I discard it. I am now running on empty, on fumes, and on hope.

I keep seeing that figure in my apartment. Who, and why, and where are they now? And what do they want? Plus, someone knew Floppy was important. The break-in to my apartment—if that’s what it was—is not the final move in their game.

And meanwhile, Kyle’s car is at the airport. But Kyle, no matter what he said, is whereabouts unknown. Even the cops are suspicious.

I take the secret turn off Storrow Drive and edge along the alley behind Beacon Hill’s Charles Street brownstones. Only experienced locals know that this potholed, too-narrow shortcut exists, and we don’t tell anyone. It’s probably not legal to use it, anyway.

“There’s the restaurant, see?” I point up Charles Street, and miraculously find a parking place, and head for Pancetta. “By the antiques shop, and right before the cute bookstore.”

“Aunt Eliza?” Piper has stopped in the middle of the sidewalk, has not moved toward the restaurant. Other pedestrians are skirting around the two of us to get by.

“What, honey?” I’m trying to read her expression.

“Will the police call us if they find something? I’ve been thinking that my mother would be here by now.”

“Me, too,” I say. “And I’m sure she’ll find us as soon as she can. Even if we’re having spaghetti with Whitney. I have my phone, and you have yours, and that’s all we can do right now. Oh, and we can be brave. Are we brave?”

She gives me a look that tears my heart out. “Yes, Aunt Eliza. We’re brave.”

I put my arm across Piper’s shoulders and walk toward the restaurant, smelling the garlic as we approach. I’m trapped, and worried, and in charge of an innocent eleven-year-old girl.

And no idea what to do.
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“That fragrance is divine.” Whitney greets us at the front door of the LexLit brownstone, wearing her trademark black slacks and a tissue-thin cashmere turtleneck. An oval amethyst pendant dangles from an intricately woven gold chain around her neck. Her hand rests on the brass doorknob, the chestnut lacquer of the entryway glowing around her in the last of the afternoon light. There’s no sign on the door that says LexLit. Whitney assumes the people who need to know where it is already know. And the people who don’t, don’t.

Piper is holding the handles of a red-and-white-striped shopping bag. Whitney’s correct, the combination of oregano and garlic and tomato is intoxicating. And reminds me how hungry I am. And how hungry Piper must be. Whitney’s chic outfit reminds me of how bedraggled Pipe and I must look. How confused.

“This is very kind of you,” I say as the door closes behind us.

Whitney is not interested in me at all, it seems. She puts her palms together, bends down to Piper’s height.

“And you must be Piper. Could you carry that bag all the way upstairs for me?” She points up. The stairway, one narrow carpeted flight, pinspotted with invisible lighting, wall painted in subtle thick stripes, taupe-on-darker taupe. “I’m Whitney Hart.”

“Thank you very much for the spaghetti, Ms. Hart,” Piper says. “We got garlic bread, too. It came with.”

“I rely on the garlic bread,” Whitney agrees, a sage pronouncement. “And please call me Whitney. Let’s go up to the little kitchen, and we will have our feast. I know you’re having a difficult day.”

“My mom—”

“I know, your aunt told me a bit about it. How are you doing?”

“I’m a little—I’m fine.” Piper glances at me, edits herself. “My aunt can tell you.”

“Good idea.” Whitney pointedly looks at me. “I’m eager to hear the rest.” Then back to Piper, her expression softening. “I’m sure it’s a misunderstanding. Everything will be fine.”

Thank you. I mouth the words over Piper’s head.

We hold on to the polished mahogany stairway railing as the three of us climb to the first floor, the walls galleried with framed covers of Whitney’s bestsellers interspersed with autographed title pages. The Nantucket book, and the Ponzi scheme. The movie star with secrets. The memoir of a notorious gangster, too, the contents so provocative the feds once offered to put Whitney in witness protection. Don’t be silly, she told me she’d said, it’s just a book.

The gangster was later killed in prison.

Whitney unlocks the stained-glass inner door of LexLit’s reception room, voluptuous in hunter-green leather and polished wood. Floor-to-ceiling bookshelves display covered volumes in pristine arrangement, artfully random, the rows infused with color, an elegantly muted rainbow. I used to sit at that front desk, when I first arrived. Part of my job was to keep away the writers who had discovered our address, the ones who thought they could be enterprising, and that Whitney would meet with them without an appointment. It was a lesson in public relations for me, as well as in disappointment. Whitney’s new intern sits there now. She must be gone for the night, though; her glass desktop looks like no one has ever used it.

“Do you like to read?” Whitney is asking Piper. “Do let me take that bag from you now, dear.” Whitney sets the Pancetta bag on the desk. “What is your favorite book of all time?”

“That’s impossible to answer,” Piper says. “All my time has not passed yet, so how do I know?”

Whitney’s laugh is a silver bell of approval. “Clever girl,” she says.

I have no idea about Whitney’s personal life, I think, as we approach the open door to her office. There are no pictures of anyone who looks like family or relatives. Her only mementos are a silvery fountain pen in an onyx holder, and a crystal obelisk, unmarked. Statement pieces, of something memorable, but outwardly unrevealing. Because of the power balance, it always felt as if it were more proper for her to ask me about my personal life than me about hers. She was my parents’ age, and I was her employee, and that dynamic would never change.

“Let me ask you something else,” Whitney says. Clearly this is directed to Piper, and she seems to have forgotten we are there for dinner. As for me, I have become extraneous. “Do you believe in ghosts?”

“What do you mean by a ghost?” Piper tilts her head.

I know Whitney is about to launch into her “history of Beacon Hill” speech, but today, Remembrance Day, is not the time to mention ghosts to Piper. Too late now.

“Come with me.” Whitney goes to the bow window at the back of her office, gestures to Piper to join her. “What do you see out the window?”

Piper looks at me, questioning, and I smile, nodding reluctant permission.

“I see …” Piper says, “rusty fire escapes zigzagging down a building. I see two sparrows in that big tree. I kind of see people walking down the street, but I can’t tell who they are.”

“Very observant,” Whitney says. “But this very building is surrounded by ghosts, and they are lovely ghosts. That’s why I wanted my office here. Have you read Little Women yet?”

“Of course. I want to be Jo when I grow up.”

“So did I,” Whitney says. “And here’s what’s wonderful. Louisa May Alcott herself lived on that very street below. Pinckney Street. We can almost see her building from here.” She puts her arm across Piper’s shoulders, draws her toward the window. “Look really hard, right over there,” she says. “See that bit of red brick? With the arch. Louisa May and I could have watched each other, I often think. If only the times had been different.”

“That’s lovely to pretend,” I say, as Piper puts her face up to the glass. “Do you think about that as you work, Whitney? As inspiration?”

“I’m careful of inspiration.” Whitney faces me now, one eyebrow raised. “Remember, the Boston Strangler prowled these streets as well.”

I’m shocked at Whitney for this, bringing up a notorious serial killer.

But Piper turns to her, eyes shining. “We learned about this in history class. That was around here, too? Can we see that from here? Where he was?”

“It was a long time ago,” I say, trying to signal Whitney to change the subject. I cannot believe she’s going there. “I wonder if the spaghetti is getting cold.”

I suppose it’s not surprising, Piper knowing about the Boston Strangler. Back when Bea and I had been obsessed with the Greylock Killer, even though our parents had tried to distract us, my sister and I had looked up other gruesome murders as well, hoping to—well, I didn’t analyze it at the time. In later years I’d decided it was a defense mechanism, two vulnerable girls trying to conquer their own fears.

“They caught him, though,” Piper says.

“Some think not.” Whitney holds up a forefinger. “Some of the investigators were convinced the FBI had arrested the wrong person. Though the killings stopped when he was put in prison.” She pauses, turns to me again. “Which would be wise, wouldn’t it? If you were the real killer? Let someone else take the blame?”

“I guess so, yes,” I reply. Whitney lives in her own strange book world. “Not that I know how a serial killer thinks, ha ha.”

“In publishing, we are required to examine that.” Whitney’s face has changed, or it might be the waning August light. “Imagine it. Understand it. How else could we judge whether a manuscript feels authentic?”

“True,” I acquiesce, wondering how I can pivot to a less grisly subject. “I guess you know these things because of reading so many crime fiction manuscripts.”

“Fiction, yes, and true crime,” she says. “I’m fascinated by the serial killer motivation. Not a crime of passion, not for money. But purely driven by bloodlust, if I may use that word. Or for the power it gives them to control someone. And on the outside, so many serial killers seem attractive. Someone you might even know.”

“I hope not.” I wince at the concept. And has she forgotten Piper is here?

Whitney nods. “I do, too.”

“I do, too,” Piper says.

“I promise you don’t know any serial killers, sweetheart,” Whitney tells her, almost affectionately, it seems. “Now let’s have dinner. And you tell me about your day.”






33


Someone has taught Piper to twirl her spaghetti with her fork against her spoon, and she is admirably adept at it. Whitney—or someone—has actually put a red checkered tablecloth on the agency’s round kitchen table, and there’s a green bottle of Pellegrino and a crystal glass at each black leather place mat. If the reason for this situation wasn’t so terrifying, tonight would be fun. Whitney as hostess, Whitney as work buddy, Whitney as empathetic and even sincerely charming. Whitney, who has actually donned a festive-for-her blue linen apron, is dishing out Piper’s aromatic spaghetti, and chicken marsala and grilled asparagus for the two of us.

Whitney had sent Piper to wash her hands, then grilled me, while Pipe was out of the room. I had no choice, trapped with her in real life and face-to-face, and told her everything: Bea’s failure to arrive, Remembrance Day, Bea’s house, the note, the police. The silhouette in my apartment window.

“And you have heard nothing from your sister? Nor the police? Not a word?”

“Nothing helpful.” I tell her about Kyle, and Japan, and the car at the airport. Talking as fast as I can, and soon there’s nothing she doesn’t know about this. I’m all in with Whitney now, I realize. No turning back. Maybe that’s her superpower, getting people to trust her.

“Odd.” Whitney has taken white cloth napkins from a kitchen drawer, tucked the restaurant’s paper ones in a wicker basket by the coffee machine. “I’m sure your police officers are doing the best they can, but I’ll confirm that.” She’s frowning, as if replaying what I’ve told her. “But where are you staying tonight?”

“I was wondering that, too.” Piper, chiming in, has returned. “I don’t want to stay at your house, Aunt Eliza. It’s too scary.”

“You’ll stay with me, of course,” Whitney says. She turns to me, inquiring, but before I can respond, she starts on Piper.

“I have a beautiful apartment; you will love it. With big, big windows, and you can watch the sailboats on the Charles River. There’s a window seat where you can curl up and read whatever you want, and I have a cat named Milo. She’s a tortoiseshell, and she’s quite—”

Piper’s face has descended from 100 to 0 in that one sentence.

“I’m very allergic to cats,” Piper says. “Very.”

I grimace, confirming. “Yes, this is so kind of you, Whitney, but that would be …”

“Not good,” Piper puts in. “I would be sneezing all night long.”

“Let me make some calls,” Whitney begins.

“Do you know about the Greylock Killer?” Piper looks up from her spaghetti, a ring of orange already around her lips. “When you were talking about the Boston Strangler, I was thinking about it.”

“What?” I take a sip of Pellegrino to disguise my shock. “How do you know about that, honey?”

“Of course I know about it,” Whitney talks over me. “But I’m curious as well. How do you know, Piper? Surely not from your history class.”

“My mom told me one night. We were toasting marshmallows, outside, in a campfire, and I heard a hootie owl, and we decided to tell ghost stories.” She looks at Whitney, wide-eyed. “That’s why I was surprised when you asked about ghosts.”

“I see.” Whitney rolls her fork between her thumb and forefinger. “What did your mother tell you?”

“Wait, wait.” I put up a palm, apologizing for my interruption. “I’m so sorry, Whitney. Honey, you were cooking out marshmallows on a campfire in Brookline?”

“No, at the lake house, where the serial killer is. I mean, where he used to be.”

“You go to the lake house?” I lean toward her, feel my eyebrows go up. The lake house.

“Yes, all the time, we—”

“Forgive me, Whitney,” I say. “My family—long ago—my parents had a house in the Berkshires. In a place called Mallard Cove. After the—everything, my Aunt Margaret—my mother’s sister?—kept it up, but she rented it out. I thought. I mean, even though it belongs to me and Bea, I did not ever want to go there again. And I haven’t been, not for years.”

“I understand,” Whitney says. “Talk about ghosts.”

Piper is concentrating on ripping off another piece of garlic bread, and yeasty crumbs sprinkle the red-and-white tablecloth.

“Pipe? You and your mother go there ‘all the time’?”

Piper holds up a forefinger, points to her mouth. Mouth full.

“I feel a bit better now,” Whitney says softly, as Piper chews. “I’d begun to worry whether it was potentially inappropriate, in this company, to talk about the Boston Strangler.”

Piper swallows. “Well, my mom told me the Greylock Killer was gone, and a long, long time ago. Before I was born. So long ago it’s almost a myth. A myth is a story that is not true.”

“Exactly,” Whitney says. “We have to be careful about that.”

Whitney takes a sip of her white wine. I’d turned it down, thank goodness. Now that I know I’ll be driving.

“How’s that spaghetti, dear? Let me get you the rest of it.”

“Thank you,” Piper says. “It’s delicious.”

Is Bea at the lake house? I think about this as I watch Whitney prepare to serve more pasta to my niece, a sentence I’d never imagined saying. It’s two hours away, at least. More. Bea has never mentioned going there. Ever. Maybe she knows how intensely I loathe the place, and wants to protect me. Or avoid an argument. “Pipe? You said a lot? You and Bea go often? It’s not rented?”

“Rented? No way,” Piper says. “Don’t you know?” I’m getting the pitiful grown-up look. “We used to all go. Dad, too. We still go, I guess, lots. Mom loves that place.”

Whitney and I exchange looks.

“We all have a whole ’nother set of clothes there,” Piper goes on. “So we don’t have to pack.”

“I imagine you’ll be happy to finally change out of those clothes you’re wearing,” Whitney says, as she refills Piper’s plate. “Is there a washing machine at Mallard Cove, too?”

Bea at the lake house. This never crossed my mind. And without a word, Whitney and I have clearly come to the same conclusion.

I have a key to the cottage, of course, since the house is legally mine and Bea’s. But the key is in my apartment, and that is one place I am not going to set foot in again. Not until this is all over.

“Do they still use the same caretakers, Pipe?” I wonder how much she knows. “What were their names … the … Grays? Lou? Lou Gray. Len. Something like that?” He worked at the Berkshire airport, I remember. Lived by the bait place.

“They’re gone now. It’s another guy. His son.” She looks up at Whitney, accepts her mound of pasta as if Whitney was the spaghetti goddess. “Thank you.”

Leo something, yes, I agree with myself. Gray. Leonard Gray. That was one of them. A pal of Dad’s in the way people are vacation pals with their employees. Bea is at the lake house. She’s got to be.

“His son is Logan,” Piper is saying. “He says ‘Logan like the airport.’ So funny, because of I’m Piper, like the airplanes, so that’s even funnier.”

Whitney is pretending, I’m sure, to be fascinated. “Yes, that’s quite a coincidence.”

I’m half listening now, happy that Piper’s prattling, leaving space in my head for me to plan.

“Dad used to take him for plane rides, Logan told me once,” Piper goes on. “Margaret went, too. He’s like, your age, right, Aunt Eliza? Or Mom’s?”

One phone call, I think. Could get us safely into the lake house. A call to Margaret. She’ll know how to contact the caretaker. Annoyingly, there’s no landline at our cottage. Margaret stopped paying for it years ago. To save money, she said. I hadn’t cared; that place was dead to me. A ghost.

But to find my sister—if we can find Margaret or even the caretaker to get a key, we’ll have to go. Now. Even if we can’t find a key, we can still see if Bea is there. And if she is, discover why she’s not answering her phone. Why my calls to her cell went to “out of service.”

But of course. I’m such a terrible detective. The Berkshires. That’s exactly why.

Cell service and internet in the Berkshires stinks, always has. Mom and Dad looked forward to that, actually, embracing the enforced privacy and respite from my father’s university politics and Mom’s legal responsibilities. “I need to work,” my dad would say. “Without anyone bothering me.”

Dad was always writing something, scribbling on yellow pads, typing on his laptop, which he never showed us. He knew we had no interest in physics.

“It will take hours to get there, you know,” Whitney is saying. “But if you think—”

“Two hours and forty-two minutes,” Piper interrupts.

“Will you be safe driving, Eliza?” Whitney looks at her sleek metal watch. “You won’t get there until very late.”

“I’ll be fine,” I say. And safe is the operative word. If that’s where Bea is, that will make it all worth it.

“Take the Pancetta cookies with you,” Whitney says. “Piper, will you put the container back in the bag?”

Piper bustles away, looking happy to help.

Whitney shifts in her chair, leans toward me, her black turtleneck sharp against the pale loden kitchen wallpaper. “You and your sister were both in the Berkshires during the Greylock murders? With your parents?”

“It was our summer house, a vacation place, so we weren’t there the whole time. Still, my sister Bea and I—”

“Mom told me you talked about it,” Piper says. She’s putting a plastic container of sugar-covered cookies into the Pancetta bag. “That your mom didn’t even let you go outside at night.”

“My mother was very protective,” I say, remembering.

“Those poor girls,” Whitney whispers.

I fold my napkin, set it next to the empty plate. Whitney was such a lifesaver tonight. I don’t really want to discuss any more scary stuff in front of Piper, even though she seems fascinated by it. “But my father, I remember him reading everything he could about it. He was engrossed by the story, read all the papers. He knew everything.”

“Did he?” Whitney takes a sip of wine. “Interesting.”

There’s a beat where we’re all silent. Whitney will go home to her cat and her manuscripts. But Piper and I will be on the Mass Turnpike, heading west.

We have nowhere else to turn.

Though we won’t get there until past midnight, I need to drive us to the one place I never wanted to see again.

Mallard Cove.
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I called Margaret while Piper and Whitney said their goodbyes in the agency’s reception area, touched that Whitney seems authentically interested in her. Fond of her, even. She’d given Piper her business card, so cute, and Piper accepted it, solemnly, and put it in the pocket of her wilted cemetery dress. They’re now chatting about something, Piper looking happy, such a change, and Whitney looking approvingly amused. She’s really shown a different side of herself tonight, and for that I am grateful. You never know about people, when they’ll rise to the occasion, come out from behind their façade. The call to Margaret goes to voicemail. I wait for the beep.

“Hi, Aunt Margaret, um. Hi.” I face away from Piper and Whitney, speaking softly, not wanting to bother them. So silly for me to feel weird about his, but Margaret and I haven’t connected in a while. A year, at least. And she’s still my Aunt Margaret, even though I’m a decade older, and I’m in the aunt role now. “Piper and I need to go to Mallard Cove tonight, yes, I know it’s odd but …” After a beat of hesitation, I tell her the super-short version of Bea’s unknown whereabouts. I keep it light, as if it’s Bea being Bea.

“I think she might be there, at the Cove, so I’ll call the caretaker to get a key,” I go on. “I might still have that number. But could you call him, too, or text me the number you have? Thanks, and um, we really need to catch up. Let me know, okay?” I pause, thinking of her constant travels. “I guess I don’t know where you are, but I hope you are someplace fabulous. But eager to hear from you. We’re on the road in a few minutes.”

It shouldn’t feel strange to talk to Margaret; there were days, in my darkest grief, when she was the only person I spoke to. Sometimes we didn’t communicate out loud at all, but I knew she was there.

In a few minutes Piper and I are on the sidewalk again. As we walk away, I turn to wave my thanks to Whitney one last time, but Whitney has closed the door behind us, and it is as if we were never there.

The lights of Charles Street glow the historic cobblestoned neighborhood into timelessness; even now, pushing ten o’clock, the sidewalks are crowded, skateboards weaving expertly around tourists in lobsta T-shirts and Beacon Hill residents in khaki and fluttery scarves. The sound of laughter mixes with the polite beep of a car horn, the jangle of a bicycle bell. Piper and I are about to drive to someplace where there’s none of that festive atmosphere. We are about to fly on our own in the darkness. And this time, I am the pilot.

It is still Remembrance Day. Later tonight, far away, the Perseids will shower the sky with their wild light show. Same as the night of the crash—Mom and Dad had promised we’d see them from our backyard when we got home. Then, and now, the longest day of my life.

“It’s fine, we go all the time,” Piper is saying, as she draws the seat belt across her shoulders. “Mom calls them zoomie trips, and she’ll say ‘Zoomies! Let’s zoom out to the lake.’ It’s such a Mom thing. And we hop into Mom’s car and go. She calls Logan on the way.”

I remember Logan, in a time-soaked sort of way. Popped collars and attitude. Bea had a secret crush on him, briefly, I remember that. Until Dad put a stop to it. Or maybe it was Margaret. Summers were different, like nothing really counted. I hope he’s in my phone under “Caretaker.” But I’m not sure, yet, if I need to call.

“There’s even a Floppy at the lake.” Piper is pursuing a different line of thought.

“A Floppy at the lake?”

“We always had two Floppys, they’re twins,” Piper says. “So there’s Brookline Floppy and Mallard Cove Floppy, and I never need to worry.”

Kudos to Bea, who was probably trying to avoid a potential lost-stuffed-animal apocalypse. Although if tonight’s semi-grisly conversation with Whitney was any indicator, Piper might be outgrowing her reliance on stuffies. Which again, feels like such an impossible rite of passage for a parent—when a stuffed lovey is left behind and real life takes its place. But I refuse to hurry her. She’s eleven.

Her face darkens now, and I know exactly what she’s thinking. “Brookline Floppy is at the police now, though.”

“Exactly. He’s brave, like you. And helpful.” She was so feisty and engaged at dinner, such a relief. But she seems needy right now, and I’m trying to gauge her emotional age. When you miss your mother, everyone becomes a little girl again.

“I’m really tired now. I liked the spaghetti, and Whitney, though. Maybe we can come back and she can show me where the Strangler was. Will I miss gymnastics tomorrow?”

“I don’t know, honey. It’s been a long day. We’ll talk about gymnastics later.” I effortlessly use the time-honored mom diversionary line, as if I were actually a mom. And we’ll talk about the Strangler never, I don’t say. “Snuggle down in the seat, and see if you can nap. We’ll be at the Cove before you know it.”

This is Alice in Wonderland. Through the Looking-Glass. I’m having a conversation about duplicate stuffed animals and zoomie trips and gymnastics and serial killers. But if Piper is distracted, I can buy into that. How can there be so few answers?

Almost as if wishes come true, which I know they demonstrably do not, my phone pings. I startle, my heart revving into high. Margaret, surely. The police? Whitney? Bea? If someone can get into my apartment, all that comes crashing back, that same someone has my phone number, too, certainly.

“Is someone pinging?” The expectation in her voice is heartrending.

“It’s the police,” I say, seeing Thissell’s name on the screen.

At this, Piper’s face crumples. “Is everything okay?”

“Of course,” I say. Stupid me. I should not have told her it was the police. “One minute, honey.”

Where will you be tonight?

And, yes, that’s precisely the question. Piper has folded her arms over her chest, hugging her plane book, and is watching me intently. It can’t hurt for the police to know where we are. I’ll have my cell phone, for what it’s worth out there, and even more reason to keep them informed.

Family vac home near Cheshire. I type the exact address. Why? Something new?

No.

The dots undulate, and I wait. She has more to say.

It’s late now. That’s a two hour drive. More.


I know.



Text when you get there. Drive safe.

This kindness almost brings tears to my eyes; Thissell suddenly being maternal, protective.

Will do. Thank you.

Now, I’m inching the car out onto crowded Beacon Street, where, as the twisty pathways of the green expanse of Boston Common twinkle with fairy lights, and couples stroll arm in arm through the rows of lush trees and crimson geraniums. I know I am driving us into the unknown.

Happy endings seem as distant and unreachable as the faraway moon.
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“The road was a ribbon of moonlight,” I’m quoting Alfred Noyes to myself, but I have to do something to keep awake on the night-shrouded Mass Turnpike. Convoys of massive trucks gobble up more than their share of the pavement, lumbering, impossible to pass. The traffic has been a mess, one of those Boston things when suddenly everyone wants to go somewhere at the same time you do. Tonight, several of them have tried to get there too fast, crashed, and funneled a zippy four-lane highway into a sluggish two, transforming mile-a-minute speed into standstill traffic. This is taking way longer than I’d planned, but I am trying to ignore that.

I keep my eyes on the Pike, dodging the sports-car crazies and the overcautious rental cars, concentrating on our safe arrival in the Berkshires. I can’t believe the recitations I’ve dredged up from my school days, Frost and Poe and Yeats. I always wonder why I can remember their poetry, but not where I put the TV remote. From Boston to Ashland, I’d managed to sing the entire soundtracks of Dear Evan Hansen, Rent, and Les Mis, and moved on to Wicked.

Good thing no one could hear me.

The car radio is off-limits. If I turn it on, or even sing too loudly, I might wake Piper, who has turned the tiny back seat into a sleeping pod. I check her in the rearview mirror, and she’s a blanketed blob, zonked, strapped in, her head cuddled into that stuffed pink rabbit.

I check the mileage, consult my GPS app. Now, closing in on midnight, I’m only passing the halfway mark to the Berkshires, as much of the long stretch of the hypnotic highway behind me as it is ahead. This time of year, the trees that edge the Pike are verdant show-offs, but now, tonight, with only the amber pools of highway lights illuminating giant circles on the pavement, the leafed-out maples, if that’s what they are, loom heavy and menacing. “I’m at the point of no return,” I sing, too softly for anyone to hear, wondering where that song came from.

“The moon was a ghostly galleon,” I declaim now, in the most dramatic whisper I can. When I can’t come up with the exact words, I make them up. “Tossed upon something seas.”

I’d finally decided to text the caretaker number on my phone, relieved that it was still there, and said I’d be arriving tonight. I figured if Bea and Piper make zoomie trips, then the caretaker, whoever is in charge now, would not be put off by short notice. I also hoped it was going to the proper person, and not into some black hole of expired connections, a message to no one.

I did regret having to divulge our whereabouts to a person who’s essentially a stranger, since others seem to know more about Piper and me than I would have predicted, but the image of me trying to break into the Mallard Cove house—where I haven’t been for years—in sheer darkness in the middle of the night reinforced how that was a ridiculous idea. Especially when, in this case, I knew there was someone with a key. Even more absurd, I’d have broken into two of my own houses in one day.

Mallard Cove at night is singularly dense, a forest straight out of the Brothers Grimm. Bea and I used to be afraid to go outside, especially after the fireflies had vanished, when the moonlight would slice through the maples and elms as if it were searching for something in particular.

When the Greylock Killer was on the loose, we were kept inside after dark. Mom never explained her reasoning, or had to. We were much younger than the girls he’d killed—it had to be a man—and we knew from the local papers that the police were begging people with information to come forward. The sheriff made the mistake of publicly admitting there was little evidence, blaming the crime scenes bedded with pine needles and broken branches and slimy leaves.

Dad was scornful. “Small-town cops”—I can hear his voice—“will always be small-town cops.” And he’d write and write on that legal pad. I’d figured maybe his physics was his refuge, his touchstone to a world where there were immutable rules, and explanations for everything. Unlike the unpredictable—or grotesquely predictable—mind of a serial killer who clearly had rules of his own.

Neither parent had any idea how top of mind he was for Bea and me; the Greylock Killer became an almost legendary being to us, the stuff of the goat-killer folklore, stories we heard at camp when we were little. Back when they were only stories. Myths, as Piper had adorably explained to Whitney.

Now we’re approaching the exit for Worcester, I see via the arrowed green highway signs spotlighted in the near distance, and I wonder whether we should stop there. My follow-up text to Margaret has not been marked as seen, although the one to the caretaker’s number has. But no reply.

Every bone in my body is tired. My mind is barely working. Maybe this is not safe, me barreling along even faster than the speed limit when my eyes are demanding to be closed. It would be easy to find a motel, and then we would not have to make the drive all the way to Cheshire tonight.

I ease into the right lane, liking my idea, weary as I have ever been, worried as I have ever been, indecisive as I have ever been. Sleep will solve everything. At least delay it.

I imagine, then, waking up in some institutional cookie-cutter hotel room with Piper, and having to start from zero to explain why we are in an unfamiliar city in an unfamiliar hotel, by ourselves, with no luggage and no answers. At least in Cheshire she’d be in someplace she knows. With her own clothes, and toys, and her Mallard Cove Floppy.

I can do it.

Steering back into the center lane, I push my foot on the accelerator, determined. More than an hour to go. An hour feels endless to me, now. Time has expanded and contracted into meaningless nothing, simply the gray foggy space between where we are and where we need to be.

Mom used to say we could accomplish anything we wanted, all we had to do was want it.

“And don’t let anyone or anything get in your way.” I can envision her saying that. Hear her voice, too. “There are more kinds of flying than in an airplane,” she’d say. “You can soar.”

“But what if I fall?” I’d challenged her, always, contrary teenager me. Punishing her, I humiliatingly understand now, for the extra attention I thought my parents lavished on Bea. “What if I fail?”

“But what if you fly?” she’d said, and wrapped me in a hug. “Look how happy it makes your father, and that makes me love it, too. Defying gravity. Wouldn’t that make it worth it?”

“Come fly with me,” I’m singing now, stream of consciousness, as if at the top of my lungs but silently mouthing the words, and the highway lights blur into a string of color, ribbons of illumination through the inky murk. I can feel my energy dissipating, evaporating, and wouldn’t it be fine if I rested my eyes, for the tiniest moment?

“Wake up!” I dare to say it out loud, commanding myself, and then open the window, the summer night streaming by. The heat is oppressive, even at seventy miles an hour. I risk a quick glance into the back seat, but Piper and Hopper, two lolling heads with Hopper’s ears dangling, have not budged.

“Stay awake.” That must be a song, I’m singing that one now, softly but determined, singing in desperation. All I need is to fall asleep now, crash the car and …

“No. Stop. Do not think about this,” I command. “Do not go there. Sing, sing, sing.” Isn’t there a song about that? My weary body has a goal of its own. It wants to sleep.

I should pull over. I know that. I should stop.

A message pings on my phone. It’s in my open tote bag, but it’s shifted so I cannot see the caller ID. Or the message.

In the back seat, Piper is now sitting bolt upright.

“Mommy?” she says.
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“Mommy?” Piper’s sleep-thickened voice comes from the back seat, needy as a baby bird.

“Go back to sleep, honey,” I say, reaching an arm over the back of the front seat, trying to pat her on the leg, but missing entirely. The Mass Pike, a relentless unspooling of gray asphalt, continues to spin out in front of us. Only the most determined or desperate of motorists join us on this journey, headlights cutting shafts of yellow and blue through the humidity-laden night.

Clemmie’s hoodie now drapes over Piper’s cemetery dress like a cocoon. Hopper is wedged between her head and the window, his ears flopping onto the door handle.

My message pings again. I have to pull over, I have to, I can’t focus on it and drive at the same time. What if it were—any one of a whole list of possibilities. Bea, of course. Margaret. Thissell or Pierce. Sara Kalinsky. Kyle. Or maybe someone I could not even predict, because it’s after midnight, and no one would message me unless it was important. Not Whitney, certainly, unless she’s discovered something.

A service area, a preposterously named elbow of pavement to the side of the road that provides no services whatsoever except for pavement, is coming in a few hundred feet, and I ease us into the right lane, and then off to the side of the road. I imagine how we look, my tiny car carrying two displaced and vulnerable people, parked in the dark and all alone. A horror-movie scenario if I ever saw one; and now everything is threatening, the lights, the darkness, the sounds, the silence.

“Why are we stopping?” Piper’s voice has an edge to it now, maybe that fragile moment when she awakes and realizes nothing is the same. Remembers why. “Didn’t you get a message? Who was the message? And where are we?”

The exhaustion and fear in her voice sadden me, her pain is so raw, and I feel as if I’m physically dredging my words out of some forgotten reservoir of sanity or reassurance.

“That’s what I’m trying to find out, sweetheart, and you remember, we’re on our way to Mallard Cove. In fact”—the answer comes to me now, I’m so tired I spaced it—“I bet it’s the caretaker telling us where to find the key. Isn’t that perfect? When we get there, we will race inside, and cozy you up into a big quilt in your room. And Mallard Cove Floppy will be there, you can introduce him to Hopper.” I babble on, ridiculously, as I scramble in my tote bag for my phone.

And it’s a good thing, too, I see as I grab my cell; it’s low on battery, but I have a charger in the car. And from now on I’ll keep the phone in my lap. So silly of me. All I care about is being contacted, and I was so frazzled when we drove off that I stashed away my lifeline.

A new message has appeared. Three words.

Key under mat.

“Okay, then,” I say out loud. Another problem successfully solved. This must be the caretaker, Leonard Gray. Or maybe his son, Logan, if he followed in his father’s employment footsteps. I do remember him from when we were there as kids, but he was a kid, too, then a teenager like we were, someone I haven’t seen since I was sixteen. He was closer to Bea’s age, a little older. Too old and too cool to be interested, in any way, in someone like me. Living in a different world, he’d probably pigeonholed me as a spoiled kid, an outsider, if I even crossed his bandwidth at all. I have a memory of tall. Strong. He never mattered in my life, and now, as I examine my teenage self, I wonder if I had pigeonholed him, too, as not one of us. Not of my world. I frown at myself. Do we apologize for our teenage small-mindedness? Our youthful carelessness? I can imagine, now, me telling him I was sorry for what I thought about him so many years ago. He’d think I’d lost my mind.

“Good news,” I say now. “The caretaker has the key ready for us.” I suppose that was him, it was the number I texted. But at least someone knows we’re coming, and someone has the key, and someone has left it for us. And past that, I’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. First, let’s see if the key works.

“When’re we gonna be there?”

Piper’s voice has that universal whine of an impatient child, and I don’t blame her. I’d be whining myself if there was anyone to whine to.

“Very soon,” I say. “I promise. Go back to sleep, my little Piper, and aren’t you happy you have Hopper?”

“I want my mommy,” Piper says. “I want a better ending. A happier one. Like when we play.”

I could not agree with her more.

I’m not sure how I’ll get through the next impossible hour. I’ve run out of show tunes and poetry and am running on sheer and swiftly depleting adrenaline. We pass Sturbridge and Springfield, and the landscape broadens—even at night I see how nature has expanded; the stars, let loose in the light-free countryside, take charge of the summer sky. Somewhere there’s the Perseid meteor shower, but we cannot take time for that tonight.

My father used to shepherd Bea and me outside in the summers, pointing out constellations, quizzing us on Cassiopeia and Orion, and trying to explain light-years and black holes. Bea would complain that her feet were cold or wet or that she was tired or there were mosquitoes.

I was not much better.

I wish I could apologize to my father for being so disrespectfully distant, or unaware of his attempts to bond with us. He truly loved to be outside, knew every pathway and secret thicket, even which rock formations contained deep crevices and overhangs. He showed us where natural waterfalls crashed over layers of limestone, filling clear ponds with fresh water, attracting dragonflies that dared hover over the roiling surface. Places where determined streams and creeks powered their way through the woods, sliding over slick green moss-covered rocks; and uncovered tree roots, tangled and twisted, once sequestered by the loamy soil, became unnaturally exposed to our scrutiny.

The Cheshire Cobble was his favorite, and he teased us once, I remember now as we drive closer to our destination, about how he saw a royally antlered bull moose standing sentinel at the top of the trail.

Neither Bea nor I ever saw a moose, but our father was a skilled and persuasive storyteller. Dad could make us believe anything. He’d entrance us with his tales, lure us into utter and total acceptance of his truth, and he’d then pull out the rug, laughing, drawing us both into his wide hug.

“Fooled you again,” he’d say, and Bea and I would wail with annoyance. “I made up that story.”

We’re living our own story, now, Piper and I. With Bea as the main character. I spend my life wishing for happy endings, then creating happy endings. I have never ever wished so hard for one as I am right now.






THE THIRD DAY GONE
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I’d never say this out loud, but I suppose Proust was right. The smell of things, the fragrance, can instantly evoke a time, infinitely immersive. It has been more than a decade, at least—at this hour, time has no meaning anymore—since I was here at Mallard Cove, lush darkness layering in the distance over the ridge. But I close my eyes, just a beat, standing surrounded by evergreen and moss and dense humidity wafting from the pond. Someone could bring me here blindfolded, and I would still recognize it. And, eyes open now, so odd to think 
that the stand of white pines—my father taught me the name, and my brain has provided it now—is eleven years older than it was when I last saw it, and I am, too.

Bea will certainly be asleep now if she’s here, if she’s here, and I am trying to think of a way not to scare her when we open the door. If we can open the door.

I half carry Piper out of the back seat, Hopper and the airplane book in arms, and with knee-buckling relief, discover the key under the mat as described. As we’d driven up the rutted gravel lane to the Mallard Cove house, part of me had worried whether there was some trick in the caretaker’s message, some deception or lie, or even some misunderstanding about what key under what mat, and my mind had conjured a stream of nefarious possibilities, all crashing to a climax with Piper and me at the police station. Or dead.

But the familiar-looking key, with its dot of red nail enamel on one side—Mom’s, at one point, but surely the original had worn off—and looped onto the leather cord I actually remembered, was there under the woven hemp mat on the front porch. The porch light is on, showing faint outlines of the density of trees surrounding us, their branches in the stars.

Our old rain barrel sits at the corner, a relic from previous owners that we’d never moved or used, and, as if guarding it, a ridiculously painted plaster penguin. The memory appears fully formed: Dad had won the penguin tossing rings over bottles at the Cheshire Fair, and crowed over his win of The Guin, as he called it, as proof that physics and sports are connected. Cynical ten-year-old me—informed by my mother—had told him the carnival game was fixed, but he was too proud of himself to care, and lugged the heavy thing to the car and home. The Guin is still there, too.

I put the key in the lock of the faded blue front door. It turns.

Piper blinks, sleep-addled, as we enter the house, and I take a deep breath there at the threshold, too; fresh-split wood and something else, furniture polish, maybe, an atmosphere of cared-for-but-abandoned. I flip on all the lights, the kitchen, the dining room, the living room, taking formal possession.

Bea? I think, and almost call her name. I’m terrified to scare her, but what if she’s in her room, as frightened as I am? Hiding, fearful that someone has broken in.

“Is Mom here?” Piper whispers.

“Shhhh,” I say. But surely the answer is no. And, it dawns on me as the logic punches me in the gut, the caretaker would have mentioned it. Wouldn’t he?

And the house feels empty, as empty as Chatham Street felt. There are no shoes by the door, the couch cushions are not mussed, there are no open books or magazines or left-behind lipstick-rimmed coffee cups. It’s all I can do not to run to check the closets.

There’s no question, though. There’s no other car here. It’s Piper and me, alone, and I can feel my shoulders let go, and recognize the weight of the hope I had been carrying. Along with the fear. I imagine my apartment again, seeing that car usurping my parking place, a solid ton of taunting aggression. The man—yes, it had to be a man—in the window. Thissell and Pierce will run the plates, I reassure myself, and then we’ll know. I shiver, though the night is still warm.

“Mom’s not here, I guess.” Piper has figured it out, too. She’s standing on her own now, but still leans into me.

“I guess not, honey,” I say. “But we’re super-safe here, right? We’ll sleep and have sweet dreams, and figure out everything in the morning. The police know where we are, and my Aunt Margaret, too. Remember her? Okay.”

I can feel the shudder of her sigh, the gravity of her disappointment. “Yeah, I do. Okay.”

“Hey, kiddo.” I try to look jolly. “Want to check on Floppy?”

She perks up, remembering, and races toward her room with me at her heels. My parents’ bedroom door—Bea’s now—is open, and there’s no one there. We both stop in the hallway, seeing only what’s missing.

“It’s okay,” I say. “It’s okay. Let’s go get Floppy.”

It crosses my mind, for a fraction of a second—what will I do if Mallard Cove Floppy is gone? But Piper gasps as she spies her lovey, the stuffed spaniel’s ears splayed across the two pillows on her twin bed, and grabs him. Fortuitously, the bed was made up with sheets and a puffy sky-blue comforter; whether the bedding was always there or whether the caretaker had provided them after my text, no idea.

And someone has turned on the air conditioner.

I find some oversized T-shirts in her drawer, one from the Tanglewood Symphony shop, white with evergreens on the front. I help Piper peel off Clementine’s hoodie, and the cemetery dress, and toss them onto the tartan-plaid chair; the white cotton, once pert and floaty, now wrinkled and weary.

This had been Bea’s and my room, back in the day. Bea had removed one of the twin beds, mine, I assumed, to make this into Piper’s special place.

I catch a glimpse of myself in Piper’s dresser mirror, as Piper, already dead to the world in the Tanglewood tee, is sprawled on her bed, Floppy cradled in one arm and Hopper in the other. My reflection is of someone I don’t know, haunted and drawn, my colorless hair lank and random, my linen jacket hopelessly rumpled. I’ll never wear it again.

My phone remains silent, as dead to the world as Piper, and there is nothing I can do but wait.

Except. Is there?
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I’m tired, tired isn’t even the word for it, so tired that I’m not tired, and now I have a dilemma. This house has two bedrooms, this one, and the bigger one. My parents’ room. The one Bea and Kyle occupy. Occupied.

Kyle’s been here many times, Piper had told me. No doubt in my mind that he still has a key, whether Bea knows it or not. Kyle’s legally and physically out of her life—emotionally, too. I recall his brusque and dismissive text. Financially, I’m not sure. She’d mentioned a “greedy” 
prenup. Whatever that means.

It’s only a few steps down the dimly lit hallway to the main bedroom. When we were kids, this corridor’s walls were plastered with our art projects—posters with glued-on leaves, their names carefully printed beneath. Animal tracks, outlined in felt-tip pen, labeled underneath, raccoon, squirrel, chipmunk, rabbit. When we got too old for nature crafts, my father replaced our art with photographs, black-and-white images of what he called remembrance of people past—a row of daisies with half of them picked; a wall of four-paned windows, one of them opened with curtains blowing in the breeze; a cornfield, half mown to the ground and half with stalks still standing.

You can see that someone has been there, he’d tell us. It’s proof of life. Humans affect our world, in ways that I want you both to understand. Bea had taken those photos down, too, leaving the sienna-striped wallpaper bare. Proving my father’s theory.

It surprises me now that I remember these details, so quickly did I roll my eyes at him back then, constantly dismissive of my father, geeky scientist and introvert, always writing and doing whatever he did. Not like a cool dad. He tried, now I know that, and my mother must have, too. But she was consumed by her work, and then went away that pivotal year. She had been back for one day when it happened, and—

I put my hand on my parents’ bedroom door, steadying myself. It will always be their bedroom door, not Bea and Kyle’s, not even Bea’s. And I’m in the time machine again, seeing the world through a parent’s eyes.

Did they feel as protective of me when I was sleeping in the room next door as I do of Piper now?

There’ll be time for all this in the morning, when the sun comes up, at least, and later, when Bea returns, we can laugh about it all. I pull open the second-biggest dresser drawer, imagining that’s where T-shirts might be, or pajamas, but it’s jewelry, ridiculously, boxes of random and scattered pearls and necklaces, glittering earrings and shiny stones, tangled and disorderly, as if someone took them off and tossed them in. Not very safe, I think, staring at the array. But no one would come all the way out here to steal jewelry. If it’s even real. I have to wonder where Bea wears this kind of stuff, genuine or not; the Berkshires aren’t really jewelry friendly. Anyway, I need pajamas now, not pearls.

Bea won’t mind if I borrow some of her T-shirts and sweatpants. We did it when we were growing up, on the days she’d allow it, and I’m sure she’d be fine with it now.

The closet. Will the closet be empty, like it is on Chatham Street?

The closet has those rolling doors. I remember them always coming off the tracks when my mom opened them. Now, painted bright white instead of their original ordinary wood, the door slides easily on its rollers—and the closet is full, as full as a closet could be. Clearly I’d opened Kyle’s side—linen sport coats, a few subtle plaids and a few khaki; and pants, khakis and jeans, draped over hangers. His stuff is still here, interesting. And meaningful, or not, their divorce is new enough that he might have abandoned this stuff, or forgotten it, or simply not had the time or the will to clean it out. Maybe he’s left it all for Bea, taunting her, making her do the work of physically deleting him from her life. I hope she savors every minute of it. I’ll even help her, we’ll donate all of it to charity, and finally Kyle will have done a good thing.

Bea’s stuff is on the other side. If it’s still there.

That door slides easily, and yes, it’s full, too, displaying a social-media-worthy array of floaty summer dresses, striped and flowered tops, white shirts, and billowy white skirts, all in a row with the hangers facing the same direction. Bea told me once that companies send her clothes, more than she can ever wear or use, on the chance she’ll post them on her page. Her most recent posting—I know because I checked—on her page was a private dressing room at Saks, with Bea reflected endlessly in a triple mirror. And some caption about smoke and mirrors, saying she was taking a week of vacation. The comments are a string of have funs and bye-byes and envy emojis. On the closet floor, a heels-together line of shoes, sandals, and heels, Bea’s own little department store.

Whoever took her other clothes did not take these.

Her Mallard Cove clothes are still here. Perplexing. And meaningful. Or not. Her closet shelf, too, holds folded sweaters, and I spot a stack of what look like sweatshirts.

Reaching on tiptoe for the top one, I pull it down, and a cascade of puffy falls onto my chest. I step away, spooked, attacked by terry cloth and fleece. And in the empty space above me, now, I can see what the sweatshirts were concealing.

A cardboard box, like a banker’s box, stuffed all the way to the very back edge of the closet shelf. A green box.

A green box. I stand there, bleary, my mind a telescope that can’t quite focus. Green box. Green box. Piper had said the family’s paperwork was in a green box. And I had decided that she didn’t know the word for “safe,” and had jumped to the conclusion that the empty safe in the Brookline closet was what Piper had meant by the green box. But that’s not what she had meant at all.

Piper had meant this. This green box. And in it might be the answers to everything—even to questions I didn’t know I had.
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It seems ridiculous to keep valuable items in a cardboard box; what’s that supposed to protect them from? Cardboard is essentially kindling, and if there was a fire, this box would burn as easily as anything.

Bea sometimes chooses pretty over practical; figuratively and literally sometimes, seeing the world through rose-colored glasses. I wonder what Mom would have thought about Bea’s career as a fashion influencer. Mom would have judged it, with that raised eyebrow we dreaded, as she did everything in our lives. Laying down the law for us. Her verdicts unchangeable. She’d even boss her own sister, Margaret. I’d heard them bickering sometimes, even as adults. Mom, demanding and officious, the older sister. Margaret would snipe back, and disobey. I once overheard them, arguing, right here in the cottage’s kitchen. “You’re not my mother, Faith,” Margaret had said. “You don’t run my life the way you run everyone else’s.”

And Mom had flipped a palm in disdain, as if Margaret was a perpetual annoyance. “You’ll be sorry,” I’d heard Mom say. I was a teenager then, and thought it sounded particularly threatening, probably why I remember it. But bickering and bossing is what sisters do. How well I know.

Now I have to stand on tiptoes again, and reach around to the back corner of my own sister’s closet to retrieve the box. Then, grabbing an oval cutout on the side, I yank the box toward me, then down from the shelf.

“Oof.” I wince as the thing hits me in the chest, and I stagger back a step or two, before turning and depositing the whole thing onto Bea’s flowered duvet. Go to sleep, my logic instructs me, what’s in this box now will be here in the morning, and it’s already morning, so you should—

But I don’t listen to myself.

I peel off my cemetery clothes—I’ll burn them later, I decide. I kick off my sandals and throw on a pair of Bea’s black sweatpants, only a little too long, and a black T-shirt. Then I lift off the top of the surprisingly deep box to discover a seemingly disorganized jumble of paperwork, layers upon layers; manila envelopes, regular white mailing envelopes, and loose pieces of paper. I sit near the head of the bed, I don’t even know whose side of the bed it is, although both sides are Bea’s now, and flip on the sleek jade-green ceramic bedside light.

On the top layer of the box, the square, white-bordered photographs might as well be ancient history, even though they’re in color, it’s faded color, not quite green and not quite blue, as if the memories themselves were losing their hold on reality. A snapshot of the outside of this very house, captured in spring, when we’d all arrive to bring out Dad’s plane for the season, I deduce from the blaze of not-quite-magenta azaleas that line the front. The rain barrel. The penguin. Mom has already put the ceramic pot of pansies by the front door, she did that every year, I remember, when we’d arrive. Like our proof of life.

And there are my parents, sitting on the front steps of the house, Dad a full head taller than my mom, even sitting down, one of his arms around her shoulders. They’re both in khaki pants and gray T-shirts, and look at peace, Berkshire Gothic, as if appearing from another time.

I shuffle through photos of Mom and Margaret as kids, too, gap-toothed and geeky, gangly limbs and matching fisherman sandals. The trees around Mallard Cove are noticeably smaller in the photos, a half century younger, matching the time-travel figures in the snapshot. Siblings with no possible inkling about what lurked in their futures. What would connect them, in joy and tragedy and duty.

These are people I knew, people I loved, people I saw every day, and now they are gone. How does someone deal with that? Why Bea would keep these particular photos, I can’t imagine. Possibly it’s too painful, even now, to throw away this kind of remembrance.

But I need to concentrate on finding passports and birth certificates, things that one would need to prove identity. To leave the country. Gain entry to another. To vanish. You can’t have a copy of a passport, though, I suppose, so if hers is here—why would it be in Mallard Cove?—it means she has not left the country. But so far, nothing.

There’s a deed to the Mallard Cove house, that’s interesting, something I’ve never seen. Purchased in 1947, by my mother’s father, for $11,493 cash, according to receipts and documents stapled to it. It’s worth a lot more than that now. This can’t be the current deed, because that’s got to be in Bea’s and my name now. Who knows what happened in the divorce, though. Maybe that’s where all that jewelry came from, hush money from a manipulative husband.

If Bea is dead—no, I admonish myself, Bea is not dead.

But still. A will. A will. Is there a will in here? It’s pushing three in the morning, but I am energized. The green box may give me a clue to Bea’s life, her expectations. Her plans.

But as I paw through the top layer of papers and envelopes and clippings, I don’t see a will, or anything like that. There’s nothing that even resembles a lawyer’s logo on an envelope. Certainly everything would go to Piper.

Piper. Adoption papers. Wouldn’t they be here, too?

I pause my hand mid-search, thinking about what would happen if Bea found me like this. Having convinced the caretaker to let me inside, with Piper asleep in the other room, having worn and discarded someone else’s clothes and hugging an unfamiliar stuffed animal, and me in her bedroom, pawing through her personal possessions.

I tilt my head back, see only the nubby sphere of the ceiling light, a planet in the midst of swirled stucco.

Bea’s face comes to mind, scolding and critical, astonished or shocked. Enraged. My weariness hits me, hard, and I realize I’d give anything to see that face now.

I don’t care how she’d look at me, I just want her to be okay. We’re starting day three now of her being missing. If she is missing. And no matter how prickly or inconsistent our relationship, there is no prickliness or inconsistency between her and Piper. Even if she flounced into the room, mad as hell, outraged to find me here, I would never be angry with her again.

Closing my eyes, succumbing to my exhaustion, I ease myself down on the silky duvet, surrounded by old photos, papers still in my lap and lying next to the green box as if it were a lover. I’ll rest my eyes for a moment, and maybe I’m asleep, maybe I’m not. And I can feel the time go by, or maybe not.

And the doorbell rings.

The doorbell?

I look at the glowing green numbers on Bea’s bedside clock. 3:11.

Every possible hideousness crosses my mind as I stagger to my feet, trying to regain my bearings. I shove the papers from my lap, and stand, staring, my heart thudding so hard I can feel it in every cell in my body.

An apparition stares back at me from Bea’s fancy mirror—
wide-eyed, pale, disheveled, a me I’ve never seen before, not ever, the 
one whose consciousness now has room for only two emotions.

Hope.

And fear.
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My brain is on fire. Bea would not ring the doorbell. Unless it was to signal us for some reason? She would recognize my car, but simply the fact that it’s there could alert anyone to our presence. My thought processes are not working very well right now, but it’s three in the morning, I have had zero sleep, and now someone is ringing the doorbell at a place where no one knows we are. Almost no one.

Okay, calm down. I pause as I reach Piper’s door. The blue comforter, thrown to one side, surrounds her bare feet and tousled hair, Floppy and Hopper in death grips under her wiry arms. The doorbell rings again.

Should I wake her? Tell her to call 911 on her cell? And then cross my fingers the phone service works?

I mumble to myself, bitter sentence fragments of fear and general unfairness, as I hurry down the hallway—then stop. Do I have to answer the door in the middle of the night in a once-familiar cottage where I have not been in years and which is entirely out of my personal orbit?

“I do not,” I whisper, defiant.

Simply because the doorbell rings doesn’t mean I have to answer it.

Logically this would be the caretaker, but we’ve only communicated by text. And it’s three in the morning. This is aggressive, in your face, a summons. Show yourself, the bell is demanding. Right now.

The police, maybe?

The silence of the hallway surrounds me. Piper has not made a sound. I picture what’s outside now. Mallard Cove, dark as the darkest haunted forest, full of invisible creatures and burrowing animals and yellow eyes, blinking in the gloom.

Mallard Cove at night, the theater of such sorrow and violence, nature innocently hiding what gruesomeness humans do to each other. But that was long ago, and papered over by newcomers and new buildings and new families; as grief and horror evaporate, as they always do, with time. My own tragedies, my personal ones, will smolder forever, but I almost embrace them, a reminder of my luckiness at being a survivor.

And then the doorbell rings again. Someone is not giving up.

I think of Bea’s house, with the lock not broken and no sign of a break-in and nothing obviously indicating harm, as Thissell so euphemistically put it—but nevertheless resulting in an entire wardrobe gone, and Bea’s whereabouts unknown. Did the doorbell ring at my sister’s house, too? At twelve thirty on Monday, like the note that Pierce found suggested? Did she answer that summons to her—curious, or even welcoming—and disappear as a result?

Piper’s bedroom is the closest to the front door, and I wonder if she’ll hear what happens next. I wonder, too, whether she’s sneaked out of bed, and is hiding in the hallway to find out who has arrived. I would have, when I was her age.

As long as this door is between me and whoever it is, we’re safe. But wishing someone away won’t make them go away, and not answering the door won’t make whoever it is not be there.

Ignorance is never a good thing. I think my mother said that to me, too.

There’s only the two-inch thickness of the door between us now, between knowing and not knowing.
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Someday, I will experiment to see whether the person outside looking into a door’s peephole can see the person inside looking out. But no time for that now. The stranger behind the door knows that someone is here, and whoever’s out there is not going away. Unless it’s to tell someone else that I’m here, which would mean this can only get more complicated. Or dangerous. I listen, again, but no sound from Piper, who had better be in her bedroom. Not that there’s anything we could do, me and a kid versus … whoever it is.

Is this the same person who broke into my apartment?

Now I leave the chain on, but pull open the door a fraction, and there is—I know him. I do. Dark hair, dark eyes, black T-shirt, black jeans, my age. Big. Tall. Not scary, not at all. Quite the opposite, if I have to admit. No gun, no knife, no axe. No satanic eyes glittering with malevolent intent.

“Yes?” I’m racking my brain for this, it’s no one from Boston, no one from book world. No one from school. My college friends, such as they were, have scattered the world to jobs or family, or are working on PhDs.

“Are you … Eliza?”

There’s no real way to say no. He knows my name, so he knows more about me than I do about him.

“May I help you?” It’s outrageously late, and this is not a social visit. I don’t even know anyone here to socially visit with. I’m exhausted and there’s a vulnerable child asleep in the bedroom. A handsome stranger at the door was not on my bingo card.

“Don’t you recognize me?”

I hate that. I hate that beyond anything I can describe. Do not make me guess who you are, my thoughts smolder toward him. Do not make me guess at three or whatever in the morning who you freaking are.

“I’m so sorry,” I say, wondering if it’s beer I smell on him, or weed, or the dregs of the murky night. “We’ve just arrived, and—” And I’m an idiot because I said we, thereby giving information that was not even requested. “Anyway.” I lift an eyebrow. Your turn, dude.

“I guess I look different now. It’s me, Logan. You texted me. For the key. I know it’s late, but I wanted to make sure you were okay. I saw your car.”

“Logan? Oh, I—” As Piper would say, duh. I still haven’t taken down the chain, and lean my head briefly against the doorjamb, still peering out at the man on the front walk. Time goes by so quickly. Logan at however old he must be, Bea’s age, does not look like the sullen teenager who sometimes helped his father the caretaker, and other times sneaked beers down by the Cove. The Cove Gang, that’s what his pals called themselves. I haven’t thought of them in years. Mom had ordered us to stay away. Not a big deal for me, I was not interested. But I know Bea was enraptured by the bad boys of Mallard Cove.

“I thought I was texting your father, actually,” I say.

Even through the sliver of the opening, I can see a shadow cross his face. And he fidgets, briefly, shifting from one black Nike to the other.

“That’s old,” he finally says. “He’s … No. I have his phone for cottage stuff. We use the last name Granby now. We do a lot of caretaker jobs. Like always. The family business.”

“Oh, forgive me,” I say. His father must have retired. Or is sick. Or something. How am I supposed to know what went on in his family? I barely know his family. I let myself off the hook. I was only here a few weeks a year. And, I think sheepishly, maybe we were more memorable to him than he was to us. The summer kids, from Brookline, with a father who had a plane. But time passes, and relationships change. I slide off the chain and open the door, then flip on the outdoor lights, pinpoint spots on each corner of the house, and take a step forward, onto the threshold.

Changing relationships or not, though, I do not need to invite him in. “Thank you so much for putting the key.” I point to the doormat. “Sorry for the late-night arrival. But we’re fine now. Thanks for checking.”

“You said we?”

“Yes,” I say, working this out as I go. “Have you heard from my sister Bea?”

“She comes here, yeah. Heard from her when?”

“Like recently. This week. Yesterday. Has she been here at all?”

He shrugs, still looking cute, but not helpful. I don’t think he’s hiding anything. What would there be to hide?

“Not that I know of.”

I raise my eyebrows, cannot help it, at the tiny bit of sneer in his voice.

“But Bea wouldn’t need you to get in. Right? She has a key.”

“I never got to tell you I was sorry about your parents.” He shrugs again. “Back then. That must have sucked.” He stops, maybe he recognizes the skepticism on my face. His expression of sympathy seems forced to me. But then, maybe it’s simply true. It did suck.

“It was a whole crappy summer.” He runs a hand through his hair, eyeing me in an unsettling way. “Guess that’s why you never came back.”

Then he looks past me, so intently I turn to look over my shoulder. Piper’s up? But no, there’s no one there.

I nod, on edge, and wary. “Yeah. So if there’s nothing?” Maybe it’s not late for him, out here in the sticks, maybe he stays up with his old Mallard Cove gang, trying to regain their misspent youth. Maybe he’s doing his job, part of the family business, like he said. And he has no idea my life is in upheaval.

“No. Yes,” he says. “There’s not really anything. There’s a Starbucks now, but the general store doesn’t open till ten, and not on Saturdays. You have to go to Lee for groceries, there’s a Big Y. The gas station is open again. The airport is still operating, but I guess … well, never mind about that.”

I can only imagine my expression. Maybe he’s high? He’s stringing sentences together, as if I needed to know these things. As if I needed to know them at this hour. And why do I care about the airport? I never want to go there again. The last time I was at Northampton airport, my parents were killed. The night I almost died, too. And Bea. The moment, the very moment, when nothing was ever the same for us again. Why would I ever—

“You need me, or anything. Just text.”

“Sure,” I lie. I was barely seventeen the last time I was here. Back then, Bea would go pale at the very mention of Mallard Cove. And the airport. Margaret did, too, early on, at least.

Seeing the charred remains of her sister and brother-in-law in a Piper Cherokee turned into a seething mass of crumpled flaming metal might be the reason. Or seeing her nieces carried off in stretchers, covered with silvery burn blankets, illuminated by the glaring red-and-blue slashes of emergency lights and the choking stench of burning—whatever. Fuel. Even though the cottage technically belongs to Bea and me, our parents’ will said so, I know Margaret was staying here sometimes, while Bea and I were recovering and regrouping. Margaret, back then, was the only one of us who could bear to deal with Mallard Cove.

Margaret was tougher than we were, or more compartmentalized. I could not bring myself to ask her about it; I’d erased that world.

“Thanks.” I dredge up some politeness for Logan. My situation is not his fault. “Good to know about the grocery and everything.”

The chittery sounds of the night surround us, and the hulk of Logan’s car is almost swallowed by the darkness, visible only in the frayed edges of the porch light. It’s as if we’re the only people in the world, not quite strangers, connected only by proximity.

I can’t believe I had to choose this place as a safe haven. It hasn’t felt that way to me for years. It still spooks me.

What’s more, since Bea is not here, then I have no more cards.

No more ideas, no more leads. All I have is a little girl in the front bedroom. Waiting for answers.

“Do you know how long you’ll be here?” Logan, who has not budged from his spot on the front walk, interrupts my spiraling fears.

I can’t decide the best way to answer that, so I skip his question, and ask my own.
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“Listen. Do you have a number for Bea?” This is a long shot, there’s no reason for her to have a special phone number she gives the caretaker. But standing on the stoop of the cabin, with the stars arrayed overhead and owls sharing stories in the distance, chatting with a Mallard Cove local I haven’t seen for years, I mean, who knows what could help. I’m so relieved Piper is asleep.

“Sure,” he says. Logan pulls out a black phone from his back jeans pocket, taps on the screen. Shows it to me. A contact page.

The ID says BL. So, Bea Lennix.

It’s not the same number I have. And not the burner from the legal pad in Bea’s study. I memorize it as he puts his phone away.

“But she hasn’t called you recently, you said.” I pause. “Or like, Kyle.”

He shakes his head, wordlessly saying no.

“Do you remember our aunt?” I ask. “Do you hear from her at all?”

He prunes up his face, as if he’s thinking back. I take another step out onto the front walk. The fairy-dusting of dew on the lawn glistens in the determined moonlight. This must be the time of night that owls communicate, warning each other of something across the piney outcroppings.

“The one who came here with your dad all those times?” Logan finally says.

“I guess so.” That seems like an odd response. My mother and her sister Margaret came here starting when they were little kids and through their college years, but certainly my dad wasn’t in the picture. And Logan would not have been born then. After their mother—my Gramma—died, the cottage was bequeathed to Mom. But after my parents were married, and were often at the Cove, Margaret was a regular visitor. So must have been her. “Right, my aunt. Tall, blond. A skier.”

From the look on his face, that’s wrong.

“You’d recognize my aunt, right? So it wasn’t her?”

“Well, there was someone else with your dad. A woman. Back when you guys used to come. I mean it’s a summer cottage, you guys had visitors.”

“When Bea and I were here?” I’m trying to picture who that might have been. The four of us always came alone. Except for Margaret. “When my mother was here?”

“Well, yeah, but it was only your dad when—” He literally backs off, takes two steps onto the front walk. Puts up his palms. “My bad,” he says, “I might have it all wrong. Like I said. Probably he was renting it to someone. He coulda been showing the place to her. Anyway, I have to—”

“When?” There was no renting.

“When what?” He’s pulled out his phone again, looks at it as if he’s gotten a message.

He knows what I mean. I can tell. And he’s surely faking about the message. We’re at an impasse now, I can tell that, too. Even so. I persist. “The woman” could have been anyone. She could have been here—with my father—about anything. It was at least eleven years ago, or before, and whoever, whatever, it certainly has nothing to do with Bea now. I am exhausted and looking for stories where they don’t exist.

But sometimes they do.

What woman?

Like a silent undertow, the reasons for my mother’s extended time away from home begin to pull me emotionally under, presenting unsettling new possibilities. Maybe I’ve read too many steamy romances, but still.

I’d thought—no, it was true, I know it was—Mom had been at a bilateral legal seminar in the UK that last summer. Now I wonder if it was also a cover-up for problems in their marriage. My father’s sporadic “meetings,” where he’d wear a suit and tie, and carry a heavy-looking briefcase—I figured those were part of his professorial duties, college admin stuff. Summer semester papers to grade. That’s what kept him away from home from time to time. I’d thought.

Was he bringing women to Mallard Cove? A student, maybe? Not a chance. A colleague?

My father?

No. That’s not possible. I know my parents. Knew. They adored each other. I think.

“When he was here with ‘the woman,’ ” I keep my expression as nonjudgmental as I can, and take a step or two toward him, “how old was she? What did she look like?”
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A whoosh and a squawk make me look up. Long-necked geese, in a graceful vee, flap their way across the gray-clouded night sky, headed, resolutely, for somewhere. I remember seeing geese, back in the day, and my father and I would marvel at the mysteries of migration. Dad told me they flew at night when the air was calmer, instinctively understanding the aerodynamics of headwinds and temperature. Heat and light and speed. How do they know where to go? I would ask. How do they know where their flight will end?

We never see the endings, Dad would say. We only see the journey.

“Do they not have geese where you live?” Logan asks now.

Dad’s voice vanishes in my head, dissipated by Logan’s scorn. Dad loved everything about flying, used to try to explain how birds did it, lift and gravity, how one bird was always the leader, but that leadership could gracefully change. And to this day, no one understood why. Or how they did it.

Is it magic? I had once asked. There’s no magic, Dad would always say, there’s only science. But when we don’t understand something—he’d touched my cheek as he explained—we call it magic.

“I remember them from when we were here before.” I pretend to ignore Logan’s sneery criticism. I watch the last of the geese fade from sight, heading south, I guess. “I still think it’s amazing. Don’t you?”

“They’re geese,” he says. “They’re nasty, and messy, and if you had to clean up the golf course after them, you wouldn’t be so taken with them.” He puts his phone back in his pocket. “Anyway, I was only here to tell you about the stores and whatever, but I see you’re copacetic. Leave the key under the mat when you leave. And again, you were telling me about when you were leaving. When’s that going to be?”

No, you were telling me about the woman you saw who came to visit. Not a chance he’s going to distract me from that. This is the first I’ve heard of Dad being here with a woman, and even though it could be anyone, and for a billion reasons, it’s still a puzzle piece of my father’s life that I don’t have. “You don’t mean my mother, and we figured that it couldn’t have been my aunt.”

He waves a hand, dismissive. “Whoever. People come and go. I do whatever needs to be done.”

“Uh-huh.” I’ll risk it here. “Did they stay overnight?”

“I should never have brought it up.” Logan scratches his head, pushing his hair around and making the ends spike up, too punky for this part of the state. He pulls his phone from his pocket again, and I remember what jump-started this whole discussion. The phone number he showed me a minute ago, the one Bea used to call him.

I could use it to call her back.

“Your phone works?” I try to look impressed. “Mine doesn’t. Could I use it?”

“Use my phone?”

“Yeah, do you have bars? I don’t. My stupid phone.”

“Maybe,” he says. “But like—” He hands me his phone, defeated. “Sure. I have bars now.”

It’s the newest model, I notice as I accept it, newer than mine, and sleekly black, not even a protective case. Seems reckless when you live in a place called Mallard Cove.

I’m so pleased that Piper has not emerged. She must be soundly asleep, and good for her. I do want to be there when she wakes up, though, because she probably won’t remember getting here, and when she does, when she dredges it from her memory, her whole calamitous yesterday is going to come crashing back. And that is not something she should face alone. I’m not having an easy time of it myself, and I’m supposed to be the grown-up in this situation.

Logan is beginning to look even more uncomfortable, and now he’s probably realizing that I have control of his phone.

My chest tightens. This is make or break. Bea is not returning my calls or messages. But maybe she’ll answer this one. Even at this time of night. Because she’ll think it’s from Logan.

Or maybe someone else will answer. The person who has taken her.

I give Logan a thumbs-up, like this is the world’s most normal thing to do.

Then I swipe to the message page, and tap the circle with her initials.

Call me, I type. And crossing my mental fingers, I hit send.
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The owls have ended their conversations, but I am just initiating mine, I hope, as Logan and I stand on the front walkway together, grass beginning to show green in the creeping approach to dawn, waiting for someone—who?—to answer my text. It’s midday in Japan. I look at my phone, seeing my own “call me” in the message bubble. No reply. Yet.

“What did you text?” he asks, reaching out his hand. He’s wearing what looks like a class ring from a high school, its bright blue stone catching the soft glow from the porch light. Those rings were long passé when we were in school, so it must be someone else’s. Some backstory in Logan’s life, some allegiance, contained in that blue stone.

He doesn’t wait for my answer. “I’m gonna need my phone back. I’ve got to get home.”

“Thanks so much.” I go adorable again. “I asked them to call me, although I’m not sure where they are, you know? So it could be a time zone thing. If they’re like, I don’t know, in Japan”—he’ll think I’m choosing my geography at random, it doesn’t matter, I’m just stalling—“then it would be much earlier. Or would it be later?”

I’m gratified to see his disdainful expression. If he thinks I’m a ditz, he’ll be less suspicious. I’d rather be belittled, now, than questioned.

“Cool ring,” I say. “From high school?”

“It was my father’s.” Logan looks at it.

When the phone rings, we both flinch. I hit the green button, accepting the call, and say nothing. Hoping whoever answers will say who is this or who’s calling or something like that. If it’s Bea, I’d recognize her voice in one word. I’m not sure about Kyle’s voice, I’ll have to see. And of course, it might be a stranger.

“Hello?” the voice says.

And the phone goes dead.

No. Wait. White noise. We’re still connected.

More crackling in the background. The line is open. But staticky. Welcome to the Berkshires.

“I’m at Mallard Cove, with Piper,” I say, in case it’s Bea. Maybe that’s the wrong decision but what if she’s in danger? But there’s no more “what if.” It hasn’t been “what if” from the beginning. She’s in trouble. I have to risk it. And hope it’s Bea, hearing me. My hope is slimmer than slim. But it exists. It exists. “She’s fine. Do you need me to come get you? Or help you?”

I hear someone talking. More than one person. I’m pretty sure.

“Something something.” I can’t make out the words, and I hear the transmission breaking up. “Something the phone.”

Two voices now, clearly, two other people having a conversation in the background.

And the line goes dead. Truly dead. Check the phone, that’s what she said. Or he.

My mind does, too, goes totally dead, a thick impenetrable chunk of useless cells. I stand there, staring at the water in the cast iron rain barrel, the pinprick stars reflected in the still water, as if it’s the portal to another entire universe below.

I feel something behind me, and turn, and it’s Logan, closer than I realized he was. He grabs the phone from my hand.

“Who are you talking to?” His face has darkened now, dark as the water in that rain barrel.

It can’t hurt to be honest, can it? Or maybe it can. “My sister,” I say, even though it’s not true, it was not Bea, it could not have been Bea. “But it didn’t go through.”

But that’s not true, either. Someone told me to check my phone. Yes, that’s what they must have said. And my phone is inside, inside with Piper.

And then I hear footsteps, and Piper is running toward me, hair flying and eyes wide. She throws her arms around me. “Where did you go? Where did you go? I was afraid.”

Her words are a wail, of fear and confusion, and probably still of exhaustion. I had hoped she’d stay sleeping.

Logan stares at me, daggers, I can almost feel them, or maybe it’s confusion. He lowers his gaze to Piper, whose head is now buried in my chest.

“I thought you were gone, too, Auntie,” she says, blubbery and whispering. “I thought everyone was gone. Why is everyone always, always, always gone?”

Logan turns the phone over in his hand, front to back to front to back.

Piper is a shuddering mass of tears, clinging to me, her oval face tilted up to me, entreating. I dearly wish I had some answers for her, and, for all the apprehension I feel, I cannot imagine how infinitely her fear is distilled, centered, right now, on the implosion of her very existence. I am the only reliable human being in her world, and I am determined not to reveal that her protector is equally fearful.

“Say hi to Logan,” I say.

She snuffles. “Hi,” she says into my chest.

“She’s pretty tired,” I say. “We both are. Anyway, thank you, we appreciate it.”

“No problem.” Logan is still flipping that phone over and over in his hand. “How long will you all be here?”
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The wind has picked up, one of those predawn freshers the Berkshires are famous for, a flutter that ruffles the tenderest leaves, and in the right situation and on the right front porch can be infinitely peaceful and reassuring. Right now, though, with Piper clinging to me, and Logan staring at me, and Bea somewhere unknown, everything about Mallard Cove is infinitely disturbing.

I cannot picture my father, my quirky, professorial father, arriving here with some woman. There’s a past that’s been kept from me.

But the past will remain a mystery, inevitably, and now I have only the future to protect. Mine, and Piper’s. And Bea, wherever you are, I would protect you, too. If only I knew how.

“We’ll leave today,” I decide at that very moment. The Logan I knew from summer vacations, that’s a person from long ago. His father the caretaker, once a constant presence, seems to have vanished from the picture. And I still cannot remember if we met his mother.

“Like what time?”

“What time …?” I try to figure out what Logan is talking about. “Oh, when we’re leaving?”

He nods.

I smooth Piper’s hair. “I’ll get her back to bed for a while, then breakfast, then we’ll be gone before lunch. Sorry to have bothered you.”

Logan is staring at his phone, staring at the screen.

“What’s wrong?” I cannot gauge his reaction, not at all, so intent is he on his cell. “Did someone text me? Or call me? Was it my sister? Let me see.”

He looks at me, again, an unreadable expression.

“No,” he says.

“No, it’s not Bea? Or no, no one texted? Or no, you’re not going to let me see it?”

But he takes two steps past me, and past the funny old penguin, and as I turn to watch him, Piper still in my arms, I see him lift the phone shoulder high, hesitate—and then, in one motion, drop it into the rain barrel.

I hear a plunk, and see three tiny splashes over the rusty metal rim. I join him, dragging the clingy Piper with me, in time to watch it, softened by the distant clouds, sink down, down, down.

Down to a mysterious bottom that I have never seen, that probably has not been dry in forever, probably home to desiccated leaves and dead animals, to slime and algae and whatever else happens in water during that imprisoned state of nature.

“See ya,” Logan says to the phone. Or, maybe to me. Yes, he’s saying it to me.

Again, his look is unreadable, a mixture of the sullen teenager I remember and the calculating adult I met half an hour ago. And then he smirks. That I recognize. And definitely at me.

“And wouldn’t want to be ya,” he says.
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And then Logan pivots on one sneakered heel in the close-cropped grass, strides to his car and guns the engine, and I am the one clutching Piper now, frozen to the ground, rooted; we cannot stay here any longer, not one moment longer, and we have nowhere else to go.

Wouldn’t want to be ya?

Logan’s departing threat, if that’s what it was, becomes a palpable thing, a heaviness weighting the air, as I watch Logan’s black convertible peel out of the driveway.

“Did that guy actually throw his phone into the rain barrel?” Piper snuffles her nose along the sleeve of her colossally too-big T-shirt. “Why would he do that? It’s gonna be ruined.”

“That’s what I’m wondering, too, kiddo,” I say. “He’s …” I try to figure out how to characterize him. “Do you know him?”

“Kind of,” she says. “I’m a little cold, Auntie Eliza. My flip-flops have dew on them, can we go in? My cell doesn’t work out here. Did my mother call you?”

“I left my phone inside, silly me,” I say. Whoever called in response to my text told me to check my phone. That’s what they’d said. They’d definitely said. “Let’s go grab it and see what we see. We’ll get you warmer, too. And dry. And back to bed. It’s way too late to be up.”

“It’s actually early,” Piper says, holding up a correcting forefinger. “Today started at midnight. So it’s early to be up.”

“How can you be so smart and so tired at the same time?”

“I’m not tired.” Then she yawns, and we both laugh, the sound so unlikely a night bird flaps away, spooked.

She’s no longer sobbing, thank providence, and she’s got her mojo back, even with her hair crazy and wild, her feet only half filling the mom-sized flip-flops she must have found in Bea’s closet.

The closet with the green box. I picture it on the bed where I left it. I hadn’t gotten to the bottom of it when Logan arrived. I haven’t gotten to the bottom of anything. Which reminds me of Logan’s submerged phone.

“Wash your face, brush your teeth, you have a toothbrush here?” I’m doing my best mom thing, trying to keep Piper’s life on a normal keel. “If not, I bet there’s one in the linen closet. Then,” I say as I open the front door again, “go back to sleep. And in the morning, we’ll make a plan.”

“It’s already morning,” Piper says.

I’m wildly trying to determine, as I usher Piper back into the house, take her by the shoulders, and spin her toward the bathroom, what that plan could possibly be. I’m still nervous about going to my apartment, get chills at the thought of crossing my own threshold. The idea that someone touched my door, walked on my carpet, had access to every single thing I own. It feels like their specter will linger, no matter what happens. An evil spirit, seeping and oozing into every crack and crevice. It can take its time. I’m not going back there anytime soon.

Not until there’s an explanation. And an ending.

I hear the water running in the bathroom, so Piper will be occupied for a bit, but not for long. That car was in my private spot, and that face in my apartment window, and that was not a coincidence—that was a chess move. And we can’t go back to Chatham Street, for so many reasons. I wonder whether Pierce’s basement window fix will be secure. At least he’d said the alarm system was back on, so if Bea comes home, that’ll alert the cops, too.

But, I remember with a leaden heart, Bea has taken all of her belongings from her closet. Or someone has. Either way, I could never allow Piper to see her mother’s abandoned bedroom. With her own closet still full. Why would Bea leave Piper’s stuff behind?

Even my imagination cannot concoct a palatable enough story to explain that.

Where are all those clothes? They’d be worth a fortune, however that matters. Is Bea the one who removed them?

My phone’s on the dining room table. The message light is on. And there are bars. Four whole gorgeous bars. Now I’m more than certain that Bea—was it Bea who called me back? Or not?—had said check your phone. Definitely. I breathe a prayer of thanks and hope, pull up a chair, and swipe the screen.

Whitney.

Whitney?

For every action there’s an equal and opposite reaction. My father used to say that. And that makes me see this situation in a different way. I’m living the reaction now, but I don’t know what the originating action was. The true originating action is not Bea’s disappearance. It’s whatever—and whoever—caused that disappearance.

What does Whitney want at this hour? Maybe she’s discovered something.

Forgive my early message. Are the two of you all right?

Her message says.

Whitney famously thrives on minimal sleep, she says life is too short for sleep. Now it’s impossible to know whether she’s stayed up, or just awakened. We’re living in her personal time zone now.

Hi. We’re fine. Thank you again for dinner. 
And everything. It was so kind of you to 
host us. Piper thinks you’re wonderful.

I think she’s wonderful too.

It again crosses my mind that it is four in the morning, not a typical time for chitchat. But Whitney is still typing.

And my pleasure. Simply checking now to make sure you arrived safely.

Yes, uneventful. The driving part was, at least, though not the Logan part. Or the drowned phone part. Thank you!

The water is still running in the bathroom, what is that girl doing? But it means I have a minute more to deal with this. More dots.

Any news on your sister?


No word yet. Have you heard anything?



I’m still working on that, I promise.

Thank you, I’m so—

Before I can finish, another green bubble pops up.

Have you heard from Kyle recently?

Kyle? Why would she ask about Kyle? I told her they were divorced, and Bea and Kyle have not been a part of Whitney’s life. They had attended the agency’s holiday party, two years ago, a black-tie soiree glittering with Boston literati, big shots, and moguls. Whitney had suggested I invite my sister and her husband. It felt like a signal to me, a gift, accepting me into the LexLit family.

She’d asked Bea and Kyle about Piper that night, and I’d thought she was so sophisticated, so polite, to have remembered Piper’s name. Piper was only nine back then. Kyle had been networking relentlessly, and Bea had drunk far too much champagne. But it was a celebration, and that night there were no boundaries. And no judgments. I’d felt part of something, finally, where my storytelling skill was valued. Where I had achieved a career goal on my own merits, after my own hard work—both professional and emotional.

Working at LexLit with one of the most esteemed literary agents in the business was my dream come true, clichéd as that sounds, and I treasure Whitney’s respect for my opinions and contributions. I’d do anything to protect that.

But my search for Bea has to come before my job responsibilities. Whitney knows that.

Thing is, I’ve rarely said anything to Whitney, day to day, about Kyle. After our conversation yesterday, she knows he’s in Japan. I also told her they were divorced. Why is she asking about Kyle? Because it’s always the husband?

Ten minutes ago, in that staticky non-conversation, someone—maybe even Bea—had told me to check my phone. When I did, there was this message from Whitney.

Is that what Bea meant me to see? And now Whitney is asking about Kyle.

Whitney and Kyle? No. No way.

I do trust Whitney. But. On the other hand. She’d demanded, relentlessly, that Piper and I go to her office. She’d been chatty and entertaining, drawing out the evening. Kept us there unnecessarily late, if I look at it that way. Was she stalling us? Keeping us from something?

What’s more, Whitney knows where Piper and I are. Because I told her. Berkshires, summer cottage, I’d said. Mallard Cove. My heart collapses under the burden of second-guessing. If Whitney is in touch with Kyle—but no, this is a silly middle-of-the-night train of thought. It’s a good thing she knows we’re here.

Although. There are hundreds of summer cottages in the Berkshires. Actually, she has no idea where we are.

Whitney asking about Bea? That makes sense.

About Kyle? Doesn’t.

Bea—or whoever was on that phone call—told me to check my phone. And what I found was Whitney.

Eliza? Are you still there? Is something wrong? 
I had inquired—have you heard from Kyle?

I shift in my chair, taking in the fireplace, the bookshelves, and the Berkshire almost-dawn pinking through the sliding glass doors, and try to think of a way to answer my boss’s question about Kyle that’s noncommittal, and also true.

I type one word.
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No. I take a deep breath. Then type the rest of my text. Why Kyle?

I keep expecting Whitney to respond, but no dots appear. I stare at my phone, but its light dims in defeat, and nothing more happens, and now I am trying to untangle how, on Monday, Piper and I were playing cards on my floor and eating pepperoni pizza and why now we are imagining that her mother might be—I can’t even bring myself to choose words for it, although it’s all that’s on my mind.

“Piper!” I yell toward the bathroom. The water is off now, and I hope she’s getting back into bed. Me, I’m frantic for a shower. I’m sweaty. Uncomfortable. If I were clean, my brain would probably work more logically.

If I take the five minutes to shower, Piper will be by herself. And that worries me. I could lock the doors, and tell her not to let anyone in under any circumstances, but that might terrify her. It does me, too. It would be easy enough for someone—Logan?—to grab her, keep her quiet, take her away. And, deafened by the gush of shower water, I’d have missed it all. But why would Logan kidnap Piper?

To take her to wherever her mother is. Why?

My imagination is running away with me. I’m exhausted, low-blood-sugared, grimy and mystified. Wouldn’t want to be ya.

The words replay in my mind, I can almost hear them; an incantation, a taunt. A threat.

And it hits me now, with solid certainty and immutable logic, that Piper and I are in danger. And it’s connected to Logan. Or, more likely, someone he reports to.

Because I’d bet anything that he was not coming to the cottage out of his own benevolence, to see if Piper and I were “copacetic.” To tell us about grocery stores, that’s absurd. Someone had sent him. And at 3 a.m. He knew we were here, because I myself had texted him. Question was, who did he communicate that to? What did they tell him to do about it. And why. Did he fail, or did he succeed?

And why did he drown his phone?

I need to get that phone. It might have messages from Bea. And a whole lot more.

If Logan comes back to retrieve it, though, he’ll know I have it.

Whatever. Too late.

We’ll be long gone.

I’ll hustle Piper to the car, and then I’ll decide our next move. I’ll cross the explanation bridge when I come to it.

My father used to sit at this very dining room table, writing in longhand. Bea said he was writing a book, and I asked him about it once, but he brushed me off, saying it was scribbles. No book ever got published, so he must have been right. This was a happy place, though, what I remember. A happy, private, closed-circle place.

After the crash, it brought back too many memories for me to return here. Margaret dragged us, once, told us it might be healing, and she was doing her best to help us through an unimaginably crushing time. But I wondered what the birds were singing about, how could they not know the entire world had changed. Why were there flowers, why did the loons still cry across the water, why did the stars come out? Margaret had only been trying to help, as she kept saying, but everything I saw made me sad.

Last night, though, when the world I knew became treacherous, this place seemed to offer safety. A refuge.

Wrong again.

I look out the patio doors, but nothing is disturbed, no shadows, no strangers, no one approaching. And out the front door—I open it, tentative. Logan is gone and his car is gone. But for how long?

As for Whitney—I check my phone, but she has not continued our conversation. And I do have bars. Why Kyle? I had asked her. And now, radio silence.

I can’t text Sara Kalinsky, it’s the middle of the night. I schedule an email for the morning. She’ll understand my shorthand—she told me she’s familiar with our cottage. She had a place here, too, she’d said. Wonder if her family had the same caretakers we did? In Cheshire. Any news? Keep me posted and TY for everything. I add a grateful emoji. And set the send for 8 am.

But I cannot allow Piper to know I’m worried. She’s relying on me, and she trusts me, and I have to pretend I have the situation in hand.

Piper. It’s taking her far too long in the bathroom.

“Pipe?” I make sure the front door is closed, lock it, hurry up the hall toward the bathroom. The bathroom door is open, and Piper is not there. She is not there.

“Pipe?” I call out again. There is no way she could have gotten out of this house. Piper is not gone, I reassure myself, she’s—I yank open the door to her room, and there she is, splayed on top of her unmade bed, face down, her wiry little arms and legs extended, and it makes my heart clench for half a moment, but she is clearly sleeping, her cell phone on the nightstand, Floppy and Hopper on guard duty. She’s wearing an oversized lemon-yellow T-shirt she must have found somewhere, sunny bright against the blue duvet.

At least she’s asleep again. This has all been overwhelming, and it’s impossible to imagine, or heartbreaking to, what must be going through her mind. Sleep as a way to hide, I understand that. I did it myself for too many years.

The windows are locked, I make sure, and I draw the curtains closed. Then I tiptoe out of the room, leaving the door open in case I hear her wake up. I check every window in the house, flip the locks, draw the curtains, and I stick a chair under the handles of the patio doors to prevent someone from opening them. I don’t know if this will work, but at least I’d hear the chair crash over.

The chain goes across the front door, the extra dead bolt clicks into place. If someone broke in, it would be noisy.

But I need to get that phone. Although it would be soaking wet, drenched. Ruined.

I know exactly what I need to revive it. And I might be able to find it.

The chevroned terra-cotta tiles of the kitchen floor are exactly as I remember, the kitchen window overlooking the bluestone patio and the stand of roses of Sharon, in full pink flower now. I yank one white-painted cabinet door open, then the next. The shelves inside are bleak and barren, like a looted grocery store. Every summer cabin has a pantry that looks like this, the left-behind staples that seem wasteful to discard. Salt. Baking soda. Packets of taco seasoning mix and chili mix, and a jar of oregano. Toothpicks. A clear plastic canister of macaroni. And one of white rice.

Rice. Yes.

I race to the front door, open the latch, open the chain, take a deep breath, and sprint outside. With one great adrenaline-fueled push, I dump over the cast iron rain barrel, and the water and leaves and detritus gush down the soft slope of the side yard. Gravity, I think again, as the contents tumble away from me. I’m mesmerized, waiting, for Logan’s fancy new phone to appear.

And there it is. I grab it, slimy with gunk. I’ll stash it into that rice, wait for it to dry out, and see what happens.

But how do I do that? I search my own phone—bars, yes!—as I carry my prize back inside. Do not put a wet phone in rice, the advice pops up. This is a myth.

My shoulders sink as deep as that waterlogged phone. I’m a terrible, terrible detective. And mired in cell phones past. But I keep reading. New phones, the article says, are designed to be somewhat waterproof. Simply wipe it off, take out the SIM card, if you can, and put it in a cool, dry place. That I can do. I grab a dish towel from the oven door handle, wipe the phone, poke out the SIM with a toothpick, and, following directions, put the phone and the card on the coffee table.

Ha. I’m not a terrible detective. I rock. I’ve retrieved the drowned phone and I can take it to Thissell and Pierce. It’s probably password protected, but they certainly have fancy IT people who can work their magic and resuscitate it. Maybe it’ll lead us somewhere. Which is better than where I am now, which is nowhere. It has Logan’s contacts, his messages, his personal stuff. And maybe clues about Bea.

Logan thought it was important to destroy that phone, which means it’s valuable.

Or incriminating.

Or both.






48


I’m waiting for Logan’s phone to dry. Which has got to be the first time I’ve ever said that, or thought that, or needed to do such a thing. I’d gone outside with my own phone, trying for bars, but now there’s nothing. The phone gods seem to be taunting me, but intermittent cell service is the norm around here. I am not fond of seeing sunrises, I have to say, even as luminous as this one, but the time is out of joint, and nothing matters but Bea.

We could drive down the road a bit, try to find a place with reliable phone bars, or go to the pond, where, inexplicably, phone service is sometimes better. But Piper is profoundly asleep, her head pillowed on Hopper, and Mallard Cove Floppy beside her, and not a chance I’m going to interrupt her. And I certainly cannot leave her alone. If whatever has happened to Bea has followed us not only to my apartment but here to the Cove, I’ll have to deal with it at the time. And the cops are following their own leads. I hope.

What’s worrying me particularly now, as I curl up on the living room armchair, Dad’s chair, is Bea’s note. If it actually was from Bea. That note in the mailbox, which Thissell has now, said stop looking for me.

Thinking about it, it must not have been Bea on Logan’s phone. She would have heard the fear in my voice, and seen all my texts and messages, and called me to let me know she’s fine. Which means it wasn’t Bea.

And it means she isn’t fine.

A ray of tentative sun struggles through the kitchen window, and lands right on Logan’s drying phone, which seems providential. All I can do is wait.

I burrow into the chair’s worn plaid upholstery, remembering my father sitting right here, reading the local newspapers. Headlines of drought, and the deluge of tourists, and traffic snarls, and of course, the bodies in the woods. He must have died, that’s what Bea told me about the Greylock Killer. The nickname sounds so tabloid-sensational now, from another time. But the killings stopped, and the terror was gone. That terror, at least.

I could fall asleep like this, nestled in a comfy chair and surrounded by a gauzy past. But I cannot allow that. Because the present has come knocking. Bea is gone. Logan is out there. And he knows something.

And he is definitely freaked out and panicking, because he deliberately dropped that phone into the rain barrel. Which not only means he’s involved somehow, it also means I can’t contact him anymore.

Wouldn’t want to be ya. Logan’s sneery exit line continues to haunt me.

I check my own phone, ever the optimist. Nothing, not even from Whitney. I wonder about her law enforcement friends. They all think they can write a bestseller, she’d told me.

I cannot just sit here. I certainly cannot sleep. What will not disturb Piper, but still accomplish something? Exactly what always works. Research. I push myself out of the armchair depths, and go for it. My bare feet curl into the pile of the silvery-gray carpeting as I head down the hall.

While Piper is zonked out, I can snoop through my sister’s green box.

The top-layer contents are still arrayed on the bed, right where I left them.

I close my eyes and stick my hand into the box. Pull out the first thing I touch.

A manila envelope, the kind with those metal flaps, and I pinch them open and pull out what’s inside. An insurance policy. A life insurance policy. My parents’ names are listed as “the insured.” This feels so disturbing, touching the same paperwork they did, and knowing what must have been going through their minds as they created it. They were preparing to die, as we all must do, and this is the planning document for what happened when they were no longer here.

I’m exhausted, and maybe that’s why I feel like crying again, but this physical representation of their knowledge of their own demise is so poignant. Wouldn’t want to be ya—the phrase jeers through my mind again.

Their will is in the same envelope. I steel myself to enamine this ultimate evidence of loss, and flip past the definitions and legalese to the beneficiary page. I was seventeen when the plane crashed, and, I remember, blinking at the now blurry pages, my tears are in the way, that Kyle is an expert in insurance. Why was this in the same envelope as the insurance policy? Not that it’s relevant here, but my mind is churning ahead on its own accord. I find the page with all the dollar signs, and there’s Bea’s name, and mine, and the life-changing financial and property bequests we both received, and jargony verbiage about trusts. There’s also a nice but modest bequest to Margaret, and as far as I can decipher, should Margaret die, her remaining monies are shared between Bea and me.

But Margaret is not dead.

My phone is plugged into Bea’s bedside charger, and I’m relieved to have a full battery again. But no bars. I hate this, the cell phone network’s unreliability ruling my personal world. If Thissell and Pierce are trying to call, they’re probably not going to get through. If anyone is trying to call, they’re not going to get through. Right now, at least. Not until the network feels like it.

The minute Piper wakes up, we’re leaving. I’ll figure out something, even if we move to a motel. We’ll have bad TV and fast food, and be safe. I’ll take the green box with me.

I reach into the box again, it’s all random, and there’s no way to do this quickly or efficiently. I pull out a manila file folder, grubby and frayed and dog-eared, a thick green rubber band holding the contents in place. Newspaper articles, yellowing and brittle, stick out of the edges. I undo the rubber band, look at the top clipping. It’s familiar, from our local Brookline paper, showing Mom, serious and confident in her judge’s robes, this time by herself, in front of the county courthouse.

There’s another one with a picture of my father, the studio-lighted headshot from his university web page bio. With the headline Physics Pays. Dad had tried to explain to me, back when I was Piper’s age, how one of his patented discoveries had been acquired by an international conglomerate. The headline is a quote from my father, the toast he’d made at our family dinner when he announced his big deal. “Physics pays,” he’d said, and with Mom’s permission, Bea and I had clinked our glasses, too, each allowed a tiny sip of champagne. His discovery was something about heat and light and gravity, is all I remember. And that my dad had paid off the mortgage on our Chatham Street house with his profits from the deal. He bought the Piper Cherokee. And wisely invested the rest.

Heat and light and gravity had made my father’s fortune. And brought about his death.

Proving how the rules of the universe can line up in your favor, but just as easily muster against you.

There’s no time to reconsider—or relive—the rest of the family clippings and memories, not today at least, so I yank the rubber band back into place, yank myself back to the mission, and go for the next thing in the box. Mining for gold in my family’s past.

I stand, pick up the entire box, and dump it onto the bed. Then I sort and deal the envelopes and file folders and binders like playing cards across the duvet, remembering—was it Monday or a million years ago? Piper and I playing Concentration on my living room floor, as if the world were stable and our lives were predictable, and all we had to do was guess where the six of clubs was lurking.

Now the stakes are a lot higher. And I have no idea how to play this particular game.

I flip everything over, right-side up, to see if anything looks—and yes, it does. Familiar. I recognize, with the understanding that I know it’s a coincidence, that one of the items in this box looks exactly like the bound manuscripts in the LexLit offices. Its binding is black, and it’s not only my frazzled brain that’s making this moment confusing. Although, I reassure myself, they sell these binders by the millions, and maybe this is simply—

I peel back the front cover. There’s a blank page on top.

I turn to the next.

It’s a title page.


Greylock Nights

by Gideon Ramsey



Then the subtitle: The Truth About the Serial Killer Who Ravaged the Berkshires.
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I hug the bound manuscript against my chest. My father touched this, typed this, imagined this. Created this. He’s become a person, in this instant, more than he ever was to me. Not just a father. An author. I understand authors. Their passions. Their obsessions. That my own father was an author changes me forever. Changes us forever.

The branches of the birch tree tap at the windows, reminders of the outside world propelled by the night breeze, as I grasp the weight and reality of my own history. Whether I knew of it or ignored it, the truth doesn’t care. It exists in itself.

Greylock Nights by Gideon Ramsey.

I pass my hand over the shiny black cover, feeling the heft of the pages. Manuscripts are familiar to me now, they’re my life. But this one has a life of its own. An existence hidden in the years before my father died, and in the years after, too.

Being me, I skip to find out the end, of course—did they catch the killer? But it’s a series of blank pages. Clearly, unfinished. A partial manuscript. But at least he started a book. This book.

It was a matter of supreme indifference to me, growing up, his devotion to writing. It was his job, writing physics papers, his theories and equations and complicated computations that sometimes looked like runes. My bookish, nerdish dad, feverishly scribbling during every spare moment, distracted and often out somewhere, at “meetings;” needing to be “alone with his work,” Mom always said he told her. And finally, maybe? Mom did leave him alone, went away, signed up for a socially acceptable legal seminar—when it was actually an escape. From what, though?

Because here it is. What he was really doing. Not always physics, not only physics. Crime. True crime.

It feels as if this book wants to talk to me, speak to me from the past, and again, I think about the power of storytelling. My father is long gone, more than a decade gone, but here in his very words, in his very thoughts, is the essence of something he worked on, cared about, something he changed his life to accomplish.

And what I wonder, too, is why is this in Bea’s green box? I frown, calculating. Nothing that I’ve seen inside—so far—actually belongs to her.

I flip the black-and-white pages, feeling lightheaded and leaden-brained at the same time. As I skim the prologue, the words, printed in Times New Roman, leap out at me. Harsh and brutal words like “strangled” and “gruesome” and “lifeless.”

Maybe … maybe it’s not Bea’s green box. Maybe it belonged to my parents, and they left it here, always planning to come back for it, and Bea, being Bea, stashed it farther and farther into the back of her closet, out of sight and out of consciousness, figuring it would be there if she ever needed it.

Maybe I’m the one who needs it.

My father’s book. It’s—stunning, such a strange word, but there it is. I’ll read every word, devour it. I wonder if it’s well-written, well-researched, well-organized. I’ll read it like an agent, and like a writer, and like a daughter, too. My father was an author, and 
we both love stories, and this is the best gift I could ever have 
found.

I hug the manuscript again, as if it were a living thing. All that time Bea and I were obsessed over the Greylock Killer—even memorizing the victims’ names; Caroline, Ava, LoraLee, and Belinda—all that time, my father was researching the same gruesome murders. He simply never told us.

I wonder if my mother knew. If she approved.

It won’t hurt to read a little now. I cannot resist, and this is a treasure. I peel back the plastic cover again, astonished at that title page, and then see the dedication on the next:

To my family. I hope you will someday understand.

This is—overload. I’m a book person, and what could be more powerful than a book by my own father? I can’t decide whether to race through it, or scrutinize every word, or both, or never read another book in my life except for this one. It must not have been very good, the judgment crosses my mind, since it wasn’t finished, or published. Or maybe he wrote it for himself, and for no one else ever to see it. The book of his heart. Simply to prove he could.

Making it even more precious, this might be the only copy. His computers are long gone. Margaret helped us eliminate every bit of our parents’ electronics, their phones, their laptops, iPads—everything they had. I was with Margaret when we drove to the town recycling center, and stayed in the car, watching through the windshield, as she tipped the cardboard box of screens and wires and plugs into a giant green metal dumpster. Out of sight and into oblivion.

“Done and done,” Margaret said as she slid back into the driver’s seat. “You’ll never need to deal with that again. We only want happy memories, don’t we?”

I hadn’t wanted anything, back then, except for life to be the way it used to be.

Since then, I’ve regretted Margaret’s actions. If I had been older and wiser and not seventeen and trying to erase the past, I would have preserved my parents’ history and archaeology and thought processes, their emails and letters, no matter how quotidian. But that was not a choice I made. Margaret was in charge, and the loss of history is irreparable. But now, at least, I have this.

I have this.

Margaret must not have known about this book. What her own brother-in-law was writing. If it had been on his computer, the original is lost forever.

I turn the pages, mesmerized, transported, seeing the world we once shared through his eyes, not mine. It’s time travel, mind melding, the closest a person can ever be to another. I’m more connected to him through this book than we ever were in real life. I fervently wish we had talked about it in person—how much we both could have learned about each other.

Chapter one is titled AVA. The Youngest One.

She was the first victim, I know that, the first they found, at least, discovered by the Undermountain Hunt Club. That detail always affected me. I’d envisioned the riders streaming by, in jodhpurs and shiny boots and black helmets, the leader in a red jacket, their horses galloping fearlessly through the dense and sun-dappled woods. One article I’d read, over and over, had said a chestnut hunter named Calliope had shied, spooked, at a pile of leaves, throwing its rider to the spongy moss and undergrowth. The rider—unidentified in the article Bea and I had read, wide-eyed, imagining the horror—had fallen onto Ava’s lifeless and splayed body. The rider had never returned to the Berkshires town after that, the article said. Given up riding. “I could never look at Calliope again,” the article quoted her. “I’ve lost my footing forever.” I remember that chilling quotation from her, because I felt sorry for the poor horse—I was fourteen, maybe—instead of its devastatingly shattered rider.

Now my eye catches the word “Calliope,” and I read what my father—my father—has written.


The brown-and-white foxhounds barreled down dormant fields, across emerging purple-lace clover and winter rye, the early spring coltsfoot beginning to bloom through the still-wet leaves. The rider, Sara, an experienced equestrian and hunt club veteran, could not erase the moment from her consciousness.

“Calliope wheeled and tried to bolt as we got closer—I can still hear him, poor thing, whinnying, see him throwing his gorgeous chestnut head back in fear.” Sara’s face changes as the moment returns to her consciousness, no longer the polished huntress, but a fragile creature, her faith destroyed by one fateful step.

“Horses, you know, have a sense, better than we do,” she went on. “It was all I could do to hold him. I thought a rabbit had spooked him, or a snake. And then I fell. Onto … her. I got up, and—there she was. The yellow ribbon entwined in her hair—I actually thought it was a snake at first. Face down, she was, in that little dress, so mud-soaked it was barely yellow.”



I hadn’t remembered that Ava’s dress was yellow, or that she had a yellow ribbon in her hair. Dad must have done some research, maybe with the local police. And he’d named the rider Sara, that was interesting. I hadn’t read that, either. What a horrifying experience. His description of wildlife is a little Wikipedia for me, and I’d have deleted his melodramatic use of “fateful,” which someone has circled in blue. And he used the word “consciousness” twice.

My dad was no Capote. But his words are more precious to me because they are his.

I turn the page. And then I stop.

On page seven there is another editor’s mark, the straight line into a loop that means delete. In thick, bold blue pencil. And then another mark, and another. I flip the pages, faster and faster, not looking for the words, but for the editing marks, my mind untethered, and I swear my feet are no longer anchored to the ground, gravity forgotten. Strike-throughs and deletions. Question marks, exclamation marks, and carefully printed comments. All in the same precise handwriting. In blue pencil.

The comments and edits are Whitney’s.

Unmistakably, unquestionably, undoubtedly, indisputably Whitney’s.






50


I’m two hundred miles from home, hiding in a childhood cabin, my sister is missing, and my niece is asleep in the next room. I am sitting on my sister’s bed in the middle of the night, holding my father’s shocking manuscript in my hands. And there is absolutely nothing else, nothing else, that I know for sure.

There’s not a thing in my life, not one damn thing, that is as I believed it to be. Can it be true that every single person who affects my life has been lying? Not my friends, I suppose, or neighbors.

But my own father was writing a book about murder—murders, plural, and a serial killer—and he never told me.

My only sister has now mysteriously vanished, and it could only be as a result of something in her life that she has not confided to me.

And I can still picture Whitney Hart, charming and congenial and confident, interviewing me that afternoon on the campus green as if I were an utter stranger. When all the while, all the freaking while, she must have been editing my father’s manuscript. She knew it. She knew him. And she knew who I was. She had to.

Liar, liar, liar.

That day at the job fair, Whitney Hart, the exalted Whitney Hart, had traveled all the way from Boston to Chicago to attend. It hadn’t crossed my mind that it was strange. UChicago is a great school.

The city had been blessed with a gorgeous spring that year, and the campus greensward, boundaried by four august stone classroom buildings, was dotted with white-topped tables that served, in jargon only academe could create, as “opportunity stations.” I can picture it now, it was only Whitney at the LexLit booth, with a pile of her recent bestsellers battening down the four edges of her table’s damask cloth, edges persistently fluttering in the puffs of afternoon breeze. I’d joined the job-hungry students, poised to enter the real world, prowling for employment, filling out clipboarded forms, and chatting with recruiters.

Whitney, her chic black dress belted at the waist, full skirt gracefully draped, channeled Audrey Hepburn. Hair in a sleek sharp-edged bob. Crimson lipstick. My parents’ age, I remember thinking. So cool, and so smart, and so successful. No one else was at the table as I approached.

“Did you grow up reading?” Whitney had asked after we’d finished the preliminaries.

“I’ve always read, in fact, it was about all I did,” I remember saying. “My mother was a lawyer,” I’d gone on, a little nervous, a little excited. I could hardly believe this was Whitney Hart, her name in all caps in my mind. I was twenty-five years old. If this woman hires me, I remember thinking, all my dreams will come true. “My father was a physics professor.”

I’d told her that, I can hear myself. But she’d already known that. She had to.

Whitney had simply listened, seeming pleased, approving every word I’d said. She hadn’t commented on my use of the past tense for my parents. I must have noticed that at the time, or I wouldn’t have recalled it.

I think back, rewinding, replaying.

“Were you close to your father?” Yes. That’s what Whitney had asked. About my father.

I close my eyes with the passage of years, the possibilities for misunderstandings. For layers of meaning.

“My father always talked about writing a book, come to think of it.” I roll my eyes now, at the memory of how I’d innocently answered. I’d been trying to impress her, the stranger who held my future in her hands. “Physics, probably.”

“You never know what you’ll remember,” Whitney had said. “So said Proust.”

I had the perfect response to that one, I remember being so proud of myself. I still think about Proust, and my friends all laugh at me.

“The madeleines, I know,” I’d said, trying to clinch the deal at the interview. “I’m an English major, and my entire life I’ve wanted to concentrate on books and reading.”

Talk about concentration. Now I’m clamping my father’s book to my chest, my own Floppy or Hopper, as I try to figure out what to do next.

Whitney had hired me on the spot, surprising me. And although I had filled out an application form, there’d been no others on Whitney’s clipboard. That I saw, at least.

She’d been testing me, but not in the way I’d expected. I was the one who brought up my father in the interview, I remember that clearly, I’d almost boasted about his studies of heat and light and gravity, as if proving that love of writing and storytelling must run in my family.

Storytelling. Dad was always a good storyteller.

I hold the manuscript away from me now, realizing this document may be a story within a story. A story, like so much of our lives are, told in the margins. In the corrections. In the changes and edits and suggestions. In the balance of power.

Sinking back onto Bea’s king-sized bed, I carefully open the manuscript again, turning to the first blue penciled mark. As the chapter marked Ava continues, I read only the notes and corrections. Whitney has deleted quite a bit. Dad was always big on statistics and 
numbers and specifics. Whitney has cut all of that.

You don’t need to empty your research notebook into your manuscript, Gideon, she’s written.

Using the author’s name seems … off. Intimate. At least, I’ve never seen Whitney do that before.

I skim to the next printed block of notes. Good job with this, G. It’s a joy to see how seamlessly and eagerly you take my suggestions.

And then she’s actually put a smiley face, which is almost as uncharacteristic as if she had dotted her i’s with little hearts. I think we work well together, and I am infinitely grateful to be working with you on this important manuscript.

Tilting my head back, staring at Bea’s bedroom ceiling. If I ever wrote anything like this in a manuscript, I would promptly get chastised. Even if you’re trying to win over an author, this is over the line. I turn the pages, looking for Whitney’s handwriting. I’m obsessed.

It’s such a one-way conversation, these margin notes. My father offering his book to her, the brilliant Whitney Hart commenting. But I cannot know what my father’s reaction was.

There’s another one. I pounce.

I love how you changed this since our marathon edit session last week.

I stare at this, and feel my breath come a little faster.

Sometimes deep work can be incredibly successful.

“Oh, give me a break,” I actually say out loud. I’m the romance novel reader, and I would have dismissed this heavy-handed flirting with a slash of my red pen. Maybe I’m reading too much into it. But no, there can’t be reading too much into it, these are incredibly inappropriate things to say. Love, work well together, grateful, marathon, deep work.

This is a very unusual agent-author relationship.

Understatement, I write in my own mental margin notes.

I feel my own frown as I continue to replay my first encounter with Whitney that day at the job fair. She’d asked me, a few times during that interview, if anyone in my family was an author. I’d told her the truth when I said no, except for my parents’ jobs as professor and lawyer. But she fully knew the answer.

Adjusting my sleep-deprived brain, and reorienting myself to the timeline: Dad was writing Greylock Nights before the plane crash. Whitney knew my father before the crash. They worked on this manuscript together. Whitney’s literal handwriting is on it. And I’ve seen firsthand how Whitney works with her authors—she draws them in, connects with them, makes herself part of their lives.

But I’ve never seen anything like this.

I close the manuscript, my typescripted black-and-white evidence of betrayal.

Personal betrayal. Professional betrayal.

Stupid me. I had assumed that she hired me because I was talented, and determined, and educated. But the real reason must have been that I was Gideon Ramsey’s daughter. He was already in her life. She certainly knew about his wife, certainly knew about his daughters, certainly knew about the plane crash.

She already knew my name, from day one, no doubt about that, but we’ve spent all this time together now, years, without her mentioning that she knew my father. Making small talk, making coffee, sharing our opinions, even making decisions together about the manuscripts we’d accept and reject. But had she indicated that she and my father were author and agent? That she’d read his manuscript? Worked on his manuscript? Had marathon edit sessions—I page back through, indignantly confirming her exact words—with him?

Never, never, never. She kept her relationship with my family—my father!—a complete and utter secret.

Even last night, when she demanded Piper and I come to her agency for dinner. Even when she’d spun those tales to Piper about the magical literary history of Beacon Hill, as she’d served Piper spaghetti, and commiserated with me about Bea, and offered to bring in her friends in law enforcement to help. Even then, even then, even then. She had not admitted that she’d known my father.

That she had edited his secret manuscript.

That his book was about gruesome and horrifying events—we’d talked about the Greylock Killer!—that took place right here in the Berkshires. Where she knows Piper and I are right now. And she still hadn’t mentioned it.

Whitney Hart, with her elegant demeanor, and stellar reputation, and powerful position in the literary world, and her battery of pals in law enforcement. The vaunted and exalted Whitney Hart has been intentionally lying to me every single day we’ve known each other.
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I scoot my back up against Bea’s headboard, kicking away the now-rumpled duvet, manuscript in hand. It’s five thirty in the morning, and my body is calling out for sleep. Or at least caffeine. But my curiosity is even more demanding. And my anger is simmering. I need to keep reading. The next chapter is about one of the victims, Caroline Carretella. I press open the pages, wary of the binding, and begin the first of the Caroline chapters.

I know I’m also about to read the parallel story handwritten in the notes outside the book: the secret and clandestine romance of my boss and mentor and idol Whitney Hart—and my own father.

A romance, I grasp with the depth of sarcasm that can only come from exhaustion, that did not have a happy ending.

CAROLINE, the chapter heading says. The Talented One.


The reign of terror of the Greylock Killer was only the latest chapter in the bloody and murderous history of western Massachusetts.

Officer JD Kloepfer, one of a line of Kloepfers in Blandford, Massachusetts, was the third to become a police officer.

“When I was a child, my grampa told me about the gangster Antonio Miranda’s funeral procession, which included 22 flower cars, 147 limousines and a shower of rose petals dropped overhead by airplane,” the officer related, “although I never knew whether he was exaggerating, the way grandfathers do. And police officers.”



Whitney had deleted the paragraph about the gangster. I know you love your history, Gid, she’d written in the margin. Gid. No one called him that. But it is extraneous in this particular instance. Shall we delete? Or shall we discuss?

“Shall we delete. Or shall we discuss.” I sing-song the words out loud, simpering. I hope my poor father did not buy into this. He must have been savvy enough not to be taken in by this obvious manipulative drivel. But again, every author in the universe will do anything to get their book published.

“Exactly,” I say out loud. Dad simply wanted his book to be a success.

But Whitney. I’ve never seen her write margin notes like this, fawning and personal. Not even for her biggest bestsellers.

I’ll keep reading. It’s all I can do not to skip down and only read the comments, but I need to know the content of this story, too. How and when could my father have done all this research? About a subject Bea and I were obsessed with?


“And my dad,” Kloepfer went on, the light slicing through the gray venetian blinds in her cramped cop shop office, striping patterns on her tanned face, “who’d broken our Blandford PD tradition and gone off to be a Boston cop, used to say, again and again, that he could have solved the Brinks robbery, if only they’d had DNA at the time.

“My father explained that they’d left behind one of the chauffeur caps they used for disguise, and the rope used to tie the employees. But by the time they got DNA testing, that crime was long solved.”

But though DNA eventually became a keystone for police, it was only a frustration for those struggling to solve the Greylock case.



It’s got too much tangential backstory for my taste. Plus, it’s overdescribed and overresearched, but my father always loved digging up specifics. Whitney had circled “keystone.” Her careful printing in the margin asked: When did DNA use begin? I know about DNA from a manuscript I edited, about 1995. I keep reading.


It was Caroline Carretella—whose body was found in the lofty white pines of the Blandford forest, face up and staring at the July sun—who in death provided the one bit of DNA her killer had left behind. Caroline, an accomplished cellist, had come to the Berkshires to attend the Tanglewood Music Center. She arrived for her first appointment, but was never seen again. Newly minted Detective JD Kloepfer headed the crime scene team when they found the Pro-Arte cello strings in the pocket of her jean jacket.

They also found fibers from the green garden cord used to strangle her still embedded in her neck, and tested them. Some of the blood, most of it, which had soaked into the green cord, belonged to Caroline. But, Kloepfer revealed, showing me the contents of a tattered manila file folder, the test revealed someone else’s blood as well. And skin flakes.

“We knew we had him, then,” Kloepfer told me, closing the folder, her remorse revealed in her weary sigh. “But we checked every DNA database known to mankind, and there was simply nothing. No matches. And everyone around here—everyone—used that green garden cord.”



Whitney had not noted the three uses of revealed. She had deleted “known to mankind.” She’s allergic to cliché, she’s told me. Whitney the liar.

DNA. I mentally play back the articles I’d read about Caroline; it was long ago, but I have no memory of the police finding DNA.

I’m still looking at the pages, but I’m thinking about a different mystery. My own. The emerging dawn is “slicing” through the shutters in Bea’s bedroom window, and making striped patterns on the duvet cover and the documents I’ve spread on top of it. I wonder about my father’s word choice, slicing. He may have seen the very same sun, through the very same shutters, shining into this very same room. That’s what storytelling is about, re-creating real life. I’m inside his real life right now.

I bookmark my place in the manuscript, and tuck the chunky document under my arm as I hoist myself from the bed. Even though it’s paper, it’s almost ticking now, it feels like such an undeniable bombshell of truth, of a life-changing connection that was actively kept from me.

I keep thinking of the dedication: To my family. I hope you will someday understand.

That could mean so much more now. Understand what? I pad down the hall toward the living room. I need to read more of this thing. A few more pages. One more chapter.

I bet Whitney has a copy of this book, too. Maybe it’s all she has left of him, her memory book, like love letters from her past.

It’s approaching 6 a.m. at Mallard Cove now, but I am inhabiting a parallel world. I am the definition of changing point of view. I am living someone else’s life.

My father. Whitney. So many secrets.

Whitney and my father. Together.

“Impossible.” The word comes out in a hissing whisper. “No way.”

I make a sound, a guttural dismissal of unrealistic storytelling. My life is not a soap opera melodrama, and my parents loved each other. Even teenage me knew that.

I walk to the living room window, looking out into the multilayered watercolor of the Berkshires dawn.

But my mother was out of the country for months that year, leaving my father alone. I knew he often came here to Mallard Cove to work on his physics research projects.

I thought.

Alone.

I thought.

But a few short hours ago, Logan revealed my very personal plot twist. My father had not been alone. And now I know exactly who was with him. Logan had seen her.
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Whitney. Logan had seen Whitney.

That’s the woman he was talking about, here with my father, here at the cabin, the one Logan madly backtracked discussing when I pushed him on it.

Whitney was here. Several times, Logan had reported. With my father.

Logan saw her. Logan knew. That’s absolute proof.

Whitney and my father. Together. Here.

It’s upsetting, disquieting, to think of my father doing all this deep research about serial killers, studying grotesque and graphic violent deaths, and interviewing police and local residents.

Not to mention his clandestine and continuing liaison with the illustrious and manipulative Whitney. When would he have had time to do all that?

My mother was out of town, of course. I open to my bookmarked page, unseeing, as I remind myself of the timeline. Bea was at college. And I was home. But at school during the day, and then all my extracurriculars, drama club and choir and volunteering in the library. Dad could have easily flown out here in the morning, landed at Northampton.

Maybe Whitney drove by herself, even picked him up at the airport. She’d … stayed. And my father had been back before I even got home.

Maybe they flew out together.

Speed. And light. And heat.

I pull out the chair at the head of the dining room table—Mom’s chair—and lower myself to the seat. The manuscript sits there, taunting me. A nonfiction story—no, two stories in one, a tragic true crime and an illicit romance—all revealed in Times New Roman type.

It’s exhibit freaking A.

I’m reading a secret conversation between two people I care about and—mistakenly misguidedly infinitely incorrectly—thought I knew.

I flip to a page dappled with blue pencil. The print swims in front of my eyes, blurred by anger and betrayal.

The two of them sat right here, I imagine. Heads together. Lost in the grisly mystery that brought them together.


LORALEE Rafferty. The Bad One.

“I wouldn’t wish that on my worst enemy,” one resident told me. She drummed the fingers of one hand on the wide dark-green armrests of the Adirondack chair on her weather-beaten once-white front porch. Then her expression changed. “And I know I’m not supposed to blame the victim, it’s not quote-quote socially acceptable. But a girl like that, if you know what I mean, invites it.”

As previously noted, sociologists do observe that the 
victims in serial killings tend to be outliers of the community, those who have no support system of friends or relatives. LoraLee Rafferty had come to town recently, that same resident commented, and immediately inserted herself into the local nightlife.

“Such as it is,” the woman told me, who requested anonymity. “But that bar by the side of Route 20, it used to be called The Barn Door, but I think the name has changed, LoraLee was always there. In those skimpy clothes, and barely covering her private parts.”



Whitney had circled “private parts.” Is this a direct quotation? Whitney had written. Or are you being gallant?

I make a sneery face at the page. The subtext is so disturbing. So personal. But I keep reading.


When I asked the woman how she knew of this, she admitted she had frequented the same establishment, and had seen Ms. Rafferty, watched her behavior.

“She’d sidle up to people, men, I mean, like a cat on the prowl. I knew no good could come of it.” The woman tapped the ash of her Marlboro onto a blue plaid beanbag ashtray. “When the Greylock got her, I was not surprised. Those things are God’s will.”

LoraLee’s mother shared that the 22-year-old had aspired to be a singer; had made the rounds of local pubs and bars, looking for employment, and had failed.

“The police did not care,” her mother said. “They thought she was a bad girl. And bad girls are ignored.”



“The Bad One” my father had titled this section. Whitney left the rest of it unmarked, I’m surprised to note. Seems a little blame-the-victim to me. And I cannot imagine my father conducting such an interview. Maybe he took it from police transcripts, but made it sound as if LoraLee’s mother had provided the statement directly to him.

The beanbag ashtray is a good touch, though. We had Adirondack chairs here, and blue plaid beanbag ashtrays, several of them. Aunt Margaret used to sneak cigarettes, Marlboros, until Mom made her move outside to the porch.

Another thing this manuscript proves is that my father was not a very polished writer. Whitney’s blue-pencil edits cover many pages, and, I have to say, it makes me wonder why she bothered with this. This is far more needy and unsophisticated than many manuscripts that have come through our office, and I might have rejected this one myself. Had I not known its origin, of course.

But Whitney’s been meticulous with this. Given it her full attention. Putting it mildly.

Why?

I try to imagine that level of unprofessionalism. Or devotion.

Seems like the ultimate career woman had found her soulmate.

And then, he died. Maybe a heartbroken Whitney could not 
let go.

When my father perished so horrifyingly, along with his betrayed wife, ruining Bea’s and my lives, too, maybe Whitney felt—I frown. Felt what? Responsibility? Since she and my father had shared … ugh. So much? She was trying to—take care of us? Redeem herself?

I replay our history through the lens of this new perspective, through emotional time travel. And I see the new version of the story. With intention. With designs. With a goal.

That day on campus in Chicago, Whitney was looking for me. Not someone like me. Me. Her lover’s daughter.

And I—dutiful, devoted, dimwitted me—led her to the rest of my family, too.

That holiday party. She’d encouraged me to invite Bea and Kyle. She’d lavished them with courtesy, extravagantly attentive. I know now that was Whitney spinning her web, creating her irresistible sphere of influence. Kyle networked the hell out of that party, but it was Whitney making introductions, gladhanding, offering Kyle entrée to Boston’s inner financial circles. Maybe she steered business his way, promised to do more for him and Bea. Maybe she felt she owed them.

And then there’s Piper.
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I’m chin in hands at the dining room table, eyes closed, as if blocking out Greylock Nights will make the manuscript and all it means disappear. Piper is in her cozy little room, and, I hope, oblivious. She’d fallen asleep with her eyelashes still wet with tears, unsettled about her future. After crying that “everyone always leaves.” And then, so Piper, reminding me that it was “already morning.”

What does Whitney think she owes Piper?

Whitney’s particular interest in her, now that I think of it, started almost the same time I started at LexLit. I sit up, and replay particular conversations, double speed, with the light dawning now, in my mind and outside the dining room window. Politely and casually but consistently—Whitney’s also asked me about Piper.

Funny how what I’d considered being polite at the time, or even engaging, becomes plump with subtext if I look at it from another angle.

“Is she smart, is she funny? Does she read?” Whitney had asked one morning. She’d made a second cup of coffee in the agency’s light-filled kitchen. We’d been expecting a blizzard, and the glaringly white sky was bursting with snow. I’d been surprised at her inquiries and hoped that she was actively trying to connect with me. It was sweet of her, I thought, to be so politely inquisitive. And I’d secretly decided she’d accepted me as a team member, and acknowledged my potential as an agent. I’d told her my niece Piper was coming to visit, and I was thrilled with her attentive response.

“What does she look like?” she’d asked. “Are there any family resemblances?”

Back then—almost two years ago—I hadn’t wanted to divulge that Piper was adopted, that did not seem like my story to tell. But I had a picture on my phone, and I showed it to her. She looked at it, even used two fingers to expand it to look more closely. “She’s a sweetheart,” Whitney had said. “Your time together allows you, in a way, to have a child without having a child.”

Then Whitney had looked surprisingly embarrassed. Or some emotion like that. I’d decided Whitney felt she had gotten too personal.

And indeed, Whitney seemed a little awkward as she handed back my phone. “Forgive me,” she’d said, adjusting her black cashmere cardigan. “That’s none of my business.”

“No, no, of course you’re right,” I’d said, so engaged and agreeable. “I look at it as practice. If I ever have kids, there’ll be fewer surprises.”

Whitney smiled, had stirred sweetener into her coffee, she always used the same black ceramic mug. “Children are constantly surprising,” she’d said. “In my experience.”

What experience?

Whitney, in her guilt and remorse and maybe even obsession to stay connected to her dead lover, ugh, must have monitored our lives, Bea’s and mine, and decided who was more vulnerable, and how and why. And made her plans.

That’s why, lucky me, she’d targeted me, the needy English major. And pounced at the Chicago campus job fair. And then, with me, unwitting and ensnared, spellbound in her gorgeous Beacon Hill agency-prison, day after day she’d shared manuscripts and book talk. Pretending to listen to me. Pretending I had a future in the publishing world, her protégée. Pretending she had no idea who I was. It was all part of her scheme to—I puff out a breath.

Manuscript in hand, I step into the hallway, tiptoe toward Piper’s room and sneak a look inside. She is still as a star, now burrowed under the blue comforter with her stuffed animals, peaceful in the protective cocoon of slumber and, I’m hoping, having the sweetest of dreams.

Her face is serene, ridiculously long eyelashes against the soft blue and cloud-white pillowcase, hair tousled and wild. Hopper and Floppy share a protective embrace under one of her slender arms, the other dangles to the floor. Her beloved cell phone is on the nightstand. And on the carpet, beneath her pink-painted fingernails, the airplane book handed down from Sara and Clemmie. Each object a talisman of her life, her passages, her connections. Her family.

The movie in my mind unspools, even as I try to stop it, showing me the most romantic of relationships. The cutest of meet-cutes, agent and author.

And then, and then, I try not to picture it, but I can’t help it, they sparked and smoldered with the irresistible connection that comes with collaboration, imagination, storytelling. Their minds working together, the joy that comes of finding a person who can, literally, finish your sentences.

Some of Whitney’s clients call or email every day, and Whitney actively cultivates that dependence. I’d thought it was her superpower, that supremely personal attention. Maybe, in this case, it was her poison. Maybe Whitney, with her gushing edits and malleable handsome client, got in too deep.

It’s also possible—is it?—that my father, his dreams fulfilled, his storytelling powers unleashed, lured her there. Or, and I cannot decide what’s worse, they walked that path together.

Whitney as seductress. Or the seduced. And then what happened?

I lean against the wall, supporting myself with the very cottage where this all unfolded.

My poor sleep-deprived brain will not be good at doing the math, but even I can calculate that my father died eleven years ago. And Piper is eleven.

Piper, who came to our family at age five in a closed adoption where Bea had no idea who the parents were.

I sink to the floor, back still against the wall, every cell in my body regretting that I ever saw this manuscript, that I ever made the connection, that I ever met Whitney Hart. But my history does not matter. My father’s history does. And my mother’s. And Whitney Hart’s.

And now my chest is so tight that I will never be able to breathe again.

Because I will have to tell Bea. I could not, possibly, in a million years, keep this from her. My mind races ahead, imagining this impossible conversation, and the clinical testing that will inevitably come, and the emotional testing of their mother-daughter relationship which would be twisted, like a strand of DNA, into something completely different.

Could a mother’s love ever withstand that tension? That irreversible and undeniable past that will taunt Bea every time she sees her daughter? The daughter who, in reality, is really—

I sit bolt upright, so suddenly the back of my head hits the wall.

I cannot tell her anything, because she has vanished.

Bea is gone.

The sound of the empty house surrounds me, that high-pitched sound of nothing that seems to quiver and ring in my ears, the hum of the beginning of a thought. I wonder now—maybe I am not the first daughter to know this. Maybe I am the second.

Maybe Bea found out.

Maybe that’s what she and Kyle were yelling about. Something about not being a true mother, Sara had said.

Maybe now Bea’s on a mission to confront Piper’s biological mother. And doesn’t want to tell me—or Piper—that she’s on the hunt. For Whitney Hart.

And, if true, that story is the cataclysmic ruination of everything I ever believed. It’s astonishing enough for me to grasp it, but I cannot imagine how Bea would have reacted. To find this truth about the birth of her daughter? It’s so impossible, so shocking—maybe she’d been apprehensive about having the world find out the soap opera reality, that her adopted daughter’s mother is someone she actually knows.

A woman who had an affair with her father.

Kyle would have completely melted down at that. No husband would have been able to deal with such a thing, at least not right away. Yelling, Sara had said.

Yelling. That probably wasn’t the half of it. And then what?

Bea had to make an enormous decision.

Maybe she fled from this, in abject horror, and left her life behind. And that’s why she’s vanished.

Or. And this new idea almost makes me faint.

Maybe she knew. And it connected her to Piper even more.

And that’s why Bea adopted her. Piper in particular. She knew.

She looks like me. Bea had said those very words to me. And then she’d mentioned the Ramsey cheekbones. Like I got from Dad, she’d said.

Maybe that’s what she and Kyle had argued about. Not only 
Piper’s mother. But her father.

And, as a result, Kyle was the one who fled.

I stand, and in two quiet steps, I am at Piper’s door.

She stirs, a gentle motion, pulling her loveys closer, and snuggles deeper into her pillow, her face at peace. I wish I could sleep too, sleep all of this away.

I search the slumbering child’s face for familiarity of features. Are her eyebrows like Whitney’s, are her cheekbones like my father’s? Wait. Piper gets carsick. That’s a genetic trait, kinetosis. Hereditary. She inherited it from my father, though he was not as affected by it, and could happily fly. I have it, too.

It’s proof. What a terrible ending for her. And me. And all of us.

“It’s impossible.” I say the word out loud again to make it true. But that’s a lie. It’s not impossible. And there is no denying it.
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Piper’s mother is Whitney.

Her father was my father.

I am frozen to this spot on the hallway carpet, and stare at her, peacefully in her dreamland, while my brain is as mushy and thick as those two stuffed animals beside her. My life will never be the same. And my life is the least of it. I’m not even the main character in this drama.

My sister has adopted Piper as her daughter. True mother, Sara had recalled hearing Kyle and Bea argue. Bea is as much Piper’s “true” mother as anyone on the planet.

Except for Whitney.

Piper’s “true” mother is Whitney. Manipulative, powerful, connected Whitney. Mendacious, selfish, self-centered Whitney. Lying Whitney. Whitney the stranger.

Did my father know about the baby? Had he already perished when Whitney found the legacy he’d left her?

Either way. Eventually, somehow, Bea found Piper.

And now Bea is gone.

As I trudge back toward the dining room, I see Logan’s phone, still drying on the coffee table. Possibly holding all the answers. Including a response from Bea. Logan knows that. And might come back, desperate to retrieve it. At any cost.

My father’s infidelity—and Whitney’s mendacity—are in the past. But the threat from Logan is right now. Bea is missing right now.

And that phone may connect them.

Logan and Bea.

Or Logan and Whitney. And Bea.

They are all connected. Somehow.

And what began this whole thing—what brought my father and Whitney Hart together—was murder. This secret manuscript about a serial killer.

Maybe there’s more I can find out from these pages. I’m trapped here anyway, helpless in my certainty and facing an impossible tomorrow. I’ll wake Piper at seven, I promise myself. And then we’ll go. Somewhere. I settle into the raffia-seated chair at the foot of the dining room table. My father’s place, this time. Where he probably sat, writing this … thing.

Because as borderline amateurish as this first draft is, and as grotesque his relationship was with Whitney—I cannot even think of it—my father had put a lot of work into it. A lot of heart. Why? It’s almost shocking that he cared so much. My father was an academic to me, not a true crime junkie.

I was wrong about that, too. And now, with his manuscript on the same table where Dad and Mom and Bea and I shared barbeque and corn on the cob and talked about love and justice and even, sometimes, about the lurking deadly danger in the piney woods, I continue reading his book. Their book. A story of real-life murders.


They Dubbed Him “The Greylock”

Police could never calculate the murder schedule of the person the local papers—and local residents—dubbed the Greylock Killer. Sometimes they’d refer to him as just The Greylock, or just The Killer, or simply Him, and hurry their children out of grocery stores and escort them home from school. Family edicts prohibited teenagers from hanging out at the Cove.

And that was one thing that left local police grumbling as they watched for strangers in local diners, and monitored the sporadic blurry video from local gas stations. Was it a transient? A tourist? Someone who was here for the season, be it a bartender or an affluent out-of-towner? Or was it, most terrifyingly, someone who they saw every day: a neighbor, a store clerk, a landscaper, the mailman. Even a police officer.



Perfect. Whitney’s blue pencil has circled the last line. I appreciate the rhythm and atmosphere of this.

I make a face at the page. Keep reading.


Psychologists remind us that teenagers, especially young men, retain a lack of executive function.

Noted criminologists/sociologists Haggerty and Ellerbrok have posited “whereas in antiquity killing sequentially may have been something that someone did, today a serial killer is something someone can be.”



I can see why even the besotted Whitney deleted the last paragraph. Posited. Sequentially. My father and his research again.

But right now, though I wish I could ignore it, time is going by.

There are no more missed calls, nothing from the police or Sara Kalinsky or even Whitney, and I am losing faith now. Bea. I refuse to accept the possibility that she is truly gone, that something unthinkable has happened, but what other answer might be true?

I stash that fear in the deepest recesses of my consciousness.

But thinking as a clinical and informed reader, though some of the research in this manuscript sounds self-consciously academic, some seems like new information. Although it was many years ago, I know about these cases, I immersed myself in them. But this book—Greylock Nights—is not simply reorganized and regurgitated newspaper articles.

The interview with LoraLee’s mother. That’s new. The equestrienne who found Caroline’s strangled body. That police officer, Kloepfer. I’ve never seen in-depth interviews with any of those people. Might they have regretted what they told him? Divulged some proprietary information, or inadvertently revealed some clues?

I remember Whitney’s earlier comment in the margin: You don’t need to empty your research notebook into your manuscript.

My father’s notes—the rest of the story—might be in the green box.

I flip the manuscript face down to mark my place, and hurry back to Bea’s room.
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If I as much as sit on this bed, I will definitely keel over and fall asleep. Which, though I long for it, and for the oblivion it will provide, I can’t. I am on a mission now.

Instead, I stand at the bedside, lifting the edges of manila folders, opening each one, eyeing the stack of paperwork for anything that could be a notebook or a journal. Documents, records, letters. Birth certificates, adoption papers. Court filings. But there is nothing like that. No handwritten notes, no clues. Nothing.

Through the bedroom window, the bloom of dawn is promising to bring back the green of the grass, the white of the flowers, the blue of the sky. The trees stay dense and impenetrable, hiding whatever they hide.

My parents used to whisper about danger in the woods. I’d see my mother, some summer evenings, standing at this very window, gazing into the yard, same as I’m doing now. Once I asked what she was looking for, and she seemed flustered, nervous, and tutted me away. She’d never discuss the danger. My dad and Leo the caretaker used to talk about it, though, the murdered girls—Mom would roll her eyes at their intense twilight conversations out by the potting shed. The caretaker talking and smoking and Dad listening. Men and their guns, my mother would dismiss them, and go back to her computer. Although I never saw my father with a gun.

I wonder if Leo was interviewed for the book. The Grays worked for several families, and must have known things about them. Hmmm. I wonder if Logan was interviewed. He would have been Bea’s age at the time, certainly old enough to hear things. Certainly old enough to understand them. The victims, some of them, were his age. Maybe he even knew them. Cheshire is such a small town. An insular town. Where everyone knows everyone. Except the strangers who come for the summer.

Is Logan in it? I need the book. Back in the dining room, I flip the pages, scanning for Logan’s name, and Leo’s. Of course my father talked to them. I know he did. I can’t find anything by flipping pages, though. I have to keep reading.

And now, Whitney’s edits also show me that this book was a work in progress when my parents were killed. As a work in progress, it would have been somewhere like his office, or even the dining room table. Since he was still working on it. But later, someone put it in this box. Someone who saw it.

Bea.

Of course. She discovered the same thing I did.

Only half a page left in the Caroline Carretella chapter.


Most average citizens believe the victims of serial killers are likely to be termed as “disposable,” that is, accessible, unmonitored, and unmissed. In other words—no one is waiting for them to come home, no parent is calling their cell phone. Moreover, after the victim’s body is discovered, no one is clamoring for law enforcement to solve the crime. But the Greylock’s victims, some of them, were educated, talented, beloved. Their families relentlessly demanded updates. Insisted on answers.

Caroline Carretella’s mother, a philanthropist and board member of the Boston Public Library, flew to the Berkshires from Beacon Hill, moved into her daughter’s rented studio apartment, haunted the Cheshire police station. I found her in the town library one afternoon, reading Bel Canto, sobbing.

“This was my daughter’s favorite book,” she whispered. “How could this happen to her? She was only a child. She loved her music. She was a good person. She loved the world. But none of it mattered. None of it.”



At this, Whitney has actually drawn a heart in the margin. A heart. This is beyond. Very thought-provoking, she’s written. Context is much appreciated, and it adds to the poignancy of the loss. You are clearly not an average writer, Gid. As I have come to learn. And I would love to learn more.

I cannot even—I stop myself. Disgust and rage and sorrow do not create a helpful path.

But the manuscript. Had I been editing this, I might have mentioned the excessive use of punctuation. And suggested that if you need to use the phrase “in other words,” perhaps you should have chosen those other words in the first place. But Whitney has ignored that.

Maybe you do that for someone you’re trying to impress. Or persuade. Or make fall in love with you.

Leave their wife for you.

Have a child with you.
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My phone pings, a message, demanding my attention. I’ve left it in Bea’s room.

I hoist myself from the dining room table again, leaning hard against the smooth wood. My knees currently don’t seem equipped for the job. The book has the weight of history—I am lugging my family’s past with me.

The level of betrayal is breathtaking.

And now someone’s texting me.

If it’s Whitney, I’m not sure I’ll be able to stop myself from screaming.

Three missed calls, it turns out, when I get back to my phone. Caller unknown, they all say. Bea has caller ID, and so do the police, and so does Whitney. Logan, I predict. Calling me. Wanting his phone. The darkness of uncertainty about the people in my life surrounds me.

Whitney. My father. Piper. Bea.

The contents of the green box are still strewn on the bed. I’d been so triumphant to find that box. In my search for our family’s history, in my search for answers, I thought it must be the repository for everything I needed to know. That turned out to be true. But in a way I never could have predicted.

I’ve pushed the paperwork to the side, and propped Greylock Nights against the stand of chintz bolster pillows. I’ve bookmarked my place with that photo of my parents on the front steps, and their two faces stick up from the pages, reminding me of what I thought I knew. The book has shown what I now know is true. And, I hope, soon, will show what I still don’t know.

The box was in Bea’s closet. Of course she’s read the manuscript. That’s why it was buried at the bottom. Bea was hiding the evidence.

How can a book have so much power? Because it’s a birth certificate.

I puff out a sigh, staring at that title page. I’m having a Greylock night myself. In literature classes, they’d call this moment the dark night of the soul. I get that now. The term is not theoretical.

Bea must have had her own dark night. That’s what she’s running from. Or to.

Perhaps, to prove Piper’s history, Bea had sent in DNA swabs herself. Wait—now I remember, she told me Kyle had wanted to have the tests, and she had refused. But simple enough, and completely his style, for him to do it anyway.

Maybe that made Kyle the first to know. I revise my ending to this story.

Not Bea. Kyle. Kyle started the argument.

I imagine him getting the mail every day, watching for the letter. Or maybe those results arrive by email. I picture him opening that email, seeing the results. The smile on his face when he recognizes the power in his hands.

What might he have done with that information? Kyle, for whom every moment is an opportunity to cash in.

Maybe he simply told Bea the news. Kyle, cat with canary, a tech bro wannabe possessing a hot morsel of life-changing information. “Strangest thing, babe. Piper’s DNA shows she’s a match to your father.” I can hear his insufferable voice. “Wonder how that could have happened. Who do you think her mother is?”

And that’s what Bea and Kyle had been—as Piper described it—yelling about. Maybe Piper’s true parentage was too much for their marriage to bear. Too much for Kyle’s ego. Too much for Bea’s equilibrium.

Again, the level of deceit is unfathomable. It cannot be true.

But. If it is. If it is, in every version of the world Piper would eventually learn the truth, and no human set of emotions could recover from that. My entire adult life I have been searching for happy endings for other people, when actually searching for my own along the way. I know, Psychology 101. But this ending—I refuse to accept it, it cannot be true, and even though harder things have been true, this one cannot be.

For Piper’s sake.

For Bea’s sake.

For my sake.

And all the while, all the while, Whitney’s selfishness, her lust, her arrogance, her astonishingly unacceptable dismissal of all that is civilized and appropriate, left my family in shambles.

I pace, like a creature in a cage. It’s six thirty in the morning. There’s no one I can call, there’s no place I can go, there’s nothing I can do, there’s nowhere I can turn. I’m trapped here at a place I hate, surrounded by the aura of betrayal, and what’s even scarier, morning is coming, inevitably, and so, inevitably, is a confrontation.

Because what will I do when I see Whitney again? When she texts? I can’t avoid Whitney forever.

I wonder how she felt when my father died. Tragically, dramatically, with his beloved—so said the unwitting newspapers—wife. And his only two children survived.

Were there, maybe, actually three children?

If I could melt through the floor and vanish, I would do it.

Because I have the manuscript. I have Whitney’s handwriting in it, her suggestive and too-personal remarks, her clearly inappropriate emotional relationship with my father. That Logan had seen her, with him, multiple times, right here in this very house. I have Piper’s age. Her kinetosis. Her cheekbones. I have Whitney’s persistent interest in the little girl.

What I don’t have is how she could have wound up being adopted by Bea and Kyle. That’s definitely not a coincidence. That’s a plan.

I feel the blood drain from my face. Bea is mysteriously gone. Kyle is out of the picture. And Piper is with me.

But now I understand a key part of it. Whitney—that day on the campus green—had used me, not even to honor my father by hiring me, but to get close to Piper. She’d bided her time, a lurking spider, until she could tempt Piper into her web. I could just see it, her eventually joining us at museums, at a girls’ afternoon out, all cozy and happy and jolly. And disgusting.

Whitney thinks I trust her. Whitney, with her millions and her immaculate reputation and her blue-blood family tree and her Beacon Hill brownstone. Whitney, who’d told me that one morning, I remember her very words: Children are always surprising, In my experience.

Maybe Whitney wants Piper.

Wants Piper … back.

And has gotten rid of Bea to make it happen.
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“To my family. I hope you will someday understand.” Now I’m muttering my father’s cynical and self-centered dedication. “No, Dad, I do not understand,” I say out loud, keeping my voice soft, even though I’m going to awaken Piper momentarily.

This manuscript is all the proof I need of our family history. My father, who thought he could write a bestseller, exactly the attitude Whitney attributed to her law enforcement buddies, arrogantly sent his draft manuscript to the most successful literary agent in Boston. Whitney did not like his writing, but she sure did like my debonair and handsome father, a lanky professorial type with the requisite suede-patched jackets and almost too-long hair.

Fast-forward through things I don’t even want to imagine. Cannot imagine. Refuse to imagine. But as a result, she, Whitney, through a series of illicit assignations disguised as edit sessions and then unpredictable tragedy, was left with an infant daughter. Who she gave up for adoption, and now—wants back.

And will do whatever she needs to get her.

Including eliminating Bea.

Maybe she’s even conscripted Logan to help her. Logan, who oh-so-solicitously arrived here in the middle of the night, checking on us. Who has asked, repeatedly, what time we are leaving.

Who destroyed his phone to keep me from discovering their plan.

If I hadn’t found this book and read it, I never would have figured this out. And for that I am grateful. Because now I have the ammunition to protect Piper.

Maybe Whitney threatened Bea with—something. Told her to leave town, told her to abandon Piper, told her to pack up all her clothing and disappear.

Bea would never do that. Kyle might, though, try to convince her that the greater good was to let Piper go to her birth mother.

Or.

Maybe Whitney actually offered to buy them out. To buy back her own child. What level of privilege would concoct something like that, decide it was a wise idea, and actually go through with it? How much might she have paid them to go away? What if Kyle needed money. Or Bea. What if—

My vision goes dark, as if the lights actually dimmed.

Whitney even arranged to clear out Bea’s closet.

A deep sigh escapes me, a sigh of impossibility and disbelief. A sigh of the dark and disturbing reckoning to come.

I know Whitney is from an old New York family, robber baron ancestors, bankers, railroads. Whitney itself is a family name, her relatives owned Manhattan brownstones that now house stores like Bergdorfs and Saks. Her own apartment, a floor-through on Louisburg Square, was once owned by a Cabot, she’d reluctantly, or so I thought at the time, told me. She plays it down; her heritage, her influence. Her power. Her law enforcement friends.

Until she needs them.

And now, imagine that. Bea is gone. And Whitney’s police buddies are stumped.

I am one hundred percent certain what will happen next. The police will give up on looking for Bea, calling it a voluntary disappearance, because all of her belongings are gone—she packed the cemetery dress, I can almost hear Officer Thissell saying that.

And Whitney, sympathetic, generous, benevolent Whitney, would know Piper would be distraught. Inconsolable. Alone.

Then Whitney would step in, all Lady Bountiful, and take Piper for herself. After all, she’s her birth mother. Who’s going to argue with that?

And with all that power and all that money? She’d make the two of them disappear in an instant.
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All my fault. All my fault. I only told Whitney we were at my family cottage, in western Massachusetts, and why would I have any idea that she could know where that was? But because everyone lied to me, everyone, I have now put my niece in danger.

I mentally apologize to Piper, because exhausted or not, I am going to wake her up as soon as I get everything back into the green box. I’ll grab the box, grab my stuff, grab the pieces of Logan’s phone, grab Piper, and get the hell out of here.

Now, as I refill the box, I’m trying to be careful but go as fast as I can at the same time. The insurance policy. The photos. The random and annoying pieces of paper that slip from my clumsy sleep-impaired fingers and float to the carpeted floor.

And the thing that is the most ridiculous about it, after all of this suspicion and uncertainty, the one thing that is purely clear is that Piper is in danger, and I am, too, and if Whitney wants to find us so she can accomplish whatever she’s planning, that’s going to be simple as pie. Because I, idiot me, told her where we were. A place she already knows. All too well.

I make sure I have the will. The insurance policy. The deed to this house. And the all-important pivotal manuscript.

My next move is to get Piper out of here. And go. But I keep thinking about how it all began.

Whitney had my father’s book. She had it when she hired me. She absolutely knew who I was, and then stalked me. She’d written in it, edited it, worked on it. Maybe even here in this very house. Whitney Hart, the sought-after big-shot bestseller-making agent, knows every word that’s in it. And my father saved her edits in this manuscript. But Greylock Nights was never published.

A book about a serial killer in the Berkshires. And there’s a folder of news clippings about the case in the green box.

“We need to go, we need to go,” I whisper; I need to get Piper somewhere safe. If there is such a place. I need bars on my phone. I need the police, Pierce and Thissell. Whitney might be on the Mass Pike right now. I envision her speeding toward us, and her next moves. And depending on what time she left Boston, Whitney could be here any minute. Maybe is already here.

That’s why she hasn’t texted me. She’s coming for me—for us—in person.

To take Piper away. And maybe Logan will be with her. To “help.”

I pause, listening for the sound of tires in our gravel driveway, but there’s nothing. Am I sure?

I race to the window, open it, feel the humid blast of August plume into the room. Birds outside are in full-throated discussion, bob white bob white, they’re calling, another thing I learned from Dad, communicating bird news across the lawn and between the trees. But they are the only living creatures I can see. My little black car is parked behind the house, and in front of me is the expanse of lawn and gravel that leads to Mallard Cove Road. Piper and I are alone, for better or for worse, but I predict we won’t be for long. A blue jay squawks, raucous, interrupting as only they can, and the bobwhites snipe back. The world goes on out there, in the summery dawn of the green hills, following nature’s plan. But inside, here, I have no plan at all. Except to get the hell out.

Go, go, go, I mutter again.

But I can’t help it, I grab the file folder of newspaper clippings, yank off the rubber band, flip through the yellowing brittle pages. It’s much more than photos of our family, the documentation of our history. It’s a carefully clipped record of the reign of terror and death that surrounded us.

GREYLOCK KILLER STRIKES AGAIN, says one blazing headline. And underneath: Another student missing and presumed dead. One includes a biography of Caroline Carretella, and shows her in a college photo, wearing a UMass sweatshirt and with her wavy curls tamed by a plaid headband. The clippings don’t seem to be in any order, but I see dates twelve years ago, thirteen years ago. BERKSHIRES IN FEAR. UNDERMOUNTAIN HUNT CLUB STUNNED BY FIND. VICTIM IDENTIFIED AS CAROLINE CARRETELLA. These are all from our local paper, I can tell by the fonts and the printing. Bea and I had read some of these. It’s evil distilled, the archives of the macabre.

This was my father’s book research. My dad, the true crime aficionado. He cared enough about these murders—found out enough about them—to write a whole book. Or part of a book. Until he himself died.

In a mysterious plane crash. For which there is still no explanation.

Now the silence is so profound that it’s a sound unto itself. No more bobwhites. No more blue jays. And then I understand why. My ears must be attuned to this from my summers here as a child, waiting for my mother to return, or my dad, my kid radar trained to hear the first crunch of tires on gravel.

A car has arrived. And it is Whitney, certainly, or Logan, or possibly both of them—and they are here, and they have found us, and there is nowhere to run and nowhere to go.

Piper. The green box. Logan’s dismembered phone. There’s no time to collect it all, no time to hide it, and my own phone is a lump of coal, with zero bars and worthless. At least my recognizable car isn’t sitting outside in the front like a lighthouse beacon announcing our presence. Still, even if I could hustle us into the Mini, the way in to the driveway is the same as the way out, and if Whitney—or Logan?—is blocking the way—my father used to talk about an irresistible force and an immovable object. Stasis.

We are here and we are trapped and can only await the decisions of someone we cannot control. I should have gotten us out of here when I could. It was my father’s book that stopped me. My father’s book that put us in danger.

I think of those mothers who lifted cars when their children were trapped underneath them, the wild fury of an animal protecting its offspring, the adrenaline rush of responsibility that shoots to my very soul, knowing that I am the only one who stands between Piper and disaster. I will be the immovable object and the irresistible force.

No matter what, absolutely no matter what, Whitney is not leaving this place with Piper.

Even if Piper is her own daughter, Whitney will have to kill me to get her.

And that will not happen.
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Not believing your eyes is a concept I am right now, at this crystalline moment, fully understanding for the very first time.

I had heard the crunch of the gravel. I envisioned the imperious and manipulative Whitney. The sullen confidence of Logan. As I walked to the front door, still in bare feet and eyeing—and dismissing—Mom’s beloved rack of knives on the kitchen counter, I played out, in the incalculably tiny span of an incalculably tiny amount of time, exactly what I would have to do to make these people leave us alone.

Not a sound yet from Piper, who was still wrapped in her sleep cocoon with no idea of the puzzle pieces that may be rearranging themselves in her life.

Bea is missing. Vanished. And, voilà, imagine, another mother waits in the wings. What a coincidence.

But equally horrific, this new arrival might be Logan. Wouldn’t want to be ya, he’d said.

Or it could be that same person who took Bea.

Or all of them.

That’s when I’d heard the car coming up the driveway,

Sneaking a peek through the kitchen curtains hadn’t helped. I had not recognized the approaching car, only that it was boxy and dark, and shiny, too, catching the morning sun and reflecting it at me in sharp slashes of brightness.

The peephole was my friend again, and I put my eye up close, part of me still wishing I had picked up that kitchen knife, the rest of me realizing I’d never really use it, no matter who is out there. I’m not going to stab someone or throw a knife at them. And as my eyes adjusted to the distortions of the tiny lens, the blur resolved into a shape.

The car had driven past the house, as if headed to the pond. Or to our backyard.

My heart lost all sense of its designed purpose, and had a mind of its own, clutching and tightening; and my lungs, too, and I realized I was afraid. I took a fraction of a second to register it—I’ve been racked with sorrow, and dark with regret. I’ve been nervous, excited, even happy, the day Whitney offered me the job, which is what they mean by irony. But flat-out knee-knocking fear, that’s a new one.

I couldn’t leave this door, I couldn’t go get Piper, I couldn’t call anyone.

I heard a car door slam.

I heard footsteps.

And they vanished.

And then, began again.

Someone was coming up our front walk.

It was a woman, definitely, I could see through the distortion of the peephole. And I felt a curious sense of familiarity. Which of course meant it was Whitney. I saw her black dress, like the ones she always wears, but her hair seemed different.

She finally came close enough that I could see her.

It was not Whitney. It was not Whitney. It was the furthest person in the world from Whitney.

And now it is all I can do not to burst into tears and fling open the door and race outside. And why not, why not then, and I am across the porch and down the steps and out onto the grass, bare feet be damned, this is the last person I ever imagined seeing, and the best, the best best best, and my fear from a moment ago has vanished, evaporating into the sunny morning like the songs of the birds, the songs which have returned, and there is no emotion that erases fear so quickly as love.

“Aunt Margaret,” I whisper, and throw myself into her arms. I feel her envelop me. I’ve missed it, her support has carried me through so many years of mourning, through so many impossible nights, and dawns I wished would never come, and now she is back and her hug has not changed. It’s Margaret, and we are safe now. She will know what to do.

Her strong hands are on my shoulders, gently pushing me away from her. I feel her careful scrutiny. “I wondered, as I turned up the road, whether you’d be happy to see me this early in the morning,” she says. “I guess I shouldn’t have worried.”

“Of course, I’m overwhelmed to see you, I don’t even have the words. I never expected you to—”

“Are you all right, dear? You look exhausted.”

Her eyes are more crinkly than they used to be, her skin tanned and healthy, and she seems taller, strangely, stronger, as we stare at each other for a reassuring second. She’d been out of the country, she’d told us at some point, skiing in Switzerland or Sweden or someplace like that.

“Come in, okay?” I turn her, physically, to bring her inside. “It’s a long story and—but—do you know where Bea is?” My words have tumbled out too quickly, but it’s the only question I need answered. Margaret saved me when my parents were so unfairly wrenched away from me, from Bea and me, spent years of her life making sure we were recovered, strong, and able to face the world on our own. Now, on this sunny, glorious morning, it’s as if she’s brought hope back to me, or at least the possibility of hope.

“Bea? What are you talking about, Eliza? You look terrible.”

This is awful, because she doesn’t know, but this is also good, because at least she’s not here to tell me something devastating about my sister. And if there is someone who is out to harm Bea, or whatever the hell is going on, that person has not contacted Margaret.

We are a team again, and for a moment the birds sing even more loudly, and the grass is more lush, and there is a stand of glorious magenta-and-white wildflowers along the side of the house that I have never noticed before. It’s as if the world is back in Technicolor.

I open my mouth to tell her my fears, but I don’t know where to start. “Okay. I wasn’t very clear about it when I left the message, I know. Anyway. Bea was supposed to pick up Piper from my apartment,” I begin. “Monday.”

Linking my arm through hers, I continue to guide her to the front door, trying to form coherent sentences about my week with Piper and Bea’s failure to retrieve her. The note in the mailbox, the car in my parking space, the face in the apartment window, the missing clothes. I know I’m leaving things out, but there’s just so much. I need to tell her about Greylock Nights. And Whitney. I wonder if she knew about the affair. She was so devoted to my father. Her beloved brother-in-law. Her only sister’s husband.

Did she know about Whitney?

But Whitney is probably on the way. Piper and I need to get out of here.

“Bea would never miss Ramsey Remembrance Day, you know that,” I hurry on, deciding to fill her in later, “but she wasn’t there. And of course Kyle is—”

I see her micro-expression, the reaction to Kyle. She never liked him.

“Your sister has always been unreliable,” Margaret says, with her cigarette-throaty voice. “Especially with Kyle. At least he’s out of her life.”

“I agree, but—”

“And that is such a powerful day. And so meaningful. The day our futures changed.”

There’s a silence then, as I grasp the import of that. Margaret’s future would have been entirely different if she hadn’t taken responsibility for us when she could have as easily avoided it. She’d seen us off at the Northampton airport that day after Bea’s graduation, even did the preflight check with my father, but didn’t fly with us because there wouldn’t have been room on the plane. The tiny decisions that determine our entire lives. Or deaths.

“We missed you, too, yesterday morning.” I touch her arm, trying to transmit the intensity of my emotion. “Wait till you see Piper now. She’s a really great kid. So grown up. In love with reading, and photography. Recording things. She’s still sleeping, but she’ll be so happy to see you.”

I feel my stress start to evaporate. Aunt Margaret will help now. I am no longer alone. Piper and I are no longer alone. I stop at the front door, turn to her.

“I could only face Ramsey Remembrance Day because you gave me the strength. I—recognize your sacrifice, may I say that? You gave so much time to Bea and me. You were so patient with us.” And that reminds me of Bea again, and now I’m trying to interpret the reaction on Margaret’s face.

“Oh, sweetheart.” But she’s looking over my shoulder, toward the blue front door. She turns, and tilts her head at me. “Are you telling me Bea did not come to pick up Piper as planned? And you have not heard from her since?”

“No, well, I called her a while ago, for the billionth time, but it was—”

“Eliza. Did you call the police? And where is Piper now?”
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Our heads swivel at the same time, the same direction, out toward Mallard Cove Road. Margaret and I are on the porch, almost inside, and we both stop in our tracks. Another car is coming. It is still well away, but it’s coming this way. There are other places along Mallard Cove Road the driver could be going, of course. But what if it’s Whitney? What if it’s Logan?

Either way, either one, powerful forces in my life are about to collide.

And Piper, unwitting, innocent Piper, will be caught in the middle. I pray she is still asleep. All we need, her to come running out here.

“What’s wrong?” Margaret is frowning. “Are you expecting someone? At seven thirty in the morning?”

“No. Yes. Let me ask you. Whitney. Whitney Hart. Does that ring a bell? Do you know Whitney Hart?” I broach the subject, apprehensive. Terrified. There’s no way to avoid it.

I haven’t seen Margaret for a while, but I learned to read her expressions years ago. I watch her face, now, cycle through what looks like surprise, and calculation. And fear, maybe? And then dismay. Obvious dismay. She adjusts the canvas tote bag over her shoulder, then eyes me, up and down.

“That book agent you work for.”

I nod. I’m listening for the car, but it seems to have stopped.

“You told me you were—if I remember correctly—when you got the job, you told me you were thrilled. That she’s the best in the business. And you hoped she would be your mentor.”

The memory makes me sad. “Yes,” I say, “that’s exactly what I thought.”

“And now?” Margaret pauses a beat. “Why are you asking about her?”

“I just—it’s—”

“Did you find out she was lying to you?”

“I—why would you say that? So you do know her?”

Margaret nods. Frowns. “In a sense.”

I take a chance here. “Did my mother? Know her?”

Now I hear the car engine again.

“Do you think she has something to do with where your sister is?” Margaret puts a hand on my shoulder.

How can I answer this before that car arrives? If this is actually its destination. “It’s a long story.”

“Okay, I need to hear every word. But first I have to get something out of my trunk,” she says. “I parked by your Mini, by the garage. And I have a call or two to make. The cell service is always better out there. Holler if you need me.”

“Of course,” I say, more confidently than I feel.

As she strides to the back, it sounds like the car is coming closer. I’m sure this new visitor is Logan. Returning to claim his phone. Fine. Let him. Margaret is with me now, and she’s dealt with him for years.

With Margaret here, my memories evolve to include her. The garage is where Bea sometimes visited, wearing her tiny bathing suit and unbuttoned Oxford shirt as a cover-up, pretending she needed to fill our inner tube or wax the Sunfish. She was actually flirting with the Mallard Cove guys. Including Leo’s son, Logan. The one with the phone that linked to Bea.

Logan and Bea? My turn to frown. Bea was madly crushing on him, back then. I connect the two as the car rumbles nearer. Logan and Bea are essentially the same age. Margaret, I remember, tried to end that potential relationship. Bea whined about it to Margaret, relentlessly. Later, Dad ordered Bea to stay away from him, in fact, it became a brief family skirmish.

The light shifts behind the stand of tall hemlocks that protect the house from the road, but I see the shape of a car moving through the sunny spaces between the branches. And hear the gravel crunching, more loudly now, a sound I heard for so many years, the sound of arrival.

The sun glints on headlights as the car turns into the driveway. A boxy black—something. Toyota, I see as it gets closer.

It is not Logan.

It is Whitney. No question about it. I stand on the front porch, my blood turned to ice, my senses laser-sharp. I am my own weapon now, all that stands between Whitney and Piper. Even Margaret, clearly, has indicated she’s suspicious of her. Now that Margaret’s here, in my own backyard, we can stop her. Together. Our family is under siege. But now we are two irresistible forces.

Because that woman seduced my father.

Then, after he died, and was no longer useful to her, she cynically and selfishly put his daughter—their daughter—up for adoption. So she wouldn’t have to deal with her. Now she wants her back.

I hurry inside, take three steps to the kitchen. This time, I do slide a knife from the rack. The middle-sized one, easy to hide.

Because the woman opening the driver’s-side door right now is not my mentor.

She’s a monster.






61


“Whitney,” I say. I stand in front of the cottage’s opened door, blocking the way. The knife is behind my back.

I will not move aside, or invite her to come in. Whitney has never been to my place on Marlborough Street, and it’s astonishing, now, that she’s driven two-plus hours to see me. But I have broken her spell on me.

“I know, surprise. Sorry for the early hour. I’m relieved you are already up.” Whitney clasps her hands together as she approaches, a black leather tote bag on her shoulder.

It looks heavy, and bulky. I wonder what she’s carrying.

“You arrived here safely, I see,” she says. “And Piper is fine?” Her voice is inquiring, concerned, as if this were all part of our close and chummy relationship.

I keep one hand on the doorjamb, creating an obstacle to Whitney’s entrance. My other hand is on the knife. “All good. And thank you again for your kindness. And the dinner. There was no need for you to come all the way to Mallard Cove.”

I hear the chill in my own voice. But I do not need to pretend Whitney is welcome. She is the antithesis of welcome.

“Did you ever find out who was in your apartment?” Whitney asks. Still so very solicitous. “Did the police call you?”

“No,” I say. I’m not going to let her change the subject.

She shifts, adjusts her position. She’s actually—I cannot believe it—trying to look over my shoulder, into the room behind me. I move to block her view, hoping that Piper does not awaken. Stay in your room, honey, I message her via aunt ESP.

Until now, I have never seen Whitney look nervous, or uncertain. I don’t blame her. This is right out of a Netflix movie.

“Whitney? As you can see all is well.” Now I cannot resist goading her. My life with her is over, anyway, my job and career, crashing and burning like my father’s plane. I was more of a victim than I even realized. “How do you know exactly where this place is, by the way? I never told you.”

“I know where this place is because—” Whitney draws a deep breath, and looks at the cropped grass beneath her flat black pumps. “Because I came here with your father many years ago. Several times. Many times.”

My eyes flare open. Nothing she could have said could have surprised me more. I take a step back, almost physically affected by the blunt force of her unexpected confession. I grip the knife more tightly behind me.

“He was writing a book, Eliza, I’m not sure you know that. I was his agent. I worked closely with him, from the first partial submission to the final product.” She pauses, maybe trying to read my expression.

“Logan Gray saw you.” I want her to know that, to understand her subterfuge did not work. Her secret was known. Her duplicity. “Here. With my father.”

“Logan. Yes. He’s in the book. In the final version, at least. And so is his father. And other people you know. Logan is very important to the book.”

Her eyes narrow. I know this expression, it’s tactical, she’s deciding whether to tell me something. I wait, eager to hear whatever it is. Margaret must still be on the phone. She knows Piper is asleep, and I’m sure she’s watching us. Thank goodness. And I wonder again how she and Whitney know each other. Well, maybe that’s easy. My father must not have been very discreet. Or maybe Margaret simply knew Whitney as his book agent.

“Have you read it, Eliza?”

I have to decide whether to tell her. And what did she mean by “final” version? But she’s avoiding the point. Avoiding the problem. Avoiding her real motivation.

“Look,” I say. “This is not about what’s in some book. I know why you’re here. Where is my sister? What have you done with Piper’s mother?”

“What?”

I take a step closer. Feel the knife in my hand. “What have you done with Bea?”
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I clench my fingers more tightly around the hilt of the knife behind me, though now I regret picking it up. I’m certainly not going to stab Whitney Hart. But talk about stabbing, and hearts. She is ripping my own heart, my deepest beliefs, to shreds. I could never have suspected her ulterior motives. For a long time, her affair with my father was successfully hidden. I honestly believed she was hiring me, out of all those potential candidates, on my own merit. Because I was the best choice. I was, but not for the reason I thought. She was hiring me to keep proximity—access—to her child.

It’s my turn for the power now. My turn to hold a secret. She has no idea I’ve figured that out.

I’m gratified by the expression on her face, the feigned innocence.

“No, I—” she begins. “I mean—what? Done? With Bea? Why would you think that? You must be—I’m not—”

The famous Whitney searching for words. I thought I’d never witness that. I imagine Margaret has probably come in the back door, and is with Piper. She’ll be happy to see her again; they always got along. Much better than Margaret and Bea do, but they managed for Piper’s sake.

Whitney touches a palm to her chest, seems to be entreating. “Listen. I’m here because—the anniversary. I knew you would be sad.” Her shoulders sink. “I was sad, too, Eliza. Your father was lovely, smart, and wise, and always searching for some truth. But your sister, no, I only brought her up because you told me she hadn’t arrived to pick up Piper. That’s when I began to worry about you even more. Both of you. I stopped by her house on the way here, in fact. To see if she was home.”

And there it was. How easy to trap you, Whitney. I make a skeptical face, I can’t help it. “And how did you know where my sister lived, do tell?” Then I realize how, and my heart sinks to the hardwood floor. I’m not sure my voice will come out sounding like my own. “It was my father’s house. You were there. Before. Of course. With my father. How dare you.”

At that, I’m gratified to see Whitney take a step away from me. Got you, you duplicitous bitch.

Her chin comes up, though, and she straightens her posture, squares her shoulders. Puts her bag on the stone walkway. “How dare you,” she says. “As your father’s agent, yes, I came to your house several times, while you were at school, most likely. Am I reading something into your accusatory tone? Because—we can deal with that right now, Eliza.”

And then, to my shock, Whitney throws back her head and laughs.

“I’m so sorry.” She clamps both palms against her chest now, catching her breath. “I just realized. You think I was having an affair with your father? Oh, my goodness, no. No, no, no. He was handsome, yes, and charming. And smart. But he was married. Not to mention 
a client. Whatever suspicions you have of me, they are incorrect, and I’m so sorry, and a little surprised, if that gave you pause for even one moment.”

She stops, seems to settle herself. And then covers her face with her hands. When she takes them away, she’s—how can it be?—smiling.

“You’re a good storyteller, Eliza. But that is not the ending you are searching for.”

Now I’m the one who’s unsure. Whitney is a formidable opponent, and demonstrably good at keeping secrets. Would she even confess it if she and my father were having an affair? Would she admit Piper was her daughter? But I’m unbalanced by her laughter and openness—that would be a pretty sophisticated strategy. She is capable, though, I’m sure. Her whole life is strategy.

“Could I come in, please? We need to talk, and I’m uncomfortable standing out here on the front porch. Beautiful as it is this morning.”

I’m worried about being drawn into a Whitney trap, and I need to figure out how to back away without letting her see the knife in my hand. Plus, if need be, I can signal Margaret through the dining room window, if she’s not already inside. And I can check on Piper, who I deeply hope is still asleep. Or maybe she’s immersed in her plane book, which would be both lucky and terrible.

Strangely, I don’t feel as threatened by Whitney anymore. Maybe her genuine-sounding laughter did it. But. Maybe she’s fooled me, again. And everything I feared is true. After all, supposedly I can always figure out the endings. Either way, I have Margaret as backup.

“Why not, sure, come in,” I say. I stand with my back to the wall, and as surreptitiously as I can, place the knife on the entryway table. Whitney is looking into her shoulder bag, and does not seem to notice.

“Your father and I worked on his manuscript at this very dining room table,” Whitney says, pointing to it. “It’s so odd that it’s still here.”

“About the Greylock killer.”

“So you have read it.” Whitney sounds relieved, some emotion like that, and places her bag—it looks heavy—on the table. “That was a little strange last night, talking about the case with Piper. But she’s such a smart girl. So precocious. Adorable.”

I refuse to respond to that. I don’t trust what I would say.

She gestures to a chair. “May I?”

“Be my guest,” I say. But I will not sit beside her at the table. I remain standing, hands in plain view, on the back of the chair opposite her. I wonder if she’ll notice Logan’s cell phone guts on the coffee table. As for Margaret, there’s no sign of her inside; the handbag she was carrying is not on the table, which is where she always puts things. She must still be outside making calls. Piper must still be asleep. Thank goodness. I have Whitney alone.

“What does it matter if I read it? It must not have been very good, or else it would have been published.”

“Well.” Whitney fidgets, uncharacteristically, fusses with her hair. “That’s a good question. You would probably agree this was—choosing my words judiciously here—an early draft. I pushed your father to step up his research. Dig deeper. Try harder.” She looks solemn, almost as if she’s remembering. “It took a while. But as the book developed, the results were extremely realistic, Eliza. Graphic. That’s why I wondered if you’d read it.”

I decide to tell her the truth. “I saw it last night for the first time, and only had time to flip through it. But I saw your editorial marks. So I knew you were involved.” My anger bubbles to the surface again as I replay it all, my hands holding on to the chair to keep them from trembling. “And you kept it from me. You lied to me. From moment one.”

“I did. And I am so sorry.” Whitney shakes her head, slowly. “I never thought it would matter, and it would have required so many explanations.”

“Explanations of what? Seems like now is the time, doesn’t it, Whitney? Since you’ve kept so much from me?”

Whitney seems to be deciding something, and I take a step back, cautious, one eye on that knife I stashed, as she opens her tote bag and pulls out a black vinyl-covered manuscript. It looks like the one I’ve been reading. But hers is thicker.

“I’ve had this copy for twelve years, no, thirteen,” Whitney says, holding it up. “This is the finished and final version. I was the one who named it Greylock Nights. I know this manuscript by heart, Eliza. Every word. And I know what it means. That’s why I asked if you’d read it. But—in truth—it’s the reason I’m here.”

I try to put these disparate puzzle pieces together. “What is?”

“This book. Your sister is missing. And your father’s manuscript may be the cause of her disappearance.”
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Whitney’s words hang in the air, so powerful to me I can almost see them.

“What does my father’s book have to do with Bea? Why she’s gone?”

I hear movement from outside. Motion. It might be the morning breeze weaving through the evergreens, or it might be Margaret finally coming back from her phone calls. Margaret always had a surprisingly tough side to her personality. If there was a creepy centipede or a stubborn lawn mower or a wriggling fish that would not come off the hook, she’d take over. Swoop in. Make it all work. If she sees I’m in trouble, I can envision her breaking down the doors to protect me.

But right now, the only weapon in Whitney’s hand is my father’s manuscript. She’s picked it up from the table, and holds it, riffling the pages with her thumb.

“Tell me, Whitney.” Whatever she’s talking about, why didn’t she mention it last night at dinner? “What do you know?”

“Usually you’re the one giving me summaries,” she’s saying, “but I’ll give you this one. I’ll start from the beginning, quickly. I read every serial killer manuscript that comes through the office, you know that.”

“Yes, you told me that from day one.”

“Exactly. And—”

“But Bea is not in this book,” I interrupt, then pause. She’s told me I’ve only seen an early version. “Is she?”

Whitney is turning the pages, quickly, scanning them. Is she about to show me something about Bea? Or maybe she’s examining her own notations, seeing them through my eyes, understanding how I must have interpreted her words.

“You see why I was—well, you fill in the blank,” I say as she reads. “Surprised. Shocked. Disturbed. Your notations are personal, Whitney. There’s no other way to describe them. You even put a heart in the margin of one.” I take the book from her, flip to the page. She must have kept her own copy with her notes, makes sense, and this looks like a duplicate of my Dad’s manuscript. “Right here?” I point to the heart. “The part about Caroline Carretella. A heart! That is hardly a professional—” I feel myself getting angry again.

Whitney, almost gently, takes the book back, folds it closed. Holds it to her.

“Yes,” she whispers. “It was very personal to me.”

“Exactly.”

“But not personal about your father. It was because your father’s book—that manuscript that seemed to be attuned so deeply to the killer’s knowledge and psyche and environment and whereabouts and goals and his gruesome murders—” She puts a hand to her lips, as if she wants to keep the words inside.

“Your father’s book was about the monster who killed Caroline. Caroline Carretella. I see you know her name.”

“Of course I do, Bea and I—”

“Caroline was my goddaughter.” She pauses, puts the book on the table, sits up straighter. The posture of a duchess. “That’s why it was personal. Your father was right, she was beloved. And I was one of the many who deeply loved her. And deeply mourned her. And therein, the heart I drew.”

I feel my perspective swivel, seeing Whitney in a different light as she goes on. She seems to be in her own space now, pinpoint and precise.

“And after her death,” Whitney says, “not a day went by when I did not think about avenging her. When I did not wonder who might have killed her. Whether that loathsome and unholy creature would ever be brought to justice. And then your father’s unfinished manuscript arrived in my office.”
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The morning sun shines, full blast now, through the dining room windows, casting a checkerboard of shadows across the dining room table and Whitney’s face. I feel suspended, the two of us, transported by this manuscript that has chronicled so many lives, and changed the course of Whitney’s, and my father’s, and mine.

“This manuscript”—Whitney is gesturing at it again—“came to me from a university colleague of your father’s who knew of my reputation. And my interest in true crime. I read it, as a favor, as one does. I cannot tell you—well, you probably already know—how many books about serial killers I’ve read. And a well-written one can be a bestseller. But this one, Eliza …” Whitney takes a deep breath, shifts in her chair.

“I knew things from Caroline’s mother,” she says, “my dear friend Gay Kinman. Things the police had never made public. Things only the killer would know. Caroline’s father had died the year before, and with both of them gone, Gay devoted her life to law enforcement. She’s in DC now. The minute I read this book, I sent her a copy. And she agreed. Your father knew … too much.”

Caroline, the talented one, my father had called her in the book. Bea and I had read about her in the papers, back then. And I had, again, this very morning. She loved reading, and music. “Too much about what?”

But Whitney is continuing.

“Your father’s manuscript”—now she holds it up, like evidence, like testimony, like Exhibit A—“includes extremely specific details about Caroline’s murder. The public was not told she was wearing a jean jacket. No one knew that. He also had details about other victims.” She waves a hand, encompassing a landscape of death. “As you told me last night, you and your father, your family, were in the Berkshires every summer. When the killings happened.”

I nod. And she hadn’t only heard it from me. My father had told her about it. About us. About me. And Whitney had been here in the Berkshires, too. “Bea and I memorized all the names. We were petrified. But maybe the police told my father those things, you know?”

Whitney puts her palms together, a gesture of prayer. “Possibly. Some of them. And yes, it was shattering. Devastating. My friend Gay, for all the good she’s done in the world now, will never be the same. The other families, too.”

“I’m so sorry,” I say. “But—”

“Let me tell you one more thing, Eliza. An important thing. The murders ended after your parents died. It was as if the Greylock Killer had vanished.”

She’s still as a whisper, waiting for my response.

“Whitney? What does that have to do with anything?”

She barely moves, as if the moment is fragile.

“What did you think, Eliza?” She looks sad, even sympathetic. But her voice is strong. “That it’s a coincidence? That your father knew so much about the Greylock that he wrote a whole book about it, with information no one but the killer could know? That your father died, and the killings stopped?”

She slides the black-bound manuscript across the table toward me, a gentle gesture of sorrow. “Read it again. Think of how many manuscripts you’ve read, think of how many times you’ve recommended them to me, saying how they ring true, how they feel real, how they illuminate the depth of authentic experience.”

In my silence, she pushes the pages closer to me. “That’s what this is, Eliza. This is real. Authentic. True. And only one person could have written this book.”

And now I refuse to touch it. I refuse to touch the thing. If I touch it, that makes it real. But it is not real.

“No,” I say, and I hear the strangled sound of my own voice. “My father was not a serial killer.”






65


That’s a sentence that’s incomprehensible. My father was not a serial killer. My father was not the Greylock. Those are sentences that should not be allowed to exist. I’d been listening to Whitney, intently, believing her, mesmerized. Feeling sorry for her friend, and for her beloved Caroline. That is such a tragedy, and I can understand why it’s colored her life. But her obsession, her grief, has also twisted her mind. She’s turned the corner into insanity.

“That’s outrageous,” I go on, grasping what’s even more absurd. Or proof of the absurdity. I stand, whirl, jab a finger at her. “You were with him! You were with him here in this cottage, and in his own house, and you worked with him and talked with him and you had—marathon edit sessions with him.” I emphasize the words, remembering her blue-penciled notes. You had a baby with him, I don’t add. Because she’s denied all that. “You would not do that with a—a serial killer. Not unless you had a death wish. And no bestseller is worth that.”

Whitney handles the book gingerly, as if it were alive. Or toxic. “Well, Eliza. Let me lay it out for you. Take you into our thought process. He related the details, some the police hadn’t been aware of, so specifically. So cinematically. So …” She pauses. “Intimately. Only the killer could know.”

I stand taller, gesture toward the front door. “I’m going to ask you to leave, Whitney.”

This is grotesque. Piper is in the other room. I can picture her, hiding around the corner, overhearing this nightmare of a discussion about her grandfather the serial killer.

“Eliza. Please look at the logic. Open your mind. Pretend it’s not personal. Let me take you through my analysis. Number one. The pivotal element. Remember, after your father died, the killings stopped.”

A rush of anger seems to turn the entire dining room red, or black, the very essence of the universe is strangling me. Like Caroline, like Ava, like LoraLee and Belinda. If my father was the Greylock, everything I ever knew and believed about everything will shatter and fracture and clatter away, and I’ll remain, lost and alone and incapable of thinking a coherent thought ever again.

Margaret is outside in the backyard. I cannot have her hear this, or know this, or even have it infect her consciousness with the poisonous thought. She’d probably murder Whitney herself for even making the accusation.

“Now, Whitney. Go. This is the last time I will ask you. You have ruined too many people’s lives already, and—”

“Let me finish. That’s how I felt, too, when I first suspected it. Unimaginably shocked. And Caroline’s mother, Gay, was shocked, too. But from the beginning, it was undeniable, how the evidence seemed to line up. How compelling it was. I told you I’d urged your father to dig deeper, go for the emotion. To show me more. Uncover more. Push it to the highest level. I encouraged him. In fact, I was—”

She touches her fingers to her forehead, looks at the floor. “I’ll admit. I was trying to get him to please me. Show his command of the story. But I was actually setting a trap for him, letting him hang himself. That’s why I’d gone to Gay, as difficult as it was, how wrenching, to place these chilling and disturbing words in front of a dear friend who had been desperately trying to heal. But we had to push harder. And that’s how the real answers finally began to emerge.”

“But—”

“And yes, to answer your question. There were times I was fearful. But so was Caroline, I kept telling myself.”

“It was not—” I have to stop her. I will not hear this.

“Correct,” Whitney interrupts. “It was not your father. We finally realized that.”

“Then why did you—” My brain cannot keep up.

“Because I wanted you to understand how we’d come to the conclusion. But in truth, it was someone he knew. Someone he’d talked to.”

“Who? If he’d met a killer, and I can hardly say those words, he would’ve gone straight to the police.” Whitney would do anything to have a bestseller. But not protect her goddaughter’s murderer. “And you would have, too.”

“That’s exactly what we did, Eliza.” Whitney nods. “Your father was smart. A puzzle-solver. And, even more, a believer in justice, invested in what happened to Caroline—and the others—as much as I was.”

“Who, then?” I sit on the chair beside her. My heart is still pounding, and I am painfully aware that for a fraction of a moment, I almost believed my father was guilty, too. Such is the power of Whitney’s storytelling. I’m sorry, Daddy. I never really believed it. I never did. “And listen. My father did not know any serial killers. That’s ridiculous. He would have protected us from that.”

“Exactly.” She stops. Seems to be deciding. “He sent me the final puzzle piece a few days before your sister’s graduation. And we brought it to the police. Gideon took me aside, and told me you were all coming to the Berkshires for Bea’s ceremony, but he knew a chapter of your lives had ended. That after graduation, once he flew the three of you away, he would never—could never—bring you back to Mallard Cove.”

“So—you’re saying they caught the killer. Because of Greylock Nights.”

Whitney nods. “The police had Leonard Gray, dead to rights, as they say, because of your father’s manuscript. They arrested him. And soon he confessed.”

“Leonard Gray?” My brain shatters into the tiniest of fragments. Rewinding to the past, envisioning a person who’d been on the periphery of my life, if I’d thought about him at all. A constant presence, but invisible. “Leo? The caretaker? Our caretaker.”

“Yes. And the killings did indeed stop after the plane crash—because Leo Gray had been arrested. And held without bail. They eventually tested his DNA, and then, as Officer Kloepfer suggested in the book, they linked him to the crimes.”

I try to rearrange my understanding. Bea had told me later the Greylock must have died. But she was wrong. He was not dead. He was in prison. Because of our father.

“You were in the hospital then, Eliza. Probably not watching the local news, or reading the paper.”

“True.” I nod. “We missed months of our lives.”

“That’s why I brought it up at dinner with Piper—to see if you knew.” She draws a deep breath, seems distant for a moment. “Your father never knew the outcome. I regret that, beyond anything I can describe.” Whitney places a palm on the manuscript, as if it’s precious to her. “His book was such a powerful weapon. But he knew that justice was in the works, I suppose, if that’s a comfort.”

I picture my father, the crusader. The author. The pen is mightier, and all that. My goofy, nerdy dad.

“Gray was in prison for eleven years,” Whitney is saying. “And then his family began to push for parole. But last week the parole board denied their request. And essentially told him—don’t ask again. You’ll never get out.”

“Which he deserves.” Ava. LoraLee. Belinda. And Caroline.

Whitney nods. “Agreed. But that absolute denial must have been some clarity for him, who knows. Because soon after, after all the lives he’d gruesomely ended, guards discovered he’d taken his own. In his prison cell. With a knotted sheet and a drainpipe. Seemed like the Greylock was his own final victim.”

“And … yes.” I nod, acknowledging my brief and unworthy feeling of satisfaction. “End of story.”

“Not the end at all, Eliza. Within the week, Bea disappeared.”
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Margaret needs to know this. She needs to understand this. I check out the back window, but she’s nowhere to be seen.

Logan is not here, yet, at least, and now the specter of his potential arrival looms even larger. Logan, who was keeping an unthinkable family secret.

Logan, whose text Bea answered. If it was Bea. He’s Leonard Gray’s son. Calls himself Granby now, he told me. And I have his phone.

The one he dropped into our rain barrel. What might have been on it that he was trying to hide? Maybe it’s everything on that phone. Every incriminating thing.

His family asked for parole, Whitney had said. It was denied. He killed himself. And then Bea disappeared.

“Did you ever hear your father talk to Leo?” Whitney is asking. “About things other than the cottage?”

Men and their guns, I can hear my mother saying it, as we watched Dad and Leo out by the shed back then. Swapping stories, two guys passing the time. We’d dismissed it.

“I saw them, yes.” I envision it as I turn back to face Whitney. “We saw them. Mother and I. In the backyard.”

“And that’s how it happened. Your father, like a magpie, must have picked up scattershot shiny bits of information, probably thought it was town gossip and folklore, and wove them together with experiences from his own life. That’s what writers do, use their own experiences. But he didn’t know enough to know how dangerous his experiences were. At first. But then he discovered what was in your garage—Gray had been using it as a storage shed.”

“Our garage?” Where Margaret is now. I cross to the window again, scanning, but I don’t see her.

“It’s where he stashed some of the weapons he used,” Whitney says. “The green cord. The hatchets. All quite ordinary, you all probably saw it every day. I could explain more, if you want, but you probably don’t want me to.”

A predator, festering, in our own backyard. I imagine how horrified my father must have been, looking back on Leo Gray’s proximity to all of us, all those years. Did my mother know? I’m relieved Margaret doesn’t.

Or maybe, of course, she does. She must have read the papers at the time. The news galvanized everyone, the crime of the century. In their own backyards, too. But there’s no reason for her to have mentioned it.

“Gray got a good lawyer,” Whitney is explaining. “And she and Gray’s girlfriend convinced the DA to make a deal that only required Gray to confess to two of the killings, LoraLee and Belinda.”

“Not Caroline?”

Whitney’s mouth tightens, and she shakes her head. “No. And he left an additional horrifying legacy. That’s why I’m here.”

I take a few steps toward the dining room table, watching Whitney as I do. “What do you mean, legacy? What does this have to do with Bea?”

“Because the plane crash your parents died in—the one you almost died in—that was my fault.”

The silence between us as thick as woodsmoke, the mystery still as dense.

“Your fault.” I finally choke out the words. “How?”

When you have an infinite number of questions, there is no way to ask them all, there is no way to articulate them. And now, there is no way to grasp that the question I have longed to answer, have spent my entire adult life thinking about, wondering about, pursuing with every inch of my soul—how do I face hearing the answer? How do I face the true ending?

I lower myself into the dining room chair next to Whitney, fearing that gravity has left me, and that all the physical elements of the universe have vanished, there is no light, there is no sound, there is no feeling.

She takes both of my hands in hers, for a heartbeat, then lets go. I am here now in inescapable reality. Whitney’s words have crashed me back to earth.

“How?” I whisper. “And why?”

“We have to find Bea.” Her voice is low, persuasive, patient. “Together. As I said, Leo Gray must have had help. Which means you both—all three of you now—are still in danger.”

I hear footsteps in the hallway. “Mommy?” Piper’s voice, reedy and inquiring. I steel myself for this moment. I cannot run to stop her or prevent this. If she has been awake, she has certainly heard voices. I can only hope she did not hear what we were talking about.

“Stop talking,” I say. “I can’t have Piper hear this.”

“Mommy?”

Her plaintive voice calls from down the corridor as her footsteps quicken into running. She appears, carrying Floppy and the plane book, her hair askew and her too-big yellow T-shirt dragging and her eyes shining wide with hope as she searches the room.

“Mommy?”

I flash a look at Whitney, Do not say a word, I try to telegraph, and race to wrap Piper in a hug. Mommy, she’d said. It could actually be true. It’s my fault, Whitney had said. What if she meant the birth of Piper? Whitney also warned we’re in danger. All three of us. That means Bea, too.

“Did you have a good sleep, honey?” I need to protect her. Whitney is standing now, and there’s nothing I can do to stop this encounter. I smooth Piper’s hair behind her ears, and feel the warmth of her pink cheeks. Mommy, she’d said. “It’s Whitney, remember? From yesterday?”

She turns, out of my grasp, and looks at Whitney, curious.

“Hi,” she says. “I didn’t know you were coming. Did we know you were coming?”

“Good morning, Piper.” Whitney takes a step closer.

One more inch and I am stepping between them, a brick wall of defense. I’m still out of balance, still unsure. But I have to allow a civilized conversation, otherwise Piper might be confused. Or upset. As confused and upset as I am. But she’s only eleven.

“I see you have a book,” Whitney says. “What are you reading, Piper?”

Piper tucks Floppy under one arm, and the dog’s ears dangle almost to Piper’s knees. She holds out the book for Whitney to examine.

Again, I need to rely on Whitney’s sensibilities. Piper is a child. An innocent child. Although last night she was talking about serial killers.

“My First Book of Airplanes,” Whitney reads the title out loud. “What an interesting choice.” Whitney glances at me, as if asking permission. Or taking control. “Why did you pick that particular book?”

But Piper is no longer looking at her, no longer listening to her. She grabs the book from Whitney’s hands, and is racing toward the front door.

“Someone’s here, someone’s here,” Piper calls out, looking over her shoulder at me. “I hear a car!” Her voice brims with hope. “It must be Mommy.”

“That’s—” I start to tell her it’s Margaret.

But Piper has opened the front door and is running down the front steps.

“Sweetheart, sweetheart, wait,” I call after her, following her, and Whitney, now carrying the Greylock manuscript, is behind me.

It’s only Margaret, I know that, but when I get to the front door I spot another car, speeding past the trees on Mallard Cove Road, racing closer to us, too fast, barreling down the road. The gravel crunches and spits beneath its tires.

The driver honks, a series of impatient blasts, apparently signaling that Whitney’s car is blocking the way. Is it Bea?

I finally catch up to Piper, my heart pounding, and chest clenching way too hard, and grab her, pulling her close, almost tucking her behind my body, as the car door opens.
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He’ll want his phone, that’s the first thing that goes through my mind, and then What’s going to happen if Aunt Margaret sees him? She must know what his father did. And Whitney said he must have had help.

I move Piper behind me, some maternal instinct, I suppose, keeping her out of the line of—of whatever.

Because this is Logan Granby. The son of Leo Gray. That’s why he was so cagey this morning, wondering if I knew his father’s grotesque past. What happened to his mother? And that’s why Logan must have changed his last name. The sins of the father. Talk about a legacy. What legacy?

Logan could not have caused the plane crash in revenge for Dad and Whitney’s book—could he? He’d have been too young. But he could have taken Bea.

The car door slams. And he walks toward us. More like swaggers.

“I came for my phone,” Logan says. “I accidentally dropped it into the rain barrel, but I see it’s been dumped over. You must have it.”

It’s difficult to keep my expression calm. If he is an apprentice to a serial killer, or accomplice, who knows what he’ll do. Accidentally dropped it? There must have been something incriminating on that phone. If I give it back, that evidence will be lost. Still, it’s more important for him to go away. I can call the police as soon as he leaves.

His father—the confessed Greylock Killer—killed himself. And then Bea disappeared.

“I tried to save it,” I say. I’m such a helpful person. “But I’m afraid it was soaked and full of gunk. I actually tossed it. I mean, you threw it away, so—”

“No, Auntie, it’s on the coffee table kind of taken apart. I saw it,” Piper, interrupting, peeks out from behind me. “I could get it for you if you want. But it’s pretty broken. And wet. Or you could use my phone?” She holds hers up.

So much for Piper as genius kid detective.

“That’s so great.” Logan takes a step toward Piper, eager as a shark, and I back us away.

“Why don’t you take me inside, Piper?” He’s inviting her, unctuous. “That’s cool of you, but I need to get my own phone.”

Not a chance in the universe that this child is going anywhere with Logan Gray. Granby. Whatever his name is. Whoever his father is. Was. Whatever legacy they share.

He seems to suddenly notice Whitney. “What are you doing here?”

I keep Piper behind me. “Logan, this is a friend of mine,” I say, accentuating his name for Whitney. And still not quite believing “friend” is applicable.

He stares at her, and I have to wonder what he’s thinking.

“She’s a book agent,” I go on. Pushing this is risky, I know. “She was here years ago to help my father write his book. Do you know about that?”

“I have a book,” Piper says. She holds up her airplane book. Helpful again. “It’s about how planes crash.”

“Piper.” Whitney comes forward, puts a hand on Piper’s shoulder. “Let’s go in and read your book, shall we? And I can bring out your phone, Logan, if you like. It’s been a long time. Where is it, Eliza?”

“What? No,” I say. I have to keep Piper away from every single one of these people. “Whitney, stay here. Piper, you hurry inside. I’ll be there in a minute. And then I’ll get the phone.” I physically turn Piper around, give her a little push toward the front door. “Lock it,” I whisper to her. “Do not let anyone inside. Except for me. Go.”

She’s hurrying, at least.

“A long time since what?” Logan has taken a step toward Whitney. Is completely moving in on her.

I hear the door click closed, with Piper inside, so she’s safe. The back door is already locked, though Margaret probably has a key. Got to wonder what she thinks is going on. She’s still on the phone, probably, and has no idea of the drama playing out in the front yard.

“How’s your mother these days, Logan?” Whitney says. “She’s also mentioned in the book Gideon Ramsey and I were working on. Did you know that?”

Logan’s demeanor darkens; a storm cloud gathering, a thunderhead.

My phone pings, one little chime from my pocket. There’s service? My heart leaps, Pavlovian. Maybe it’s Bea. Or the police.

Whitney and Logan are locked on each other’s radar screens, the tension between them almost visible in the morning air. My phone pings again. I slide my hand into my sweatpants pocket—Bea’s too-long-for-me sweatpants—and sneak a peek.

Thissell.

Black Toyota parked behind your apt was reg to 
Granby. 510 CVC. You recognize name? APB 
found car on gas station surveillance in Cheshire 
today. Pls call us.

“Why are you talking about my mother in some book?” Logan steps closer to Whitney. Stealthy. Cautious.

Whitney holds out my father’s manuscript, like her weapon. “Because your mother convinced your father to confess, didn’t she? Did she do that to protect you?”

Granby. I look at Officer Thissell’s message again.

Did Logan know about the murders? Of course he did. He would have been a teenager. And Whitney is even implying, I think, that he was involved. But did he know about my father’s book? And how it resulted in his father’s arrest?

But while these two square off, I’m still trying to parse Thissell’s message. The car was Granby. Logan’s last name is now Granby.

“To protect me from what?” Logan is combative, bad-boy sullen.

And then my phone pings again. But it’s not Thissell. It’s Piper.

I need to come out.

No. No. I told her to stay inside. But I can’t stand here, during this, and text her instructions.

Whitney is holding up the opened manuscript. “Let me show you something,” she says to Logan.

“You don’t know my family.” Logan’s shoulders straighten, on the attack. “You don’t know anything about anything.”

And now the front door is opening. Piper. I turn, trying to hide my fear and my almost-anger and my unhappiness that she’s jogging toward me, phone in hand. Did Margaret come in? Piper would certainly recognize her, so that wouldn’t be scary.

“I know everything,” Whitney tells Logan.

“Hi, sweetheart,” I say out loud, like this is all normal and two adversaries are not having at it three feet away from me.

“Aunt Eliza. Look. I know you told me to stay in.” Piper is holding on to my arm now, standing whisper close, showing me her phone screen. Her voice is insistent. Concerned. “But I just took this picture of the car that’s in the backyard right now. It’s the same as the one at your house. In the space. I took a picture of it then, remember?”

I’m about to explain—yes, so funny, Aunt Margaret is here now, she’s probably down at the pond, and she must have come to visit yesterday when we weren’t home. But of course it was not Margaret inside my apartment. It was a man.

Granby. That’s whose car usurped my spot. Which meant Logan was inside my apartment. First, the Greylock’s son took Bea. Then he came for me and Piper.

But wait. Logan’s car is right here in front of me. In the driveway. Logan’s convertible was not parked at my place. So how—

Whitney and Logan are continuing to snarl at each other, trading hissed insults and accusations. Piper is looking up at me, waiting.

“Thank you, honey,” I say, hugging her close, and trying to focus. “Now run run run back inside.” But Piper stays beside me. Does not move.

“Shut the hell up.” Logan is clenching both fists, glaring at Whitney, and Piper edges even closer to me.

“I’m afraid that’s not what’s going to happen.” Whitney is turning the pages of the manuscript. She’s imperious, confident, precise. She finds her place, apparently. Holds up the page. “Let me read you something from this book. Ready? And then, Logan, you tell me what I know.”
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Then Whitney pauses, seems to consider. The morning sun gleams, high-wattage bright in the sapphire Berkshires sky, and the monarchs and tiny white butterflies are playing tag in the wildflowers. Such a timelessly inspirational place, the summers of my childhood. Where now I know, I know with the gut punch of real-life storytelling, these lofty woods and leaf-soft forest clearings saw unspeakable things, unthinkable things. Real things.

Whitney hands the manuscript to me. Points to a place on a page near the end.

“Read this paragraph, Eliza. Out loud. And I want you to remember, Logan, this is an interview with a serial killer.”

“It’s a made-up story, that confession,” Logan interrupts, rolls his eyes. Kicks at the grass with one toe. “Give me a break.”

“So you do know about it.” Whitney’s voice sounds triumphant.

I wish I understood more about what’s going on, but whatever it is must be about to happen. Piper is fine here with me, at least. She won’t understand it, either.

“What the hell are you two doing?” Logan viciously shoves his hair from his forehead. “I came here for my phone. Not to read some damn book. And I need you all to—”

When the front door opens, I turn, and it’s Aunt Margaret.

She strolls across the lawn toward us, her face as placid and hospitable as anyone could be. I’m glad she’s here, in case I need to get Piper away.

“Oh, I told Aunt Margaret about the car, too,” Piper is saying now. “You always talk about her, how she lived with you and Mom, so I knew you would think it was okay. I haven’t seen her for a long time, but I knew who she is. You’re my aunt, and she’s your aunt. That’s so cool.”

“It is,” I say. I suppose I should introduce Margaret to everyone, but this particular gathering is not a social event.

“Hello, Margaret,” Whitney says. “Long time.”

Margaret is shaking her head. “You have never been anything but trouble,” she says.

“Piper, honey?” Whitney seems to be ignoring Margaret’s odd remark, and is extending her hand, gesturing at Piper. “Come stand with me. Your Aunt Eliza needs to read something for me.”

I look at her, surprised. Who put her in charge? But the look I get in return cannot be misunderstood. She knows something I don’t know. Margaret is frowning. And Logan looks like he’d rather be anyplace but here.

“That’s right, Pipe,” I say, searching for some unscary explanation. I’ve just scanned the paragraph Whitney has pointed to, and I have to catch my breath. I cannot have Piper hearing it. Aunt Margaret would not want her to hear it, either, I’m sure of that. “I do need to read this. But I’m thinking—you should get some fresh air.”

Whitney nods, understanding, and points toward the woods. “Can you see if the ducks are on the pond?” she asks. “I’d love to see them later.”

“Good idea,” I say. “And count how many there are, and let us know. And how many with green heads.”

“Those are the male ducks,” Piper says. “They’re called drakes. And the females are hens. And I know you’re trying to get rid of me, so you can talk. But I really want to hear what you’re saying. What book is that?”

“Please,” I say to her.

Whitney nods. “Please.”

Piper hesitates, pursing her lips. “I guess so,” she says, and then she trots away. I have either sent Piper to her doom or to safety. But with Bea still disturbingly gone, I am as much Piper’s mother as anyone right now. How does any mother ever know the correct answers?

I thought I could predict the endings of things, but scanning my father’s words now, the paragraph Whitney has pointed to, I know I was wrong. None of us can predict the ending of anything. All we can rely on, all we can control, are our own best instincts, our own experiences, and our own responsibilities. And our love.

“Go ahead and read that paragraph out loud to us, Eliza,” Whitney says. “But first, to bring you up to date, Margaret.” She seems to emphasize the name.

Wait. How does Whitney know who Margaret is again? Probably my father told her. Maybe they even met.

“This is the manuscript of your brother-in-law Gideon’s true crime book,” Whitney is saying. “I’m sure you’ve heard of it.”

“There weren’t any copies of that.” Margaret’s face is as sullen as Logan’s.

“Well, obviously, not true,” Whitney says. “Since this is one. And there is at least one more. Well, two.”

“It was never published. So who cares?”

“Indeed. But as Eliza reads, please remember this is about a serial killer. A serial killer who has confessed to unspeakably—” She pauses. “One of his victims in the book is Caroline Carretella. Though he did not confess to her death. Does that name sound familiar at all? Yes? Caroline was my goddaughter.”

Margaret starts to say something, and Logan, too.

“No. Stop. Go ahead, Eliza,” Whitney instructs them, then me. “Read from the top of the page until the end. Please read it out loud. Gideon had shared his research with me, and we went to the police, and then, he wrote this, the very last section. And soon after, he died in a plane crash.”

The words blur in front of me, as the world rearranges and resettles. I feel Logan’s eyes on me, and Aunt Margaret’s. I swallow, hard, and begin.

“ ‘She tries to stop me, and sometimes she does.’ Leo Gray fidgeted in the fraying web-backed folding chair, tilting its aluminum legs. The call of a loon floated from over the pond, and the stand of white 
pines shuddered in the sunset breeze. ‘She knows my rages, and she knows the unfairness of the world. But I do love her, whatever that means, and I try for her. And our son. She says I can still save my soul. And our son’s. And she says, she will never rest until my soul is avenged.’ ”

I have to pause for a moment, taking this in. My voice may never work again.

“Go on, Eliza,” Whitney says.

“This is crap.” Logan has clamped his arms across his chest.

Margaret is silent, watching me.

“Go on, Eliza,” Whitney says again. “There’s only a bit more in the manuscript we need to hear now.”

I take a deep breath, and continue.

“ ‘Their little town, and all the others nearby, had lived in fear of a faceless threat, warning their daughters and locking their doors, as the homicidal wraith dubbed the Greylock Killer had started and stopped, started and stopped, almost making them all believe—all pray—he’d moved away. Until it happened again. And again.

“ ‘One more question, Leo,’ he was asked. ‘What does she mean by avenge?’

“ ‘That’s her story to tell,’ came the solemn reply. ‘And she’s very, very patient.’ ”

A loon calls through the silent sky, eerily parallel to the manuscript, a proof of proximity in place, if not in time, and I am grateful that Piper is by the pond, away from this crushing and pivotal moment for Logan. It crosses my mind, ridiculously, that my father was not a very good writer, but good enough to tell a story. And this one, his very first story, was an indictment. Which Whitney—a full and invested partner—pushed him to write.

“How did you avenge him, Margaret?” Whitney breaks the silence. “Of course Gideon wrote this before your close friend Leo was arrested.”

Close friend? Leo? This Margaret? My Margaret?

“Gideon called me right after he did this interview. He told me the two of them used to talk by the garage, behind this very house,” Whitney continues. “At first, when they’d started, he thought Leo was spreading gossip, information he’d picked up around town. And that was helpful for the book. But soon he wondered why Leo seemed to—forgive the cliché—know too much. So Gid asked him about it, and pushed him and pushed him, and eventually showed him the green twine he’d found in the garage. Gid even lied, told Leo that the police had done DNA testing. That the results proved it was him. That’s when Leo revealed the truth about you, Margaret. Thinking it would make him back off. But instead, Gideon used you to get him to confess. Told him if he didn’t, your life would be ruined, too. Because of you, Leo finally told the truth. Which you already knew. Your lover was a murderer. A killer. A monster.”

“Don’t listen to this, Eliza.” Margaret steps closer to me.

I’m hugging the book, a shield. Her lover?

Logan points at Aunt Margaret. “Don’t say anything, Mother.”
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Logan darts closer to Margaret, grips her upper arm, so hard I can see his knuckles whiten.

Mother?

He’s taller, towering over her. “They don’t know anything,” he says. “They can’t prove anything. And they can’t arrest you for hating someone—there’s nothing illegal about hate.”

Her son, I gasp to realize, Logan is her son. And Leo Gray, the murderer, is his father. And he’s now trying to prevent both his mother’s life and his own from crashing and burning.

Crashing. And burning.

Survivors: two.

I can almost smell the aviation fuel, now, that deadly pungent scent from years ago, in a wave of realization and remembrance and horror. My Margaret is Logan’s mother. All the horror and deception that entails. All the loss. All the grief.

My past rearranges itself again, showing me the truth. Margaret’s fondness for the Cove, her proximity to Leo Gray, their similar 
ages. My mother’s disinterest in, even disdain for, her sister; Margaret, the unsuccessful one, the boring one, the ordinary one. Back in Brookline, we’d lose track of her for stretches of time. But that was Margaret, we thought. Out of sight, out of mind. To our disastrous detriment.

That’s why she kept coming back to the Cove. That’s why she insisted on returning after the crash. Not because she was fond of our cottage. But because her son and lover lived here. Because she wanted to be with them. She had a parallel life. And we had no idea.

“What does ‘avenge’ mean, Margaret?” I hold up the manuscript.

“What do you think, Eliza?”

Logan darts across the grass, grabs at the book, tries to rip it from my hands.

I fight back, twisting my body, countering his strength with my determination. “No!” I cry, holding on to the evidence, holding on to the story that reveals reality.

“Let him have it,” Whitney says, stepping forward. “These two will need something to read behind bars.”

“Bullshit. We’re leaving. And you can keep that thing.” Logan turns, sneering, tosses the manuscript to Whitney. “It’s nothing but trash. Like you are.”

Margaret is focused on me, like a predatory mythical creature who might burst into flames at any moment. I touch the phone in my pocket. Should I call the police? If the cell service even works.

“Your father sent the love of my life to prison.” Hate fills Margaret’s voice, it shimmers with its own heat. “Poor Leonard did everything for you, everything for your family, carted your wood and raked your leaves and cleaned your gutters. Washed the bird crap from your cars. But he was the only man who ever loved me for me.” Margaret presses her lips together, as if she’s trying not to cry. “And your mother,” she finally goes on.

“My mother what? She was your sister.”

“Exactly! And when I told her I was pregnant, I was so happy! And she—my own sister!—told me to get rid of it. I can still hear her saying that exact word. ‘It.’ ” Her face darkens with the bitter memory. “To shut her up, I said I would. And she actually believed me, never asked about it again. As if I would do such a thing. Didn’t you wonder why I was never around?”

“Mother, I’m telling you. Stop talking.” Logan’s voice comes from the depths of his twisted soul, dark and foul. “We’re going now. Mom, get in the car.”

She ignores him. I’m her only target. As if everyone else has vanished.

“Your father showed me that damn book he wrote, from day one. Presented it like it was some trophy. He didn’t know, at first, about me and Leo. We’d kept that secret all these years, easy enough. Gideon didn’t notice anything about anyone’s life but his own.”

“But all those poor girls, their families. He would have kept—”

“He didn’t mean to do it! He gets … angry.” Her voice cuts through the summer morning like a gash in the firmament. “We had to protect him. We gave him alibis, even for your precious Caroline, and everyone believed us.”

I hear Whitney gasp. “Caroline,” she whispers, holding the manuscript close. “You bastard.”

“Until that damn book,” Margaret goes on, pointing to it. “Then it all went to hell. Because of your father.”

“My father only—”

“Let her talk.” Whitney puts a hand on my shoulder, stopping me. “Accessory after the fact. Told you he had help.”

Margaret’s face changes, terrifyingly. As if she’s picturing something. “My poor Leo never had one moment of peace in that prison. People knew he was the Greylock, how do you think that would go? He only endured it for me, and for Logan—he knew how much we still loved him, and needed him. After that plane crash, at least I had money, but only as long as I could bear to stay with you. You selfish girls, who managed, ridiculously, to survive it. Talk about Remembrance Day. Every time I went to that damn cemetery, I remembered how your father destroyed my family. At least I could visit my Leo, you girls never cared I was gone, and Logan and I could try to live out here in peace. All I could think of was getting you two out of my way. I only had to be patient. Wait for my moment.”

“How could you bear that reality? Everyone knew—”

She flips a palm, dismissive. “I didn’t care what anyone else thought. When that idiot Kyle Lennix finally bolted from your self-centered sister, I knew I could have it all. The key was Piper. With her mother dead, and her father—not even her real father—out of the picture, all the Ramsey money would go to her. And wouldn’t it be perfect? What I had done for you, I could step in and do for Piper.”

Her mother dead. Margaret had said those words, almost as if she didn’t know she was saying them. All the money would go to Piper. Piper. Who is down by the pond, alone.

“Bea is dead?” My words come out a whisper.

Whitney comes closer. “No. I don’t believe that. Everything will be fine.”

How could everything be even close to fine? Because—Bea. “Her mother’s dead?”

“Leo told me two wrongs don’t make a right. Told me to leave you people alone. He’d get parole, he was sure, and we’d be free.” She pushes the hair from her face, a savage gesture, destructive. “So much for that idea.”

“But he killed—”

“Now he’s gone, too. Because Gideon Ramsey—and you”—she points to Whitney—“as much as killed him. And now? I make my own decisions.”

Margaret pauses, her face steel and ice. “When you called me about wanting the key, Eliza, I thanked the Lord. He had brought you and Bea and Piper to Mallard Cove, exactly as I prayed. He had brought you to me.”

Her expression is—triumphant. I stare at her in the sudden stillness, searching for a description. Cat and canary. She’s killed Bea.

That’s got to be why Margaret is so arch. So confident.

Because it’s too late.

Margaret has already done something with Bea. And that text from Thissell—and Piper’s snapshot—prove it was Margaret at my apartment, and probably Logan with her. If we had gone inside, they both would have been waiting for us. She knew about Floppy. That was her evil signal, leaving him outside the door.

I was right to take Piper and run.

“What have you done with my sister?” I step closer to Margaret, make my voice a harsh whisper, glad I don’t have that knife I left inside. There’s no more room in my life for violence.

But no. I could make room. I grab her arm.

“Margaret. What have you done with Bea?”
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When I hear the sirens, at first I’m not quite sure if they’re in my head or if they’re real. But then there’s scattering gravel and a relentless earsplitting wail, and a quartet of gray-and-white Cheshire Police cars screams into our driveway and onto the front yard.

Margaret wrenches herself away from me. Stares, slack-jawed, at the arriving cars.

But—Logan whirls. Lunges toward the thick and gloomy woods, full of twisty paths he knows all too well. And heads in the direction of Mallard Cove Pond.

Toward Piper. She’s out there alone. I sent her there.

“Go, Logan!” Margaret shrieks. “Run!”

I race after him, fast as I can, I have to stop him, even as I hear the cruiser doors open and slam close, and footsteps as cops emerge and sprint across the grass.

“Grab him!” I hear Whitney yell at them.

One cop catches up with Logan just at the edge of the first row of pines.

“Get back, ma’am,” she commands me, and as I obey, she drags him back toward the yard. Logan is writhing in her grasp, a captured animal, trying to twist away. Failing.

Another cop has grabbed Margaret. She’s in tears, sobbing, but perfectly postured. Chin up, she shifts her shoulders, as if steeling herself, and handcuffs are clicked on.

“Good,” Whitney whispers as I join her again. Touches my back in solidarity. “Finally.”

In one swift move, the cop yanks Logan’s arm up behind his back, and Logan winces at the pain, spitting obscenities as he’s subdued, wrangled into place. He gets handcuffs, too.

“Margaret Granby. Logan Granby. You’re both under arrest for two counts of breaking and entering, and grand theft,” one officer is saying. “You have the right—”

Logan’s captor is joined by another cop and they both escort him away after their rights are completed; he’s still struggling, his Nikes making furrows in the dew-damp grass. Bea, I yearn to ask him, what have you done with Bea?

Margaret’s police escort has one hand clamped to my aunt’s arm. But Margaret, cuffed, stands her ground, glaring at me, eyes wild with her passion.

“Your father ruined my life.” Margaret’s words are a curse, a proclamation. Her essential belief system, the core of her soul. “Took it from me. Everything I loved.”

“Where is Bea?” I cannot let her be taken away without giving me the answer. “What have you done with her?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know.” Margaret smiles at me, a feral cat with a mouse, mocking. I can almost see her mind spinning as her emotions crash into each other, her world in collapse. The police officer holding her is watching, listening; I can tell she’s trying to decide what to do. Whether to drag Margaret away, or let her talk.

Right now, Margaret needs to talk. About Bea.

Breaking and entering, the cops had said. Understood, into my apartment. But grand larceny? They hadn’t taken anything, I’d been told. More important right now—they hadn’t been charged with abduction. Or murder. And that’s all I care about.

This is the critical moment.

“I would like to know,” I say, matching her tone. “Where is Bea?” I punch my hands into my sweatpants pockets, as if daring her. I see Whitney exchange glances with the officer, and the officer nods, holds her in place. “Tell me.”

“Bea? You both were supposed to die in that plane crash.” Margaret’s wrists are encircled in those silvery cuffs, links of the metal chain between them catching the sunlight. “All of you were supposed to die. You know? That day was my personal Ramsey Remembrance Day. Remembering what Gideon Ramsey did to my husband. Water in the gas tank was all it took. I assisted on the preflight check, remember? And I said it all looked fine. Which was absolutely true. I watched you taxi away. And I could not wait for you all to be wiped off the face of the earth.”

Supposed to die? The world falls silent, utterly silent, and then I hear Whitney gasp, or maybe that’s me, or maybe that’s the universe, releasing the pent-up energy of a festering evil secret. Simmering revenge, boiling over. Heat and light.

Margaret caused—Margaret tried to kill us all. She engineered that plane crash. She killed my father—and her own sister—and intended to murder us, too. I try to picture that, her intent, her obsession, her blazing consuming anger at those she felt had ignored her, dismissed her, prevented her from being—happy. When violence meets violence, even more violence is the result.

My parents—both of whom had spent their lives seeking justice—were the victims. Bea and I were innocent teenagers. But Margaret had schemed to kill us all. Wipe us off the face of the earth, she had said.

“You heard that,” I say to the officer. I’m surprised at the confidence in my voice. “You heard that, right?”

“We all heard that,” Whitney says.

The police officer begins to lead her away, but Margaret twists back to face us. Her expression is infinitely malevolent.

“Off the face of the earth.” She draws out the words, a threatening hiss. “I still can’t wait. Every Remembrance Day reminds me that I still have work to do. Because I still remember.”

“What have you done with Bea?” I call after her as she stumbles away. The police officer steadies her, but Margaret does not answer. “Tell me!”

But there are only the sounds of footsteps, and revving car engines, the squawk of police radios, and the undercurrent of buzzing insects.

And now I see Piper, out of the corner of my eye, running toward us. How much did she hear? But she must see Margaret being led away, and all those police officers, and the handcuffs.

“Aunt Eliza? What happened?” She grasps my arm, standing close, and I can feel her trembling. “Why are there police? Is it about my mother? Is my mom okay?”

Whitney is watching us, letting me handle it.

“This is too scary,” Piper goes on, her voice a whisper. “I heard Margaret say scary things. But what did they mean?”

“I agree, honey, she’s very scary.” I turn her to me. Her face is drawn and worried, her eyes begging for reassurance. “And she says things that aren’t true. That’s what scary people do. She’s trying to make us be afraid, but we are brave, aren’t we?”

Piper nods, silent. “I guess so,” she finally whispers. “I’m trying my best.”

I refuse to tell her not to worry—that would be futile, and even dismissive. But if this is Piper’s plane crash, her life changing forever, I will try to delay that as much as I can. This is not the time to admit to this child that her mother may be gone forever. She has already been through too many wrenching changes. I cannot face it, I cannot say it, I cannot share it. And I will not.

How can getting the answer to a question I’ve asked every minute of the last eleven years come packaged with such devastating baggage?

“Can I go get a drink of water?” Piper asks.

“Of course, honey. I’ll be right in.”

Whitney hands her the manuscript. “And will you take this inside for me? Put it somewhere safe?”

Poor thing. As she trots away, manuscript in her arms, I predict the drink of water is code for a meeting with Floppy and Hopper. I’ll take care of you, I silently promise her.

“Margaret will get a good lawyer, like Leo did, and deny her confession later,” Whitney is saying. “But we all heard it. We’re all witnesses. You and I, Eliza. And the cops. Margaret seemed to feel some venomous pride while telling you—but she certainly must regret that incriminating outburst now. I’m afraid we’ll have to testify in court, though.” She shakes her head, grimaces, as if playing it out. “Maybe even our brave Piper, I fear.”

“Well, maybe not.” I put my hand back into my sweatpants pocket, pull out my phone. “I recorded the whole thing. Even what Margaret said about Bea being dead. I got the idea from Piper.”

“Very clever,” Whitney says. “Inadmissible in court, but powerful.” And now she’s tapping at her own phone, looking frustrated. “I’m sorry, I know we need to think about Bea, but I’m texting Caroline’s mother. Trying to, at least. This is what we’ve been waiting for since—since forever. Margaret admitted that Leo killed Caroline. That’s definitive proof. Now, finally, we know what happened to her. Gay has an end for her story now, and she’ll be able to imagine her daughter at peace. And you have one answer, too, at least. I only hope we find Bea soon.”

“Bea and I always believed the crash was deliberate. There’s no such thing as an accident.” I take a deep breath, watching Whitney send her poignant message, and think of that day on the Northampton airport tarmac, the light and the heat. The smoke. Even the Mallard Cove air smells different now; it’s—new. The air has cleared. That chapter of our lives, at least, is closed. Next Remembrance Day will be different.

I hope Bea will be with us.
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The cops have deposited Margaret and Logan into the back seats of separate police cruisers. Two other gray-and-whites flank them, windows open. As Whitney continues to type on her phone, I can see people inside of the other cars, backup cops, no doubt. Margaret and her son—her son!—in handcuffs, and under arrest. Whitney and I, and even Piper, watched the drama unfold. Talk about true crime. Talk about endings. Breaking and entering, I understand that. But grand theft of what, I still wonder.

The reality weighs heavy in the bright Berkshire morning. Margaret killed my parents. And tried to kill me and Bea in the same crash. Hoped to kill us. I have no Floppy and Hopper for comfort and grounding. I only have myself. And—maybe—Whitney.

I still can’t wait, Margaret had hurled the menacing words at us, her face dark as the furies. In thunder, lightning or in rain, I could almost hear her say. I still can’t wait; those had been her actual parting words.

Can’t wait for what?

My entire vision of the world is tumbling, changing shapes and colors like a kaleidoscope. Yes, the Mallard Cove cottage is still behind me, wildflowers and rain barrel and the blue front door, and behind that, the ancient forest, trees that saw the world before humans brought their conflicts and tools and flying machines and money and death. And Mallard Cove Pond itself behind that, loons and egrets as always, a soaring hawk. Nature, persisting, as if none of this happened. But it all did, just not in the way I had believed. And nothing will ever be the same.

“You okay, Eliza?” Whitney’s studying me now. The cruisers’ engines rev, and the officers seem to be comparing notes, or maybe radioing in their reports. “As okay as you can be? I know what Margaret said, but I cannot believe Bea is dead. She was flailing. Threatening.”

“No.” I feel the sunlight leave my life forever. “Not okay. I am beyond worried. She meant it.”

“I’m worried, too, I have to admit.” Whitney shakes her head. “I couldn’t sleep last night, not at all, for worrying. Leo killed himself, and then Bea was missing, and it was all too connected to be a coincidence.”

“They’ll find out what those two have done with Bea, won’t they? In time?”

Whitney’s looking at her phone again, tapping at the screen. “Let me see what I can find,” she says. “Somebody must know something. Except this so-called cell service will be the end of me.”

And now, even drenched in fear about Bea, I’m remembering Whitney’s words from earlier. “Whitney? You told me the plane crash was your fault. But it wasn’t. You were wrong. Margaret confessed she caused it.”

Whitney stops her attempts at messaging, looks down at her black flats. When she brings her eyes to mine, they are welling with tears.

“It is, though. My fault. I could have ignored Gideon’s manuscript. It was only a partial when I got it, unfinished, but already so devastatingly authentic. I debated what to do, whether I was overreacting, and finally called Caroline’s mother. And after she read it—Gay and I agreed I should encourage your father to find out more. I pushed him. I even told him the book would be a big bestseller if he could reveal the killer. I am so sorry, Eliza.”

She pauses, laces her hands together. Takes a deep breath. “Your father’s book flew too close to the truth. And it killed him. And your mother. And put you and your sister through hell. And I am so immensely, completely, infinitely sorry.”

Talk about a book as a weapon.

“You did what you had to do.” I hear the finality in my own voice. Tears come to my eyes, but I don’t brush them away. My father had written his truth. Same as in his life as a physicist, searching for the answers.

“My poor dad.” I finally get my voice to work again. “You know, true crime investigation is exactly like physics.”

“Like physics?”

“Yeah. Cause and effect. The search for the truth. And in physics, there are always answers, you simply have to solve for them. What could be more like putting together the puzzle pieces of a murder mystery?”

“Which is what Gideon and I did.” Whitney’s voice has a hush to it, a tone I have never heard. “But the police needed the legal ending, too.”

“You had no other choice,” I go on. I cannot change the past. But what Whitney did changed the future. “Leonard Gray confessed, and he would have murdered more people. You certainly saved lives.”

We lock eyes, full of complicated grief.

“Not enough lives, Eliza. Two more, precious ones, were lost before it ended. And I will never forget it.”

“But what if Bea is gone, too?” I whisper. “What if she’s the final victim of the Greylock Killer?”

Whitney and I stand, silent for a beat, in the soft morning sunshine, and then hear the low rumble of engines as the police cruisers carrying Margaret and Logan, mother and son, pull away, carrying their secrets with them. And their crimes.

“I’m so sorry, Eliza,” she says. “There is nothing we can do now but trust the police.”

Today is its own Remembrance Day. It’s a day that revealed my life’s personal truths, but also a larger truth; that even after our individual stories seem to end, they never do. Our stories continue, each connected to the last.

“My texts are failing, so I’ll go inside and check on Piper,” Whitney says as the cruisers with the Granbys inside vanish from sight. “But—Eliza?”

Her face has an odd expression. “What?” I ask. But she’s walking toward the house. “What?” I call after her.

She stops. Turns. And points a forefinger.

I swivel to see what she’s showing me.

The back door of one of the remaining police cars is opening. And someone is getting out of the back seat.
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It’s Bea.

And now I’m running.

I skid to a stop, staring at her. “What are you doing here?”

And I know that’s not exactly the right thing to ask, but it’s Bea.

It’s Bea. Wearing a watermelon-pink sundress and rosy lipstick and Jackie O sunglasses and for all purposes looking, as she saunters across the lawn, as if she emerged from a spa, and not the back of a Cheshire Police cruiser.

She wiggle-finger waves at the cops as one of the cruisers pulls away. A thousand questions still separate my sister and me. But she’s not kidnapped, not a hostage, not dead.

“Hi, little sis,” she says. “How’d you like my chauffeurs? I’ve never ridden in a cop car with sirens. They told me to wait inside until they were finished.” She looks at me, concerned. “You okay? It’s all so disgusting. Is Piper all right?”

Chauffeur? Siren? Me okay? She’s not murdered, trapped, or on the run. But she has clearly lost her mind. A crow squawks, and raucously flaps away above the evergreens, as shocked at the turn of events as I am.

“Me okay? Where were you? I was terrified! Yes, yes, Piper’s fine.” I wave my arms, flailing my hands, gesturing my bafflement. “But Beez! Are you okay? I called you, texted you, a billion times. Why didn’t you come get Piper? Why were you in a police car?”

She rips off her sunglasses, and opens her mouth. But nothing comes out, and I can see she is thinking the same thing about me that I’m thinking about her—that I’ve totally lost my grip on reality.

“Why didn’t I come get—because you”—she jabs a forefinger at me—“you told me not to!”

“I did not! I never! You said Monday, and you didn’t come to Remembrance Day, and I texted you again and again.” We’re bickering now, the same tone as we’ve bickered in for all these years, and I remind myself that three minutes ago, I was convinced she was dead. Happy to bicker with her forever, if it means she’s safe. But why would she do this to Piper? And me?

I slam my fists onto my hips. “I never ever said that to you.”

Bea tilts her head back and forth, reconsidering. Then twists her hair up, lets it fall back across her shoulders.

“Well, okay, not you, directly, told me, but Margaret. She called me and said that you and Piper had decided you wanted to be at the cemetery alone, and wanted a few more days together, and did I mind, and she told me to go to the spa on Monday.”

“The spa? Monday?” I feel like a parrot, repeating meaningless words. Monday, that was written on the legal pad in her study. As if she were taking notes. “The spa?”

“Yeah. The spa. Eez? Where I always go. Serenity Ranch. Check-in is at twelve thirty. Margaret gave me her new phone number, and said I should relax. Put my mail on hold and wait to hear from her, or you. And yeah, we hadn’t connected in a while, you know she reappears in our lives when she feels like it. She made a big deal about how I needed to take some healing time for myself; how smart I was to get rid of Kyle. She called the spa people today and told them to tell me to meet you and Pipe here at the cottage. Like a reunion, like starting over. She said that’s what you wanted. Where’s Piper, though? She’s fine, right? Did she even miss me?”

“On Remembrance Day? You were at the spa?” I’m still trying to untangle this.

“Margaret told me to! That it was your idea! You and she were giving a gift to me, your treat, of ‘me time,’ she called it. Besides, I remember Dad and Mom every day, don’t you? We don’t need to remind ourselves. But I did it for you. And Piper. Is she inside, by the way? And, hey, thank you for the gift of time. I was pretty grateful for it, I have to say.”

“I never—” Wait. We have debated on Bea’s whereabouts so intently that we have forgotten what I just heard. “Beez. Did you hear what Margaret said? About the crash?”

But Bea is still talking. “So I was at the spa, I told you, no devices, it’s part of the deal. They take all your electronics from you, lock them away. I haven’t had my cell since Monday.”

“But you called me back!”

“What? Oh, I get it. No, that wasn’t me. That was the spa staff. You’d called a spa number. They told me the connection was terrible, but they could make out that you said you were here. Which was the plan, I figured, so all fine. And they explained to you how I had to check my phone.”

“That’s the most ridiculous—” Oh. Check the phone. Not that I was supposed to check my phone, but that Bea had to check hers. And Logan must have labeled the spa number as BL. Where he could reach Bea.

“Margaret said she was out of town,” Bea goes on. “Like she always is, and she couldn’t come to Remembrance Day anyway, and we know how Piper adores you, and since I’d packed her cemetery dress—”

“Yes, exactly, why did you do that?”

“Oh, Piper had laid it on the bed, she’s in love with it, and I was crazy busy and put it in. Whatever, if you were a mom, you’d understand.”

Speaking of clothes. “Do you know about your closet?” I wince, have to ask.

“Yeah, yikes, the police told me. Apparently Colleen the gardener—did you ever meet her?—was at Sara Kalinsky’s this morning. You know the Kalinskys. And told Sara she’d seen Margaret and some tall guy drive in and walk out with my stuff! I mean, Colleen knew who Margaret was, and thought it was no big deal. Sara disagreed, and called the Brookline cops—she had their number since apparently they had been there? And those cops identified their car, and called Cheshire …” She shrugs. “A charge of grand larceny for Margaret and Logan. Those clothes are super-expensive, that’s for sure. But they’re insured. You know Kyle. Anyway. That’s it.”

Is it?

“No, it isn’t!” I shake my head. “There’s so much more. There was a note in the mailbox, and—” I stop, replaying the whole thing. All Margaret, I realize. All. Margaret. She knew Bea’s alarm code, and changed it. Wrote the “stop looking for me” note. Even, I bet, drove by me on Chatham Street that day in that dark sedan.

But why?

And why take Bea’s clothing?

“Mommy!” Piper is flying across the lawn.

“Woo-hoo, you perfect child,” Bea calls out, and turns toward her daughter, radiant.

“Beez,” I say quickly, grabbing her arm, before Piper arrives. “Did you know about Dad’s book? What it was? Did you know Margaret was Logan’s mother? With Leo? What he did? What she did?”

Bea’s eyes flare, she clearly hadn’t known previously, not any of it, but even so, she looks as if a thousand dark memories have returned.

I cannot come up with the right words to handle this. But we need to face it. Piper is already beyond the penguin and moving past the rain barrel.

“And that she killed—?” I cannot say it. I have to whisper. “Did you hear her? She killed Mom and Dad. And tried to kill us.”

A shadow crosses Bea’s face, and not from the sun. Beautiful Beatrice, I remember Dad calling her. She looks, suddenly, like the weight of the universe is on her shoulders.

“I heard it all, every bit of it, from the back of the police car,” she whispers. “I never ever—ever—no matter how much Margaret and I argued—” She pauses, and I don’t blame her that she can’t figure out what to say.

Words have changed us all, and failed us all, and saved us all.

Now Piper is flinging herself into Bea’s arms, and both of them are laughing and crying, it’s hard to tell. Bea tries to explain to her daughter where she was, as I finally understand that the answer I thought I needed—why Bea was missing—wasn’t actually the main plot of my story.

I should have been searching for the ending of a different story. The story of why my parents died. Were murdered. I need to accept that impossible word. Murdered.

And Bea and I were meant to be victims, too.

Does having an answer make the ending happy? Is knowing the truth enough?

Now I realize, as I watch mother and daughter, and a single hawk playing hide-and-seek with the clouds, that there must be more endings to come.






73


“We need to talk.” Bea mouths the words to me over Piper’s head. The way her daughter is clinging to her, it seems unlikely that she’ll ever let go. “Pipe, can you get some loosestrife for us, and some Queen Anne’s lace? Snap off the stems, you know how. And make a pretty bouquet for us. I’ll put it on Insta.”

“How many?” Piper looks pleased with this assignment. Then plunks her fists on her hips. “I know you guys want to say stuff without me, but that’s okay. I’m so glad you’re here, Mom.”

“I am too, Peeps. Eleven of each, exactly like you,” Bea says, and Piper dashes off toward the wildflowers. It should be a sweet little sight, bucolic and storybook safe, a meadow of green under a sparkling sky, but it is far from that.

“I hate Mallard Cove sometimes. Don’t you?” Bea says exactly what I am thinking.

“Yeah, I do. But you come here all the time, Piper told me?”

“Yeah, Kyle loved it. Fishing and whatever. And it’s restful, and I’m happy that Piper knows about the pond frogs, and the names of the flowers, and she’s not dodging the Brookline traffic.”

“Your clothes are here, lucky for me.” I gesture to indicate what I’m wearing. “And all that jewelry. And the green box.”

“The jewelry is costume, Eez, it’s the Berkshires. My good stuff is at the bank. But the fakes work for my posts. Outdoorsy clothes, Tanglewood concert attire, a literary day at The Mount. The green box, yeah. Dad’s. Copies of stuff, if I remember. No idea what’s in it.”

I’ll tell her, at some point. But for now, Bea is back and safe. Whitney is inside, and not a complete monster. And Margaret and Logan—I can’t get my head around that—are off to the police department or wherever they take suspected thieves and murderers. This won’t be the last we hear from them, but at least they can never harm us again.

“Why do you think Margaret took them?” I still can’t figure that out. “Your Brookline clothes.”

Bea makes a face. “Probably wanted to convince everyone, especially you, that I was an unfit mother. That I’d abandoned my daughter.”

“I did kinda think that, I have to say,” I admit. The police thought so, too, I don’t say. “Briefly. Still. Why would she do that?”

“Because she hates me, Eliza. Have you never noticed that? She hates me, and has tried to ruin my life for years. It’s such—a long story. And it’s all over now.” She draws a deep breath, and her eyes go skyward, and I can almost see my sister’s memories, share them, the heat and smoke and fire, and the loss. “Eliza—” she begins.

“I know,” I say. “But here comes Piper.”

“Mom! I got exactly eleven, like you said.” Piper trots toward us, arms full of flowers, embracing the spindly green stems, the lacy white petals touching her cheeks.

Bea smiles down on her. “Wonderful, honey. Perfect. Now can you take those inside?”

“Maybe Whitney can help you put them in water,” I say, contributing to this get-rid-of-Piper-so-we-can-talk tactic. “And then show her your airplane book. She loves books.”

“And you’ll be here, Mom?”

“Of course, honey. Aunt Eliza and I will be inside in three minutes,” Bea says. “You keep track. Come get us if we’re one second late.”

We watch Piper jog away. The sun is lifting higher, and the leaves of the trees rearrange themselves around us. The birds twitter, the wildflowers sway, and I look again at our little cottage.

There’s a constant murmur the whole of Mallard Cove makes, a combination of wind and insects and creatures in the forest. I think of the human creatures who’d lurked in the dense woods nearby, and in our backyard, and shudder, imagining our narrow escapes, and the fragility of life, and Whitney’s goddaughter. I loved this place when I was a child, but now it feels indelibly tainted. I’ve learned so much since yesterday, enough to know I’ll never come back.

“What did you mean by Piper’s airplane book?” Bea is asking.

I explain, and Bea’s face collapses in sorrow. “Oh my God, that’s heartbreaking.”

“Yeah. But the cause of our plane crash is not in any book.”

We stand for a moment, letting it all sink in. “You know I would never leave Piper again, never.” Bea hugs me, quickly, then lets go. “Thanks for taking care of her. She’s my only daughter.”

“You were lucky to find her.” I frown, replaying. “But what do you mean, ‘again’? Never leave Piper again, you said. Like this week, you mean? You didn’t leave her.”

Bea’s expression is one I’ve never seen before. She adjusts the belt of her sundress, fusses with her sunglasses. “Remember I had that crush on Logan?”

I wince. “That’s so cringe now.”

“Tell me about it. And Mom kept demanding I keep away from him. Back then I was so mad at her about that. So mad. But Eez. I have to tell you—”

“Are you kidding me? No way. You didn’t—you couldn’t have—”

“No. Not that. But when I went back to college, I got pregnant, Eliza. I was so dumb, and so young. I was a senior, and I had to tell someone, and I was gonna tell Mom, but Aunt Margaret saw me crying, and she was super-sweet, which really surprised me. She warned me Mom would be enraged, and judgmental—you know Mom, and probate court, and all. And she said Dad would never look at me the same way. And she told me I had to give the baby up. Ordered me to. She got really harsh about it.” She looks down, at her pink-polished toes in her delicate sandals. “But it was too late to do anything else. I had no choice.”

Exactly like what my mother told Margaret about her pregnancy. As if I would do such a thing, Margaret had said. Violence begets violence. Cause and effect.

“She handled it all,” Bea is saying, “and she told me if I let my baby go, she promised she’d never tell. What can I say, Eliza, I was not married, I was too young, my parents—”

I try to envision it. Piper is inside the cottage now, cannot hear us. “But Bea—you could not have hidden that! I mean—”

“I was away at college, right? And you all never saw me. Didn’t you all ever wonder why I didn’t come home for the holidays? Why I looked so strange at graduation, kept my robe on? Even on that airplane. I was still—well, you could still tell. It had all just happened. Margaret had taken Piper away. And I had to pretend to be happy. Later, people figured I was crying about something else. Like you.”

I can picture her back then, and she’s right. I’d assumed she was crying about Mom and Dad, we both were. Who’d have thought anything else?

“Oh, I’m so sorry,” I begin, a whisper, putting my hands to my chest, feeling the beating of my own heart, “that must have been …” But I cannot come up with a word.

“Yeah,” she says. “It was.”

In the silence, with the sun shining full force and the fragrance of pine trees and trying to comprehend the unpredictable unknowable chapters of our lives, I try to imagine how that must feel. Wonder whether Bea is haunted by the possibility, the reality, that her biological child is out there somewhere, essentially the same age as Piper. There’s no way to ask about that, to ask if the ghost of a missing unknown baby comes to her in her dreams, whether she sees that child in Piper’s face.

Piper, the replacement daughter.

But I have to say something more. In solidarity, in sisterhood. Some tragedy also befell Piper, after all, or she would not have been up for adoption. And Bea offered her a new life. A happy ending.

“I always thought it was so brave of you to adopt a child,” I finally tell her, touching her shoulder. “After what happened, even more so.”

Bea pulls away, then turns back to me, hands clasped under her chin, as if in confession. “No, Eliza. No. Piper is the child I gave up. Piper is the child I got back. Piper is my baby. My daughter.”
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I am officially out of the endings business. My superpower has left me, and at this moment, I am infinitely grateful for that. I could never have imagined this, not ever, and it makes me wonder if any of us understand what “happy ending” even means. There are things in the universe we cannot predict, and who knows what happiness is.

I stand by myself in the front yard, speechless.

Bea has gone off to tell the police officer who brought her here that she’s fine now, and staying with me. I watched her stride across the front lawn, all pink dress and secrets, thinking about all the things we know about each other, and all the things we don’t. Sisters, yet strangers, both at the same time.

Piper. Is Bea’s biological daughter. As Bea chats with the cop, I try to click the Rubik’s Cube into place, the dates, the ages, the timing. And, of course, it all fits. The very traits I had ascribed as being inherited from my father could as easily—had as easily—come from Bea.

I remember that day, the first day I ever saw Piper, cross-legged on our dining room floor rug, making the panda puzzle with Kyle. When Bea had told me her name, I had lashed out, shocked and hurt. But Bea had defended it, saying it was always Piper’s name, that she was not going to change it, that it was a legacy.

A legacy.

She’s shaken hands with the cop, and he’s backing up and driving away. Bea waves as he departs, taking a few quick steps back to avoid the gravel dust the cruiser kicks up. She’s smiling, now, as she walks back to me. My sister, who had her own secret story.

Even Piper’s name has a deeper meaning. When she was born, before the crash, the Piper Cherokee was a symbol of everything lovely; of us flying together, breaking all the earthly bounds, being a family. My father in the pilot seat, my mother navigating, Bea and I in the back, comparing notes or even quarreling, but still a family in the clouds embracing life.

“Bea?” I slide my arm through hers, and we walk toward the house. “How did you find her?”

“I looked for years, years! Even hired a detective. But one day, my investigator got a call. Turned out she’d been in a very nice foster home, though Margaret had done all she could to hide Piper’s background, lied about everything, even made a fake birth certificate that they’d then sealed as if it were real. But Piper was the right age, and there she was. Her name was even Piper. Why Margaret didn’t change that, who knows. Of course, she probably thought I would never try to find her. But, I mean, look at her. We did DNA.” She shrugs. “She’s my little girl.”

We stop, still a distance from the house. “Does Piper know?”

“Right now, this minute, no, she doesn’t. I’ll tell her, someday. But to admit that I’d given her up—that’ll be hard.”

I’m thinking about this, trying not to cry, the tragedy of it, and the triumph. Piper is safe inside with Whitney, I can finally relax about that. “Does Kyle know?” Oh. That’s what they were fighting about. “Oh. Is he her father?”

“No.” Bea shakes her head, bites her bottom lip, white teeth against bright lipstick. “He’s not. The father, a guy from school, who I briefly—you know what I mean—Quinn, his first name was, and I honestly didn’t ever know his last. And I only told Margaret about the pregnancy. The idea that she held that secret—it felt like she had such a power over me. She was always alluding to it, like any minute she would tell Kyle. And tell my followers. Secret baby.” She waggles her fingers, dramatically. “Big scandal.”

“But it’s not that big of a … Looking back on it now, I mean, you did something when you were much younger, and it was wrenching, but now—isn’t it a good thing? Wouldn’t Kyle be happy?”

“Kyle is Kyle,” Bea says. “What can I say. He’s a good guy, he truly is, and I love him. But finally I couldn’t stand it anymore, Margaret and her subtle threats, and I told him. Face-to-face, hoping he’d be happy. But he was—livid. Enraged. Explosive. He yelled at me, and I yelled back. I was so worried Piper would hear, I made us go outside. And he—walked out. I’m so sad he’s gone, and I secretly hope he’ll come back. Am I naive to think so? When he realizes? Anyway, I was going to tell you, too.”

She gestures at the pristine cottage, the sunlight filtering through the forest, the riot of fairytale wildflowers. “I thought this would be the perfect place to do it.”

“Bea, I’m so—”

“Mom!” I hear Piper’s upset-sounding voice, and she is running down the front stairs, Floppy and Hopper in arms, closing the door behind her, her feet bare, her face pale and concerned.

“I guess our three minutes are up,” I say. “Piper is very punctual. What a cutie. She really missed you, Beez.”

Piper stops as she reaches us, breathing hard, catching her breath. “Whitney went to get phone service by the pond, and I was reading my book. By the pretty candle Aunt Margaret lit.” She frowns, wrinkles her nose. “But Mom, the house smells funny. Really, really funny.”

I frown. “Smells funny? Like the scent of the candle?”

“Like a skunk?” Bea asks.

Piper tilts her head, considering. “No, kinda like—eggs?”

And when the sound comes, and the ground shakes, the noise is unlike anything I have ever heard, the heat and the light and the speed of it all, and Bea and I, together, as one and without coherent words, grab Piper, drag her, her feet probably not touching the ground, across the lawn and as fast and far away as we can go, and from the gravel strip of Mallard Cove Road, we stop, and turn—it is irresistible to fight the need to see, to witness—we turn to see our gray-shingled Mallard Cove cottage.

It is now a roaring torrent of flames.
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The glass windows, shattering and spraying like wild fireworks, uncontrolled and panicked, orange and yellow and blue exploding 
through the window frames and from under the eaves, the roof cracking and popping popping popping, shingles, incinerated, lofting themselves with heat and light into what was once the blue sky, now smoke-choked and clouded with huffs of black.

The front door gapes open, and then vanishes, devoured by the flames and now the roof is an open chimney, the roar of the conflagration reaching higher and higher, the sun muddled and obscure and blotted from view.

“Whitney’s not inside,” I gasp out the words as we run again. “Right, Piper? You’re sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure. She went down to the pond. I’m sure.”

We are on the gravel road now, arms wrapped around each other. I feel Piper shaking, and Bea, too, and my own face is hot from the flames, and the tears streaming down do nothing to extinguish the fear and pain and surprise.

Mallard Cove is gone, our house is gone, with a roar of infinite and irreparable finality.

My father’s book is gone and our memories are gone and the green box is gone, that place where our lives changed and where our childhood came and went, and our innocence, too, the dining room table where my father sat with Whitney Hart, writing the book that would change so many lives.

Gone gone gone, I think, gone. Gone like our parents, gone like that Piper Cherokee, gone in the same fire and the same smoke and the same toxic pungent unforgettable rush of heat and light and fire. And I hear sirens, in the far distance, the too-far distance, but it doesn’t matter now, this chapter is over; all I can think is one thing. All I can say out loud is one thing.

“Bea,” I whisper, pulling my precious family closer, “Margaret meant us to be inside, you and me and Piper. She meant to kill us all.”
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“You would have been killed, too, instantly,” I say to Whitney. “If you hadn’t gone out to call Caroline’s mom.” It feels strange to say it, such a cold statement of fact. And it still feels strange to be in my own apartment, as if I’d been gone for weeks and not days. A few Concentration cards had still been on the floor when I’d arrived.

Today I’d filled my mother’s favorite crystal pitcher with lemony mint iced tea, and now Whitney and I are perched at opposite ends of my chocolate leather couch, balancing our frosty glasses like proper ladies, and not colleagues who survived a domestic war zone.

“Mallard Cove, the ridiculous cell service, was good for once. It saved you.”

The town’s volunteer firefighters had arrived in record time, but there was not much they could do except soak the charred remains of what once was a cottage by the pond, and douse the nearby trees. The garage burned, too, and demolished Margaret’s car, and Whitney’s. And Logan’s. Mine was covered with ash, but it’ll live. And we had to give Sara the bad news about the airplane book, which met an ironic demise. We had learned why our particular plane crashed, even though it was not in Clemmie’s book.

In a way, our house at Mallard Cove was the Greylock’s final victim.

“Sorry about your car, though.”

“That was a mercy killing.” Whitney pushes up the sleeves of her white linen blouse, settles back into the curve of the couch. “That ancient thing was on its last legs. Wheels. But yes, Piper, too, would have been inside, if she hadn’t been wise enough to go out when she smelled the gas, even though she didn’t know what it was.”

Police told us Margaret had turned on the gas, barely, a slow release of the fumes, then lighted the candle. A literal time bomb.

“You heard her say ‘I still can’t wait,’ ” Whitney says. “That’s what she meant. The stuff of nightmares. Your Aunt Margaret and her—whatever he was. ‘Lover’ does not seem like the correct word.”

“And their son,” I say. “You once said something about serial killers, how a person could know one and not realize it. I never thought that could be true.”

Whitney shakes her head. “Do you think Piper will be able to handle it? Witnessing what happened to the house?”

“We’ll all do our best, I’m sure of it,” I say. “As sure as any of us can be about childhood upheaval. I was at Bea’s this morning, in fact, with Piper, and Bea, and even Mallard Cove Floppy, and it seemed like they—they’re doing fine. There’s a lot of love there, and a lot of strength. Margaret and Logan, well, they’re not going anywhere soon. Maybe ever.”

“That’s what my law enforcement people say, too.” Whitney nods. “What a story.”

I tell her the rest, in brief bullet points. Bea had shown me the real green box, with her originals of everything, that she’d moved to a shelf in the basement of Chatham Street.

Brookline Floppy had indeed carried Logan’s DNA, so Floppy himself actually solved the break-in to my apartment, though since Margaret had secretly made a key that day she helped me move in, their lawyers were arguing it wasn’t really a break-in.

And, with Sara’s blessing, it seemed as if Piper has permanently adopted Hopper. When we told her what had happened, Sara told us she was in my father’s book, too. She was the Sara who had been riding with the hunt club that found Caroline’s body. She and Whitney had hugged, two strangers now indelibly connected by tragedy.

Our visit had ended when Kyle’s Mercedes pulled into their driveway. Bea and Piper had leaped out the front door, raced down the steps, and managed to get to the car before Kyle even emerged.

He’d been stranded at the Narita airport for hours, and texted Bea that he was on the way home.

They’d collapsed into a massive hug, not a space of sunlight between them. It looked like the reconciliation was underway. And if they all love each other, I can deal. Annoying husbands are the stuff of many a story, and as long as they’re not annoying to their wives, sisters like me can give them a break.

“She’s decided to try to work it out with him,” I finish the story for Whitney.

“That’s going to be some discussion.”

“Huh. I can only imagine. It proves how resilient families can be, though. I know it sounds clichéd, and sappy, so forgive me, but love can make a difference. Families may be the strongest force known to nature.”

Whitney raises her glass, as if toasting. “There are found families, too,” she says. “And work families. And sometimes those family trees intersect.”

“My father brought you and me together, thinking about that now.” I take a sip of my tea, still unsettled to be in familiar surroundings, my equilibrium still not quite back in balance.

“Exactly,” Whitney says. “You and Bea would not exist without him. And without Bea, there’s no Piper.”

Even Margaret, duplicitous Margaret, thought she was being loyal to her own “family.” Her cruel and ruthless family. Leo, the murderer, and Logan, the thief and liar. Not me and Bea.

She’d tried to kill us once, and failed. And then, in a last gasp of vengeful fury, she’d tried again.

“Margaret had sent Bea off to Serenity Ranch, and was about to tell Piper and me to come to the cottage—but I’d already decided that myself. Unwittingly played right into her hands. She figured if she got Bea and me out of the way, she could pretend to be Aunt Margaret the savior again. And if Piper died, too, she didn’t care. She simply wanted control of all the Ramsey money.”

Whitney shakes her head. “I read fiction for a living,” she says. “But people are—”

“Yes,” I say. “I know.”

“But, Eliza? What about the clothes?”

“Ha. Listen to this—Margaret admitted to Thissell and Pierce that she wanted to make it seem like Bea had abandoned her daughter. They tossed the stuff from the medicine cabinet, but instead of trashing the clothes, Margaret got greedy, apparently, and kept them! Local police found Bea’s stuff stashed in Margaret’s closet at her home in Cheshire. Instant proof of the grand larceny.”

“So Bea will get it all back?”

“Nope. She donated it all to charity.” I raise my lemony tea, toasting my sister. “ ‘As long as we have Piper,’ Bea told me, ‘I could never look at those clothes again.’ I have to admit, I don’t blame her. Clothes can be replaced.”

This morning, Kyle had made some crack about the glorious power of insurance, but I left it for my sister to handle him.

“Love can do powerful things, for better or for worse,” Whitney says now. “And words, too. And knowledge.”

“And chance, and timing and luck,” I say. “That Bea finally found Piper? After all those years of looking?”

Whitney seems to be staring at her tea, at the flecks of fresh lemon floating in what’s left of the ice cubes.

“Lucky,” she finally says. “Very.”






77


Whitney stands, seems to be examining the books on my living room shelves. She runs a manicured finger across a line of the bound volumes; she’s picked my shelf of favorites, books I have read again and again: Wharton, Wolfe, Christie, and Austen. Atwood and Dickens and Shakespeare. Some of them, like the Nancy Drews, were my mother’s, and others I hope will be Piper’s someday. They are not in any particular order, except in my mind, these are the stories I treasure.

Now I’m playing out a different story.

“My father told you,” I say to Whitney’s back. “About Bea. He knew she was pregnant.”

She turns, nodding, with an expression of remembrance and grief. “Your mother did, too, she told him she’d been incensed with Margaret for manipulating Bea to give the baby up. And Faith had decided to reassure Bea she was loved, and work her probate court connections to try to get Piper back. But I’m afraid Faith and Gideon did not have enough time. They died, carrying that sorrow.”

“So you—”

“Your parents wanted Piper to be with her mother. And I knew your sister was looking. As you know, I have some connections myself, including in the foster world. And I felt—I owed you all. Wanted to watch out for you both, best I could. Sometimes you can give the universe a little boost.”

I picture this, everything that must have happened; some kind foster family saying another goodbye, some adoption agency reaching out. Bea, after all that time, having her dreams come true.

With Whitney’s help.

“Does she know it was you?”

“No.” Whitney walks closer to me, looks at me, connecting. “And I hope she never will.”

I lean back on the couch, prop my sneakers on the coffee table, it’s my house, I can do what I want. Whitney surprises me by sitting down next to me and doing the same thing.

“Your father’s book brought us together, too,” Whitney says. “Even though very few other people ever read it. I could never sell it, of course, not after all the tragedy. The pain it’s caused. And, editorially, I do think that confessional interview with Leo was—shall we say—somewhat fictional. But every word we write is powerful, and it may change our lives and our futures in ways we have no capability to predict. Stories are what save us, what inspire us, what reassure us that the world is good.”

“Is it?” I run my finger through the condensation on the crystal glass. “Is the world really good?”

I think of Margaret, and her gruesome Leo. Of Logan, caught in their web, and lying for his murderous father, taught to carry his own venom. He’d known about Margaret’s plan to kill us, that’s why he’d been so determined to find out our schedule. And why he’d ditched that phone—they’d texted about their scheme.

I think of poor Caroline. And all the other victims of that devastating time, Ava and LoraLee and Belinda, names I will never forget. Of Bea’s impossible decision. Of Piper, the pawn in a heartbreaking journey.

“Do you want to see the afterword of your father’s book?”

Whitney’s question, such an abrupt change of subject, surprises me.

“I read the dedication, but then the copy I had was burned in the fire,” I say. “That version didn’t have an ending, though. I looked, specifically.”

“I’d taken mine to the pond.” Whitney now hoists her tote bag to her lap, digs through it, pulls out a black-covered manuscript. Peels back the cover, turns to a page at the end of the spiral-bound book.

And hands it to me. The words blur, as they did my first moment reading my father’s manuscript, then the letters resolve.

“Do you want to read it out loud?” Whitney asks. Her face has softened, a storyteller’s face. A teacher’s face. “I’ve read it so many times, but I want you to say the words. I want you to say them, and hear them, and understand them. Your father’s words.”

Even hearing Whitney’s gentle request, I roll my eyes, remembering that morning at Mallard Cove.

“Last time you had me read something out loud, it wound up with two arrests and a blown-up house.”

“It’s a book,” Whitney says. “They’ll do that.”

I take a deep breath. And begin.

“ ‘Afterword.

“ ‘For Faith, until the end of our universe.’

“My mother,” I say.

“He adored her.” Whitney nods. “In fact, I think he was trying to impress her with this book. She was so talented. And you and Bea, he always said, were their finest accomplishments. Their jewels. But read on.”

“ ‘And for Beatrice, my beautiful Beatrice. And for my little Eliza, the thoughtful one, the curious one, the one who loves words.’

“Aw,” I say, looking up from the page again. “He knew, I guess.”

“Go on reading, Eliza. The quote he chose is next.”

“Okay,” I say. I suppose she has her reasons. “ ‘There is an extremely powerful force that, so far, science has not found a formal explanation to. It is a force that includes and governs all others, and is even behind any phenomenon operating in the universe, and has not yet been identified by us. This universal force is LOVE.’

“Oh.” I stop, in recognition. “I know this. It’s from Albert Einstein’s letter to his daughter.”

“Indeed.” Whitney shifts her body, turns to me. I see the tiny lines around her softening eyes, and the wisdom in her face, and understand that she had sought me out for a reason, on that college green all those years ago. And since then she has given me many opportunities. And now she is giving me this gift.

“We are all powerful forces,” she says. “And your future is to come, Eliza. Just let it happen.”

And then I am sobbing, picturing my father typing this, picturing my father thinking this, picturing my father knowing this. Picturing my mother, urging me to fly.

“Maybe you could work on your father’s book a little,” Whitney whispers, handing me a tissue from her bag. “Maybe you could write a new ending. A better ending.”

I settle the manuscript in my lap, imagining that. Imagining if there could be a happier ending. Then I sniff, unladylike but necessary.

“No, let’s leave this, as it is,” I say. “This is my father’s, not mine.” I close the cover on Greylock Nights and pat it into place, saying goodbye. “Every happy ending is still only a beginning, Whitney. My mother once told me that. It’s what happens next that matters.”

I lift my glass, my turn to toast to her. “Thank you, Whitney. For all you have done. For Bea, for Piper, for my father, and me.”

“Some things did not go as planned, Eliza. And for that I am sorry.”

“What is planning but good people trying the best we can? And now, it’s time for me—and you?—to start our own next chapters.”

“And find some amazing stories,” Whitney says. “Now that you’re a full-time agent.”

“Really?” I gulp my tea, surprised.

“If you’ll have me. Us. LexLit. You’re a bright light in the cosmos, Eliza.”

I have no answer to that—somehow my voice isn’t working—but when we clink our glasses in agreement, the crystal pings like a clear message to the universe. Though we will never be able to predict what happens next, we can be certain there are always more stories, of our own lives and of the lives of others.

And even the lives of strangers.

“To stories,” I say. “May storytelling never end.”
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To the marvelous Minotaur Books, my new publisher, every single one of you has greeted me with your sincere friendship, and absolutely wowed me with your passion and professionalism. Jill Schuck, who has the gift of extreme patience and supreme savvy as she navigates all the complicated administrative necessities. The absolutely unbeatable publicity and promotion team of Kayla Janas and Alison Ziegler. Your brilliance at discoverability impresses me beyond description. Plus, you are both incredibly fun to work with.

Standing ovation to David Rotstein for making the book jacket 
look so gorgeously gaspworthy, to Alisa Trager, Laurie Henderson, Gail Freeman, Lesley Allen, Rowen Davis, and Linda Sawicki for making every word (and comma) inside look perfect, and to Paul Hochman for making sure the word gets out about my darling book. If you are hearing this on audio, that’s great! And all thanks to producer Katie Robitzski, and Emma Paige West and Jessica Thurber.

Kelley Ragland, I am so in love with your skill and expertise, and your wisdom and guidance. Thank you. Jen Enderlin, whoa, so honored to be on your team. Each of you is the perfect mixture of leadership, skill, and inspiration.

Editor Kristin Sevick, I am at a loss for words right now. Yes, I know, we really wrangled this one, and you were the genius thoughtful one who helped me land the plane, always gently and brilliantly shepherding me in the right direction and letting me think it was all my idea. I am beyond grateful. Cannot live without you. You are astonishingly talented.

Thank you for the artistry and savvy of Madeira James, Charlie Anctil, Mary Zanor, Nina Zagorscak, Jon Stone, and Mary Lou Andre. You are all so fabulous. Kathie Bennett—wow, you are a life-changing force of nature. Angela Melamud, you are certainly magical! McKenna Marmolejo, your imagination is boundless. I am incredibly grateful to you all. Karen Bellovich and Margaret Pinard, Jade Danelian, and Maxwell Gregory at A Mighty Blaze, you are perfection. Christopher Graham and Kimberley Howe at International Thriller Writers, you are both absolute professionals.

You know I will thank Sue Grafton, as always, and Mary Higgins Clark. You are both still with me. Barbara Peters, Rae Titcomb, Olivia Romano, Mary Cotton, Jeff Kinney, Lisa Scottoline, David Baldacci, Mary Kubica, Alafair Burke, Meagan Church, and Lisa Jewell, you are amazing. Freida McFadden, incredible, thank you so much for your wise guidance. David Freed, thank you for the inside info on airplanes! (If I have made an aeronautical error somehow, it is my fault, you all.) James Patterson, you are a treasure.

My dear blog sisters at Jungle Red, and the Career Authors posse, what would I do without you? My darling partners in fictional crime: Hannah Mary McKinnon at First Chapter Fun and Karen Dionne in The Back Room. Love you so much. And to all of you Blazers and Back Room attendees, don’t we have fun?

Jonathan is my darling perfect wonderful husband, of course. Thank you for all the driving. And carryout dinners. And your infinite patience. And your unending wisdom. You are the best proofreader in the universe, and my personal in-house counsel. Love that. And you. And Flo and Eddy.

Mother Daughter Sister Stranger. Every woman is at least one of those, right? So this book is about every single one of us. I hope you will give your own beloved mothers, daughters, sisters a hug from me, and may all of the benevolent strangers in your life become dear friends.

Do you see your actual name in this book? Some very generous souls allowed theirs to be used in return for an auction donation to charity. To retain the magic, I will let you find yourselves.

Sharp-eyed readers will notice I have tweaked Massachusetts geography a bit. It’s only to protect the innocent. I absolutely adore the Berkshires, and we go there every summer, to revel in the beauty of the mountains, and swoon to the music of the Boston Symphony at Tanglewood, and pay homage to Edith Wharton at The Mount. I hope you will join me there someday.

And yay, you! Thank you! I love love love when people read the acknowledgments. Keep in touch—you know I am eager to hear from you.
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