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For my mom, for encouraging a love of reading, writing, and most of all, love




The goal isn’t to live forever, the goal is to create something that will.

—CHUCK PALAHNIUK

I paint flowers so they will not die.

—FRIDA KAHLO
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SHINE WHERE YOU ARE
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THURSDAY, JUNE 24, 9 A.M.

It takes only a tenth of a second to make a first impression.

Literally the blink of an eye.

In that time, a person has already observed your posture, your clothes, your voice. They’ve noted whether you make eye contact and smile. They’ve appraised the state of your teeth, the color of your hair, the number of rings on your fingers, and the size.

Looks aren’t important, but appearance is everything.

Small details can be the difference between love and loathing, friendship and animosity, and in some cases, even life and death.

And like my hero, Dolly Parton, I prefer to be presentable at all times. Did you know while filming 9 to 5, she never removed her wig? Not even when she was off set. Now that’s commitment.

I stand barefoot on the cold bathroom tiles in my rented house and think about what first impression I want to make today as I choose my lipstick. Last night I wore a classic nude. But I was on surveillance. This morning, I have an appointment with a potential client. She left a message requesting we meet at the Sigourney Cheek Literary Garden. In an hour. So my metamorphosis needs to be quick.

The client didn’t tell me her name, but this isn’t unusual. Meeting with me often constitutes a risk, which is one reason my number’s unlisted. My private investigation firm is completely legal—mostly legal, anyway. Breaking and entering is strictly forbidden, but trespassing is more of a gray area. After all, it’s not always clear when you’re out on a walk where public land ends and private property begins. Surveillance and interviews form key job components, but my life does not resemble those sexy crime shows you see on television. I don’t investigate murders, slice open bodies, or haul in suspects. Most of my time is spent hunched over my desk, sorting through deeds, lien filings, and arrest histories, doing cat-cow stretches to rid myself of the crick in my neck, and then starting the process all over again.

On the shelf above the sink, my fingers hesitate over a soft pink hue but then flicker across shades with names like “Paramour” and “Serenade.” There was something about the woman’s voice—low and smooth and strikingly unlike the nervous calls I usually get—that makes me decide on a bold red. Since I haven’t seen her yet, that’s all I have to go on. Her tone. Her words. The ones she said and the ones she didn’t.

My clients are primarily women—and I mean that in the broadest, most inclusive sense. They are daughters who suspect caretaker abuse of their elderly parents. Wives determined to uncover affairs. Sisters in search of lost siblings. And women who see the same man appear in front of their window again and again. Sometimes they call me because the police told them there’s nothing they can do. Other times, they don’t want the authorities involved. They suspect their husband of embezzlement and would prefer not to be implicated. Their daughter disappeared, and they fear drugs, illegal gambling, or worse. These women come to me because I listen, and because—often unlike law enforcement—I believe them. Over the years, I’ve developed a certain skill set, and I can help.

My house is a squat brick two-bedroom with hardwood floors that slope and creak when I cross from the bathroom to the closet. My uniform usually requires little pencil skirts and heels, but stilettos would draw unnecessary attention in the garden. I grab a pair of white sneakers and tie my laces with a silent thanks to Gen Z for making such practical footwear fashionable. They complement my flouncy low-cut dress.

You’d think these days people would know better than to judge a woman based on the length of her skirt or measure of her midriff, but throw on a tight dress beneath your platinum curls, and they imagine you’re a wannabe Dolly Parton. They make all kinds of assumptions, and few are good. But this works for my purposes. Because they forget—Dolly is smart. She’s written nearly three thousand songs and is known for her charitable foundations and business acumen. We both do what we can to advocate for women. Aside from my son, Dean, it’s what gets me out of bed in the morning, and inevitably what keeps me up at night.

With a final glance at the mirror, I snag my keys from the bowl in the hall and peer out my front window.

Linda, my neighbor, is sitting where she always is on her front porch. A semiretired handywoman, she wears her shock of shoulder-length white hair in a low ponytail. When she’s not tying down ladders to her truck and speeding off to odd jobs, she likes to smoke on the covered porch that sits squarely across from my front door.

I give Linda a short wave that I hope signals I have no time to chat and slip into my little red sports car. Dolly blares over the speakers when I turn the key to the ignition and roll down the windows. My gaze flickers to the clock on the dash. Lateness is not an option. I merge onto the highway and press the pads of my toes into the gas pedal. Fifty. Sixty. Seventy. I zip by a sticker-laden van and fly past a beat-up Ford. Nashville’s a growing city, absorbing everyone from Atlanta to LA, but the locals still drive slow as hell.

I speed off the exit and slam on my brakes at the light in front of a Baptist church. Strips of pale yellow and bright orange cut a jagged sunburst in the stained glass. I tap my fingers on the steering wheel and notice a chip in my thumbnail. In a different life this wouldn’t have mattered. But perfection is armor, and flaws like this are cracks in my shield. I whip out the matching polish from my center console and dab quick-drying color as wind-torn leaves whisper through the windows. I hear a soft lilt, the echo of a song, but it’s lost when the light changes and I turn up Dolly and hit the gas.
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THURSDAY, JUNE 24, 10 A.M.

The Cheekwood Estate and Gardens spans fifty-five acres. At the southern end of Belle Meade, a two-lane road winds between mansions and oak trees. Lush and peaceful, it’s a world apart from the busy streets of downtown and the tourists rushing around in their cowboy boots on Broadway. But Nashville is just that—a city of two faces. The glitter distracts from the grit.

Before I step out of the car, I check my lipstick and surroundings in my visor mirror, noting the discrepancy between the vehicles parked near the entrance: a blue Subaru with dirty tires and a pristine black SUV with tinted windows. Looking around only takes an extra minute—one, given the caller’s instructions, I don’t have—but this is a habit I encourage my clients to practice. Park in public, brightly lit places. Don’t enter your vehicle if there is a van next to it. Check your mirrors. Keep your keys in your hand.

The daylight reveals the dark circles beneath my fresh foundation. I was up half the night watching a husband through the square windows of a Demonbreun office building. He slumped deeper and deeper into his chair as the hours ticked by, and I copied his movements in my driver’s seat. I haven’t gotten a good night’s rest in weeks, but at least I can put his wife’s mind at ease—her husband’s not spending time with anything other than his Excel spreadsheets. With that case wrapping up, I need today’s meeting to go well, which is why I hurry toward the entrance, casting a cautious glance back at the SUV when I hear its engine still running.

At the counter, I buy my ticket in cash. It’s unfashionable, but it’s the same way I accept client payments. No one wants “Kelly’s private investigation firm” showing up on their bank statements.

The gentleman behind the glass hands me a map. He tells me to have a lovely time, and I give a small wave of my fingers, pretending I don’t notice the way his eyes linger on my chest.

The tulip-adorned pamphlet shows the Sigourney Cheek Literary Garden as just past the great lawn on the west side of the sprawling historic mansion. I pick up my pace, the sun already beating down, the hot press of my underwire making me sweat.

It should be serene—light slicing through tree limbs, shadows dancing on the grass-strewn concrete, robins chirping in the leaves—but my body tenses at the empty field that greets me. It’s early on a weekday, and there’s not a person visible in any direction. I touch the ring on my thumb—it only has one good squirt, but one is enough, and it’s better than fumbling in my bag for pepper spray.

The rock-walled garden is tucked away at the western corner of the property. When I approach, the birds shriek and then go silent. My steps falter, my body recognizing the warning before my mind does. The wind blows and the shadows shift, illuminating a stone bench.

On top of the bench lies a woman.

She’s on her side, knees bent at an angle. Strips of short wheat-colored hair cover her face, so I can see only the parting of her thin lips. One arm’s clasped beneath her cheek; the other’s thrown over her head. A loose dress sweeps her calves. The wind lifts her hair, and I see a delicate nose dotted with light freckles, a narrow chin tilting toward her hand.

Mid to late twenties—she’s slightly too old to be from Dean’s high school days and much too young to have been from mine. But there’s something familiar about the curve of her mouth and the subtle slope of her forehead.

I press my lips together and edge closer.

Her cheeks are flushed, and her chest rises and falls with her breath.

She stirs and opens her eyes. Overlarge in her small face, they’re framed by patchy white lashes. Her hand has left a faint red imprint on her skin.

I realize she’s caught me staring and rock back on my heels.

“Kelly Williams,” I say and thrust out a hand.

The woman sits up. She glances at the trail behind me, toward the wide expanse of grass and the parking lot beyond. Then she takes my palm.

“Sarah Owens.”

She releases my hand and tucks a strand of hair behind her ear, revealing a snake-shaped armlet twisting up her bicep.

And again, I have that flickering feeling, that familiar twinge you get when you run into someone out of context and can’t place where you’ve met.

“So, Sarah.” I motion for her to scoot so I can join her on the bench. “How can I help you?”

Sarah studies me—eyes slowly taking in my highlights, tan legs, and white sneakers. She nods as if she recognizes the effort it takes to look this average—the hours at the salon, the gym, all just to blend in.

She draws her knees into her chest. “For two years, my roommates and I have been receiving threats. Notes with cut-and-paste letters shoved in our mailbox.” She swallows. “Someone broke our window. And this week, someone followed me home. They—” She takes a stuttered breath.

“It’s okay,” I tell her. “Take your time.”

She meets my gaze and glances away again. “I can’t live like this.” Her voice is tired but firm. “I want you to identify the person who’s been harassing us and hold them accountable for their actions.”

I nod. She doesn’t say the word, but every year, thirteen to fourteen million people are stalked in the US. One in three women report stalking over the course of their lifetime, and this unwanted attention causes not just emotional but also psychological distress.

“Do you think this person is someone you know? A colleague? An ex?”

“It could be so many people.” Sarah clenches her fists, not entirely answering my question. “I’m not on the best terms with my family. Over the years, I’ve lost friends.” She swallows. “I don’t know who I can trust.”

“I understand,” I say.

And I do. I never knew my father. My mother left me with my grandmother shortly after I was born. And how many times a day do I look over my shoulder? Do I flinch when a car slows and parks just along the sidewalk where I’m walking? How often do I wonder about the stranger whose gaze lingers a moment too long? Or the headlights that remain in my rearview mirror after one too many turns?

“Is there anyone in particular who’s set off your alarm bells recently?” I ask. “Someone who gives you that gut instinct something’s wrong?”

“Everyone.” Sarah swallows, as if she’s realized the truth only after she said it. “Everyone makes me feel that way.”

“I’m sorry,” I say. And I mean it; it’s a horrible condition—not knowing who you can trust.

“Can you tell me more about the notes?” I ask. “When do they appear? How often?”

Sarah bites her lip. “Always at night.” She furrows her brow. “Some months, we’ll receive two or three; others, none.”

“And what do they say?”

“The usual—that we’re sluts. Whores. We should burn in hell, that kind of thing.”

“That’s not usual,” I tell her, not liking the way she normalizes those insults.

She shrugs. “Some people don’t like us, I guess.”

I study her face again. That tilt of her lips and the intensity of her expression. Maybe she and her roommates are social media influencers with a popular channel. Dean sometimes sends me funny animal videos on TikTok. It’s hard to know how a cat hiding in a laundry basket would elicit the kind of harassment she’s experiencing, but you can’t explain crazy. And “letters cut from magazines” smells like crazy to me. But these aren’t random comments on the internet. This guy knows where she lives.

She glances behind us, and I follow her gaze. No one’s in sight, but I’m relieved to hear laughter echo in the garden. When I return my eyes to Sarah, I see that she’s standing and has pulled around the side of her dress.

It’s backless, and I find myself blinking at the pale curve of her stomach and the white bandage that covers her side.

She tugs away the corner, and I flinch, taking in the letter seared into the shallow valley beneath her ribs. The bandage is crusted with blood, and the mark is black and swollen.

I suck in my teeth.

“It’s a W.” Sarah pauses, watching my reaction. “For ‘whore.’”

“Is that a—”

“A burn, yeah.”

The edges are red and raw-looking, and it requires all my Southern social graces not to gag. The symbol is crude, biting uneven layers into thin flesh. I can see the faint pink from where the hot metal shifted, when Sarah must have bucked with pain and it skittered across her skin.

My eyes prick with tears.

The world can be so cruel to women. I’ve seen evidence of its violence in every client I’ve worked with. I want to reach out and hold her. To promise I will find the person who did this. And that they will never hurt her again.

Instead, I ask, “How did this happen?”

“Monday night, I went for a walk,” Sarah says. Her voice catches. And maybe it’s the glimpse of myself at that age or the fact that she can’t be much older than Dean, but the way she clenches her jaw and steels herself makes my heart break in about a dozen different places. “I was on my way back home when he grabbed me.”

I swallow. She’s telling the outline of every woman’s nightmare. Footsteps increasing behind you. Your own feet slapping the pavement. Then running. Heart thumping in your chest.

“He clamped his hand over my mouth and straddled me.” She swallows. “He said, ‘I’ll show the world who you are.’ Then he pulled up my shirt and did this.” She gestures to her ribs. “I didn’t even fight back.” Her shoulders sag.

There’s the sound of crunching gravel. On the path, a child toddles toward us, her arms outstretched as if bracing for impact.

“Sorry.” A curly-haired woman appears and swoops the girl up with a tired smile. “Don’t let us interrupt.”

“What you’re describing is shock,” I tell Sarah, trying to draw back her attention from the child and woman as they continue along the path. “People always talk about fight-or-flight, but in reality, many people freeze. It’s called tonic immobility, and it’s a survival strategy based on the fact that predators often lose interest in dead prey. It’s triggered when an animal feels it can’t escape—like a rabbit that finds itself in a fox’s jaws. Or a doe staring down a pair of headlights.”

Sarah scrunches her nose, and I can’t tell if what I’m saying—that it’s not her fault, that it’s never the victim’s fault—is getting through.

“You said, ‘he,’ so the person who grabbed you was a man?”

Sarah nods.

“Did you see his face?” I ask.

She shakes her head. “He was wearing a hood and a balaclava pulled up around his nose.” She purses her lips. “The pain was like nothing I’ve ever felt. I passed out. And then woke up—on my own front doorstep.”

“How did you get home?”

“I don’t know.”

I frown. “Did your roommates see what happened?”

“Janelle was out. Remy found me in the morning.” Sarah looks down at her hands. “She thought I was dead.”

I swallow as I imagine Sarah pale and unconscious and the faceless roommate bending over her in a panic.

I have that tingling I get whenever I start working with a new client. I want to save Sarah from the violence of this man and a life of looking over her shoulder. Together, we can identify this person, file the paperwork, and build a record of harassment. For a moment, I allow myself the fantasy of a functioning justice system in which we collect enough evidence to put stalkers away before they hurt anyone. Sometimes it’s enough, but often it’s not.

“Do you mind?” I gesture to her ribs with my phone. “I want to document the burn as evidence.”

“Sure,” Sarah says with a tight smile. She tugs the fabric to the side and then poses like she’s done this a million times before.

There’s that expression again, the turn of her lips that feels familiar, but I still can’t place it.

I click a few photos, capturing the burn from different angles, but the image is like a sunset—looking at the wound on the screen doesn’t have nearly the same effect as seeing it in person.

I slide my phone back into my purse.

“Do you have a security system? Or a video doorbell? Something that might have captured this man on camera?”

“No.”

“Would you consider getting one?”

She shakes her head.

The gesture doesn’t allow room for argument, and I bite my tongue. Maybe she’s suspicious of people hacking her cameras. But we live in a world of constant surveillance, one where you can easily catch the stranger stealing your packages or the neighbor letting their dog leave those messy piles of you-know-what in your yard. One where, if you have a crazy person sticking notes in your mailbox, a motion-activated device can capture him doing it. And now that his violence has escalated, I would hope she’d make this a priority. I don’t judge, but sometimes I just want to shake people and tell them to take their safety seriously.

She hands me an envelope. I slip a finger inside and flip through the bills.

“This is too much,” I tell her.

It’s not just too much—it’s double my usual fee, enough that I won’t need to take on another client for at least a month.

“It’s the full payment in advance, plus a little extra for making my case a priority.” She squares her shoulders, and some of the vulnerability slips away, replaced by a grim determination. “Just find him. Please.” Her eyes are a piercing blue etched with green. “Before it gets worse.”

She slips on her shoes—sandals with leather straps that wrap up her ankles—and I understand our meeting is at an end.

“Can I call you to go over more details?” I ask.

This is an important question. Sometimes my clients save my number in their phone as NES Power or Metro Water Services. Other times they prefer all our communications to be in person.

“I’ll call you,” Sarah says.

I offer to walk with her to the parking lot, but she refuses.

“He didn’t follow me here,” she says, reading my thoughts. She stretches out on the bench. “I just want one last moment in the sun.”

And so I stride back to the entrance alone, relieved to see the day has brought out more patrons, primarily young families with children.

In the parking lot, my little red Mazda gleams. The black SUV I noticed earlier is still there, its engine running. Behind its tinted window glints the outline of a man. He wears a ball cap low, but I feel his eyes on me as I slip inside my car.

I lock the door, and only then do I allow myself a glance at my phone.

Those screens are a detriment to our safety, but the urge to look is a parental habit born from the fear I won’t be there for Dean when he needs me. After the stalker conversation with Sarah, I want to reassure myself he’s safe. But, as Dean’s constantly reminding me, he’s an adult—a whopping twenty, not old enough to drink but old enough to vote and be enlisted—and when I check my notifications, I see the only call I’ve missed is from a blocked number.

A familiar shiver sneaks across my skin.

“It could be anyone,” I tell myself as I start the engine.

I steal one last look at the waiting SUV, and then I slam the gas.
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THURSDAY, JUNE 24, NOON

My office is a sublet basement room in a mid-century bungalow a few doors down from a peach hacienda-style complex rumored to belong to Dolly Parton. I’d be lying if I said this wasn’t part of the appeal. That and my sublessor—a cute twenty-nine-year-old songwriter named Evan Taylor, who has a penchant for tight jeans and cut-off tanks that reveal his biceps. Evan uses the space as a studio in the evenings, and I occupy it as an office during the day. It’s a schedule that suits us both, although I suspect I might get more out of the arrangement, given the anonymity it allows me and my clients.

The bungalow is split into four workspaces. Separated by a heavy wooden staircase at its center, the first floor is occupied by a Realtor and a tailor. A woman offers Reiki services in the attic. Evan and I park in the back and enter through the basement. This allows my clients to arrive and leave unseen and Evan to have late-night songwriting sessions without disturbing the others during their workdays. We share the overlarge first-floor bathroom with the tailor, where a claw-foot tub stands beneath a stained-glass window. I’ve always thought the bath was decorative, but yesterday, I found water lingering around the drain and wondered if someone was actually using it.

Aside from the mahogany desk, small file cabinet, and printer in the far corner, there’s nothing to suggest the basement room is employed for anything other than recording the next country hit. Woven tapestries, thick-stitched rugs, and square panels muffle the sound of Evan’s singing, but they also add an extra level of privacy. In Nashville, guitars and amps are as common as cowboy hats and electric wall decorations, so few of my clients bat an eye at the red Les Paul lying on the couch or the Sontronics mic cord snaking across the floor. I don’t know how to explain the E.T. doll and space decorations, but when they ask if I’m a musician, I start crooning “Just Because I’m a Woman” to dispel any notions of hidden talent.

It’s a quarter after noon by the time I speed past Dolly’s and up the broken concrete behind the bungalow. I slip off my sneakers and slide on my heels, striding across the parking pad with a loud click-clack, keys in my hand.

I’m thinking of Sarah when a prickle of unease streaks across my neck.

I glance behind my shoulder. A squirrel darts from the bushes, chased by another up a neighboring tree. I swallow and unlock the back door.

The first thing I notice is that the lights are on.

The second is that there’s a half-naked man on the couch.

“Jesus H. Christ!” I swear, clutching my hand to my heart before I jab my keys in his direction.

The man rolls to his side.

“Hey.”

Evan’s hair is ruffled, and he rubs his eyes. “Sorry.” He grins at me sheepishly from beneath a mop of brown-black curls. His gray jeans are ripped at the knees and his star-and-planet-embellished island shirt is unbuttoned down his chest. “I thought I would just close my eyes for a second, but…” He gestures to his makeshift bed.

“I didn’t see your car,” I say, my heart hammering like a Coca-Cola-drunk hummingbird against my ribs.

He shrugs. “I walked.”

“You walked?” I echo. When we first met, Evan told me he lived in a house share in Berry Hill. That’s at least a two-mile jaunt along a four-lane highway.

“Yes, ma’am.”

I open my mouth. And shut it.

In the South, we “yes, ma’am” and “no, sir” our elders. It doesn’t matter if we’re five, fifteen, or forty. But Evan thinking I’m old enough to receive that designation makes me want to check my lipstick in the mirror again.

When I remain standing in the threshold, he staggers to his feet. “I’ll—um—get out of your hair,” he says, hesitating in a way that makes me feel compelled to let him stay.

“Take your time,” I tell him like it’s no big deal and he didn’t just about give me a heart attack and make me feel old in the span of eight seconds.

“Cool,” he says as I maneuver past a guitar lying on the floor.

“Oh, here—let me.” He swoops down and grabs the instrument by its neck. “Sorry the place is such a mess.” He sweeps an energy drink into the trash can.

I wave my hand to show it doesn’t matter and drop into the chair at my desk.

Then I position my laptop out of Evan’s view and google “Sarah Owens.”

It’s a common enough name, and I suspect I’ll have to add more qualifiers to get a match. But there she is at the top of the page—the woman I met in the garden. She has the same nose and chin, the same slight arch of her lips. Except, in the photos, she’s dressed in sparkles and angel wings, long robes, and gold-beaded wigs.

Sarah Owens is the lead singer of Nashville’s own indie trio: Seraph and the Garden Snakes.

I slap my forehead, wondering how I missed it.

“Everything okay?” Evan glances at me.

“Just fine,” I say—Sarah’s familiarity, her caginess when she spoke of her roommates, her belief that the stalker could be so many different people suddenly making sense.

It’s true that most people in Nashville have a celebrity-sighting story: Nicole Kidman at an axe-throwing establishment downtown. Kacey Musgraves at a yoga class in the Gulch. Ever since the Fisk Jubilee Singers brought African American spirituals to the White House and even to Queen Victoria, Nashville has hosted influential musicians—everyone from Jimi Hendrix and Johnny Cash to Etta James and Gretchen Wilson. So I should have recognized Sarah, the lead singer of one of the greatest acts to come out of the city in the past decade, according to Rolling Stone. I’m more of a country fan, but I’ve heard Sarah’s songs play in hip new boutiques and seen her face all over town—from billboards on 440 to newspaper stands carrying the Nashville Scene. This Friday, her band is headlining the River Amphitheater stage at NashFest—one of about two dozen music festivals the city will welcome this summer. It’s the Garden Snakes’ homecoming show, and everyone’s been buzzing with excitement. Onstage and in press photos, Sarah wears outlandish wigs and contouring makeup. Her alter ego, Seraph, is larger than life, mythical, almost. The woman I met in the garden, with her bare face and Woodstock-inspired attire, looked almost like an entirely different person.

But there’s no doubt it’s her. I enlarge a photo of Sarah tearing a crimson curtain. Two women stand at the edges of the frame. Remy Lin and Janelle Jenkins, also known as Eve and Lilith. They’re Sarah’s bandmates and share names with the roommates she mentioned. Wikipedia tells me that Remy is the bassist with green hair. Her parents immigrated from China when she was three. Janelle is the tall Black woman in the long dress. The article says she started drumming before she could hold a pen. Janelle and Sarah grew up together. Remy joined when they started their first band and stayed on when that act dissolved and they formed the Garden Snakes.

Working with a new client often begins this way—learning everything I can about her life and seeing what information is available to the general public. There’s a strange and uncomfortable parallel between my actions and those of a stalker, but that’s important too. I need to know what information is out there and what could put my client at risk.

But the sheer number of articles on Sarah—I’m not even sure where to begin.

I sip the too-hot coffee Evan slid on my desk by way of apology for scaring me and click a link at random. It’s a music magazine promising an exclusive interview with Sarah: “The Garden Snakes’ Seraph Talks Symbolism and Sex.”

Beneath the title are two photos. One shows a Renaissance fresco of a distraught Adam and Eve leaving the Garden of Eden in which Adam covers his face; Eve, her breasts and privates. The second is Sarah in a long blond wig, seated bare-bottomed in a stark-white room. Twigs and grass weave through her hair. Her legs are crossed in front of her chest. The description beneath the first image reads: Masaccio, Expulsion of Adam and Eve, from the Brancacci Chapel. The second: Seraph, a fallen angel.

My eyes flicker between the two images. Where, in Masaccio’s painting, Adam and Eve duck their heads, ashamed, in Sarah’s photo, she stares boldly at the camera, as if daring the viewer to meet her gaze. It reminds me of her expression at the garden—vulnerable but determined, too. And although Sarah’s body is covered by the angle of her knees, she makes no effort to hide anything with her hands.


Interviewer: I’m joined today by the magnetic Sarah Owens of Seraph and the Garden Snakes to talk about music, symbolism, and sex. Sarah, you’re known for your flair of the dramatic, so let’s slither right in. [laughs]



I cringe but keep reading.


Many of your songs criticize the way female bodies are portrayed in literature and the media. What do you hope to achieve with your lyrics?

Sarah: I’m not sure my lyrics “achieve” anything. What they do is probe the human condition. Make people consider what it means that women are used as symbols, dichotomized as the angel or the whore, the prude or the slut. Never allowed to just be themselves and occupy in-between spaces.

Interviewer: But don’t you reinforce that with this project? Your bandmates go by “Lilith” and “Eve.” In the Judeo-Christian tradition, these were Adam’s first and second wives. Lilith is generally perceived as disobedient, Eve as a temptress.

Sarah: [laughs] They’re both bad, really. Remember, it’s Eve who’s responsible for the fall of man.

Interviewer: Okay, that’s a good lead-up to my next question. Your works often draw inspiration from women in literature. Why is that?

Sarah: I would have liked to do a whole album on female American presidents, but there haven’t been any. [pauses] So it goes back to my first answer, really. I’m interested in the portrayal of women. In the media, they’re used as cautionary tales. A man’s sins are blamed on what a woman is wearing. A celebrity is called “demanding” and “difficult to work with” when she sets boundaries. In literary texts, women are often used to teach moral lessons. Eve, Medusa, Helen. Their bodies are vehicles for instruction, division, war. Even Mary and the story of her immaculate conception is a woman’s body used as a temple for the Lord, a temple for man, a temple for religion. It’s her virginity that elevates her over other women. A virgin and a mother, she’s an ideal no woman can replicate, and then women are criticized for not being pure, not being nurturing, not fulfilling the role ordained for them.

Interviewer: Speaking of virgins and mothers, you and your bandmates are notoriously tight-lipped about your romantic interests. Our readers would like to know whether there’s a special man—or woman—in your life.

Sarah: [stands abruptly and leaves]



Talk about oblivious. Sarah just laid into the media’s obsession with women’s sexuality, and the interviewer goes right ahead and asks about her love life.

I scan the comments.

Seraph for president!

That’s nice, I think.

All shock and awe. No talent.

Rude.

Shut your mouth and sing.

Get out of politics.

Burn in hell.

Whore.

Repent.

Not so nice, I think.

And Sarah’s right. There’s something gender-specific in the language of her critics. An atavistic fear of the power of women. Old women living alone suspected of witchcraft. A young woman’s beauty tied to the death of man.

And then there’s that other thing—the dark implication whenever a newscaster describes what a murdered woman was wearing: the assumption that because she was young, because she was pretty, because she had legs and breasts and a beating heart, that somehow she deserved it.

I write down the usernames belonging to the last few comments and star the “whore” one. When I glance up, I feel a small stab of gratitude to find Evan still meandering around the basement, winding up cables and collecting scraps of paper and candy bar wrappers to toss in the trash.

“Okay,” I say out loud, flexing my fingers against the sides of my desk.

Evan glances at me. He’s lingering—the studio cleaner than it’s ever been—and I realize I don’t want him to leave.

“You mind if I think out loud?” I ask.

“Not at all,” Evan says. He looks relieved, and I sense he’s not a man accustomed to silence.

“Right.” I stare at my notes. “I have a new client. She’s being stalked.”

Stalker, Evan mouths and then shakes his head, like I’ve cited a mythological figure.

“You’d be surprised how often it happens,” I tell him.

The good guys can never comprehend what it’s like to exist in a bad guy’s head. But women can. We have to, otherwise we’d drop our defenses.

“Most stalkers are known by their victims,” I say. “And there’s an almost 90 percent chance their stalker is a man. And about a 60 percent chance he’s a current or former intimate partner. So, if this were a normal case”—I pause, tapping my pen on my keyboard—“I would look at her romantic relationships first. Exes, estrangements, friends with benefits, whoever might fall under that category.”

But this isn’t a normal case. Sarah is famous, which opens up a whole new can of crickets.

“Two years ago, my client began receiving threatening letters, and someone broke her window. She said the letters were stuffed in her mailbox—without postage—which makes me think the guy is local. But I suppose I can’t rule out surrounding areas, like Mount Juliet or Franklin. He could even work in the city and live in Murfreesboro or Gallatin.” I rub my temples, thinking of all the commuters clogging up the highways. “I guess he could live as far as Huntsville or Bowling Green. But he must be in Nashville often enough to have learned her routines. He knows when he can drop off notes at her house unseen. Knew where she would be Monday evening.” I tap my pen and stare at my screen.

“What happened on Monday?” Evan prompts when I remain silent.

“My client was attacked,” I say. I’m not breaking any confidentiality by telling him this. It’s kind of like a teacher complaining about a student—we can do it so long as we don’t name names. “Someone burned a W into her skin.”

Evan’s mouth drops.

“She said the W stood for ‘whore.’”

He stares at me for a moment. “An angry ex?” he offers after a beat.

“Maybe.” That kind of sexually charged language could indicate a jilted lover. “The W-shaped instrument suggests this was planned. It’s not like she ran into this person, they had an argument, and it got out of hand.” I tap my nails on the desk. “I mean, where do you even buy a thing like that?” I ask.

“The internet?” Evan suggests. The corners of his mouth lift.

I shake my head. “You wouldn’t be joking if you saw it.”

“I’m not joking,” he insists. “You can buy anything online.”

“Which would require planning. And intent.”

“And a pretty sick individual,” Evan adds. “I mean, burning someone’s flesh—”

I flinch, and Evan chews his lip.

I find a close-up image of the burn on my phone that doesn’t show Sarah’s face and hold it up it wordlessly to Evan.

He sucks in a breath. “That’s—”

“Horrible,” I supply for him.

He nods, a hand over his mouth like he might be sick.

“In the US, more murders are committed with guns than knives,” I say. “It’s a terribly easy thing to end someone’s life without ever having to touch them.” I tap the screen. “This feels like a stabbing or strangulation. Like this guy wanted to put his hands on her, to make her suffer, and to know he was the cause of her pain.”

Evan drops his gaze. “A knife would have been easier,” he says slowly. “He could have carved a W into her skin, but he chose fire instead. That should tell you something.”

I blink as Evan picks up a guitar and gives it a few lazy strums.

He’s right, I think as I return to my computer. The notes were an attempt to intimidate from a distance—a near distance, true, but still distant enough to stay anonymous. Why go through all the trouble of clipping letters from a magazine if you planned to show up and accost your victim in person? Either this guy is getting sloppy or something set him off recently.

Or—I position my screen so it’s out of Evan’s view and scan the comments beneath Sarah’s interview again—we could be dealing with two entirely different assailants. I had assumed it was the same person because Sarah said the W stood for “whore,” which sounded in line with the “slut” and “burn in hell” letters. But she didn’t see her attacker or the person dropping off the chopped-up messages. And my mind keeps snagging on a documentary I watched about celebrity stalkers—that creepy guy who threatened to cut a female musician from “ear to ear,” the intruder living in an actress’s pool house, the man hired to assault a figure skater. With a celebrity, it could be so many people.

I study Sarah’s face. In interviews, the rich and famous talk often about being surrounded by people but feeling incredibly alone. I wonder how many threats Sarah receives on a daily basis. Maybe she didn’t take the cut-up letters seriously at first—just one more crazy person saying crazy things. But when her stalker attacked, she realized she had to act. So she found my private investigation firm. She trusted me with her fears and this secret.

Evan resumes plucking. His fingers move deftly, and the chords reverberate over the droning of the air-conditioning unit.

I tap my keyboard and then, feeling slightly guilty, search “Seraph love interest.”

Five million results. There are articles on E!, People, Billboard, and Elle magazine.

IS SERAPH SINGLE? UNCOVER THE STAR’S DATING HISTORY

WHO’S SERAPH DATING NOW?

A COMPLETE TIMELINE OF SERAPH’S MEN (AND WOMEN!)

A “source close to the singer” says Seraph is deeply private. And members of an online forum debate whether she, Eve, and Lilith are lesbians, witches, or simply feminists angling to turn women against men. Lilith is connected to a number of famous women. But when I change tactics and search “Sarah Owens,” two names appear over and over again: “Tommy Elder” and “Cole Atkins.”

SARAH OWENS AND TOMMY ELDER: SINGERS OR SOULMATES?

SARAH OWENS AND COLE ATKINS: ENEMIES TO LOVERS?

I click a TikTok video teasing Sarah Owens’s “romantic origins.”

A blond woman with wide eyes and a button nose appears. According to the name on the screen, she’s SerafinaStyleClub. Her video already has ten thousand likes. And when I click her profile, I see she has four hundred thousand followers.

Wow, I think.

Apparently, she’s an expert on Sarah’s fashion. Most of her videos highlight Seraph’s costumes—her page is a collage of angel wings and sparkles and snakeskin. But the newest video is different. A flash of a green field. Two figures walking. I skim back to the beginning of the video and turn up the volume.

“Okay, Serafinas,” she says brightly.

Evan glances up, and I tug my AirPods out of my purse, slipping one into each ear.

“You know I love Seraph’s Garden Snakes’ fashion, but a video from an old band of hers just resurfaced, and I’m reposting to show her style transformation from boho chic to the indie goddess she is now.”

Comments roll in across the bottom of the screen.

Love the boho chic.

Oh my god. Where did you find this?

Who are those guys? The tall one’s [image: A simple black outlined illustration of a gray flame on a white background.]

Do we think Seraph was already using symbolism here?

Daisies symbolize innocence.

Yellow means hope and idealism.

Don’t forget friendship! I always give my friends yellow roses.

Yellow’s also the color of cowards, jealousy, and deceit.

I’m sure that’s not what she meant.

Ah thanks for reposting. This is my video, yall! Check out my account.

That comment snags my attention, and I click the circle next to the account name KaraMila_97.

It’s a woman with tan skin and red highlights. She doesn’t have nearly the number of followers as SerafinaStyleClub—only two thousand to Serafina’s four hundred thousand—and although her account has videos of Sarah, there are also videos of just her, too, talking about everything from her favorite movie—A Star Is Born, the Lady Gaga version—to her favorite local coffee shops—8th and Roast and Frothy Monkey.

I click the top video.

“Hi, y’all.” KaraMila_97 smiles brightly, revealing a small hoop piercing in the gums above her front teeth. “Today we’re continuing our deep dive on all things Seraph and the Garden Snakes. They’re playing here—in Nashville—this Friday.” She pans to the crowded street behind her, where cowboy-boot-wearing tourists filter in and out of crowded venues. “And I know you’re all dying with excitement. In honor of their homecoming, every day this week I’ll be talking about the origins of Seraph, Lilith, and Eve.”

Three photos appear.

Sarah, Janelle, and Remy look younger, their cheeks rounder, eyes brighter than in the Garden Snakes pictures I googled earlier. But before I can study them fully, the images disappear, and KaraMila_97 is talking again. “Did you know this dynamic trio had a band before the Garden Snakes? That’s right. Two years ago. It was a five-piece called Golden Summer, and included two guys.” Another image flashes on the screen. “Tommy Elder and Cole Atkins.”

I sit straighter in my chair.

“Tommy’s the bearded, red-headed man. He played guitar and sang alongside Sarah. Cole’s the shorter, dark-haired one. He played keys.” On the screen, Tommy and Cole stand in a green field, dappled with hazy sunlight. Kudzu rises in great clumpy tiers behind them. Tommy slumps the way tall men do when they’re trying to blend in. But, bless his heart, he still towers over Cole. And where Tommy is pale and built like a lumberjack, Cole is tan and lean, with high cheekbones and curly hair pulled back into a bun. “You might recognize these guys as part of the indie duo Brother Jade. Or—you might not. They’re signed to the same label as the Garden Snakes—FireGrass Records. Yeah, that FireGrass, you know the one, started by Ross Nolan.” She screws up her face, and I think the name’s familiar—part of a scandal, maybe? I make a note to google him. “But Brother Jade’s not nearly as popular as the Garden Snakes.” She tilts her head and puts a finger to her chin. Her nail is gold, and a serpent coils from the base to the tip. “Think the boys regret no longer playing with Seraph?” She grins and waves her fingers—all snake-adorned, with gemstones for eyes. “I do.”

Behind her, a man in a cowboy hat flicks off the camera.

“Enjoy your two seconds of fame,” KaraMila_97 calls over her shoulder. She rolls her eyes. “For our deep dive today, I’ve dug through the archives to find Golden Summer’s one and only music video. To view it, keep watching.” She smiles slyly. “I think Tommy looks completely smitten with Sarah. Do you? Leave a comment below, and let’s discuss.”

On the couch, Evan’s still picking at his guitar.

KaraMila_97’s video transitions to the same footage reposted by SerafinaStyleClub. I turn up the volume.

On the screen, Sarah and Tommy walk through a field, fingers trailing in the sunlit grass. They’re singing and gazing at each other like they’re the last two people in the world. They start running, slowly at first, and then gaining speed, and the camera zooms back to reveal the landscape around them, and only then does it become clear that Janelle, Remy, and Cole are following Sarah and Tommy as they race toward a cliff. There’s a close-up shot of the grass parting, water crashing against the rocks below, and the song crescendoes. The video goes black just as the group reaches the cliff’s edge.

It’s compelling, and given Sarah’s love of literature, I wonder if there’s some kind of Holden Caulfield–esque commentary about youth and angst, but the way it’s framed—with a love story culminating in ruin—makes me skip back and freeze the frame on Tommy’s face.

I stare at him for a long time, the hazel eyes and splatter of freckles across his nose, the way his upper lip catches slightly on his top teeth as he smiles at Sarah, but whatever I expect to find—a jealous glint, obsessive stare—it’s not there. He looks happy and carefree and, yes, a little in love.

The video elicits a strange longing in me. I want to be friends with them. Want to step into their lives and wake up in that long grass with the sun stippling my face, maybe with a heavy arm wrapped around my waist. The video teases you with the bandmates’ relationships. Makes you wonder if they’re sleeping together. If they’d sleep with you. Not sure which you want: to know there’s a secret romance between them, or to be swept into it too.

I imagine being in a band—the forced intimacy of so many hours spent together in a small space, grabbing late bites to eat, drinking endless cups of coffee, or downing shots of whiskey. I think of how long days and longer nights can blur the line between coworker and friend, bandmate and companion. And maybe it’s because I was never good at maintaining those boundaries myself, but I know that somewhere in the green field where this video was taken, there was love—lost, realized, scorned, or unrequited, but love all the same. The question is whether this love remained, or if sometime over the last two years, it turned to hate.

I scan the comments.

I remember this band. They did a cool light show in Murfreesboro. More-fries-bro!

He’s totally smitten.

Is it just me, or does that Cole guy look pissed?

What about Eve—she’s totally jealous.

My phone vibrates, shuttling across my desk, and my heart does a little skip when I read the message.

Come by the house tonight, Sarah’s written. You can meet a few friends, and we can go over the details you mentioned.

I let out a squeal. Evan glances at me and then away again.

Get ahold of yourself, I think.

Sarah’s a client. A woman in need of my help. But after watching her music video, I can’t help feeling a bit like a fan.

From my internet sleuthing, I’m aware the location of Sarah’s residence is a public mystery—no one knows anything except that she lives with her bandmates, hence all the gleeful lesbian speculation.

But the next thing I know, Sarah’s texting me the address.

Guard this with your life, she writes.
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In my car, I plug Sarah’s information into the GPS, surprised to see she has a Nashville address. These days, most famous musicians claim the city but actually live in Brentwood or Franklin. Safer neighborhoods, better schools for their kids, more garage space for their Ferraris, et cetera, et cetera. But there’s something about the energy and anonymity of streets filled with musicians, students, and tourists. In Nashville, you can be anyone. Pop-music icon or single-mother private investigator. It’s a city where you can leave your life behind and start a new one, bedazzled in rhinestones or simply sporting a blond dye job.

The directions lead me to a forested drive with lush oak trees and houses nestled deep in their properties. A calm woman’s voice tells me, “You have arrived,” and I slow in front of a half-acre corner lot.

At first glance, the house resembles a bungalow with an attic, but when I round the corner, I see it expands along the entire side of the street. A covered walkway connects the main building to a garage, and behind it, I glint slices of an open courtyard and a blue pool.

“All right, girl,” I say, doing my best Dolly impression as I open my door. “A rhinestone shines just as good as a diamond.” I take a breath. “You got this.”

Up close, the deceptively large bungalow is even more impressive. Gray stone, bay windows, a thatch roof, and at least three chimneys. Conical bushes frame the front windows, and behind them, the curtains are closed tight.

Sarah’s text said to come to the back, so I follow the paved drive up the side of the house. At the gate, I hear a peal of high-pitched laughter and then a splash. But before I can touch the handle, a man blocks my path. Squat and broad-chested, he has a face that’s mostly cheeks. His nose has been broken at least once, and his head is shaved, so I can make out only the faint outline of a widow’s peak.

“Name?” he asks.

I squint, seeing something familiar in the eyes that sit a little too close together. Then I snap my fingers. “You were at Cheekwood,” I say. “In the SUV.”

The man squares his shoulders. The sleeve of his shirt catches on his chest, revealing dark ink on his bicep—the claws of an eagle wrestling a snake.

When it becomes clear I won’t be getting a response, I rock back on my heels.

“Kelly Williams.”

His mouth twitches as if he already knew who I was. But he scans the clipboard in his hand and nods. Then he shoves a rectangular box at my chest. “Phone.”

“Excuse me?”

“No phones,” he growls.

“A man of few words,” I murmur and dig through my purse.

I’m trying hard not to wear my confusion on my face. Is this a common practice at celebrity houses? Or something particular to Sarah?

I drop my phone into the box, its pink case with Dolly’s big hair and bright smile at odds with the jumble of black cases.

The man jerks his thumb at the gate. “You’ll get it back when you leave.”

I stride past him, but then I stop.

“Are you Sarah’s body guard?”

He frowns.

I press out my chest, but his eyes return to his clipboard.

“Have a nice evening.” He makes a shooing motion with his hand.

Doesn’t work on everyone, I think. Good for him.

I twist the handle and step into a world that looks like it was clipped straight out of Better Homes & Gardens magazine. Orange-red dahlias bloom under leafy green magnolias. Creeping fig vines climb over glass-inlaid French doors. Concrete planters overflow with blue hydrangeas. Behind the pool, a long table is draped with a white cloth and nestled under string lights. Low-backed Adirondack chairs surround a firepit. I count about two dozen people. Some are barefoot in swimsuits with long open kimonos. Others wear distressed blue jeans or backless dresses. They laugh and clink glasses, wrap each other in too-long hugs, and give off a general, if slightly strained, vibe of practiced contentment.

On the opposite side of the entrance, Sarah holds court in a hammock swing. Gone is the scrubbed bare face from the garden. She’s dressed in a yellow caftan and has donned the wig and false eyelashes from her stage performances. Had she looked this way earlier, I would have recognized her immediately.

“Kelly!” she exclaims when she sees me.

Heads swivel in my direction.

My heart hammers in my chest.

“Rhinestone,” I remind myself as Sarah jumps from her seat and hurries over.

“I’m so glad you’re here,” she says, silky voice carrying across the space.

A woman in a gold bikini stares at me with open curiosity. Sarah loops her arm around my elbow. “Let me give you a tour.” She gestures to the stone cherubs sitting like gargoyles on the terraced roof as she leads me away from the pool. “We had to have angels, of course.”

I glance sideways at her. Her shoulders are erect, movements easy.

“Don’t you think cherubs look like little babies? If you look closely, they’re all making slightly different baby faces.”

I squint.

“That baby sits just above my bedroom window.”

I follow her finger to the third window on the second floor. The angel crouches atop a brick that juts out next to the frame.

“Ross thinks they’re a gimmick because of the ‘Seraph’ stage name, but I’ve always found angels comforting. They guard your secrets.”

“Ross Nolan?” I ask.

I did some digging on the head of Sarah’s label, FireGrass Records, after watching KaraMila_97’s video. Nolan is quite the enigma. Either a “game changer” or a “scumbag,” depending on the article. The industry praises him for discovering new talent, but he’s also been accused of cultivating exploitative workplace dynamics. Some commentators depict him as a victim of the #MeToo era and an overly sensitive public. Others describe him as abusing his authority. No one says he’s a nice guy. And not a single person comes to his defense regarding the sexism allegations. Sarah hasn’t made any personal accusations against Nolan, but the band has been in a monthslong dispute over the Garden Snakes’ contract.

Sarah squeezes my arm. “I see you’ve done your research. Ross likes to drop by unannounced to gauge how the next record is coming along.”

“Is that normal?” I ask. “For a label head to”—I form air quotes—“‘drop in’ on his artists?”

She laughs and shakes her head. “Nothing is normal in the music business.”

She glances at my face and laughs again. “Which is why you need to get a lay of the land.”

A man in a cowboy hat catches Sarah’s gaze and waves.

She lowers her voice.

“That’s Brett Matthews,” she says, nodding at him. “He’s in King Neon Yellow with Adam Lono.” She gestures to the man beside him. Adam’s bald and unnaturally tan in an open short-sleeved kimono that flutters above his linen pants.

“I told everyone you’re a journalist writing a piece on me,” Sarah says. “They love that, of course. You won’t get the full truth out of any of them, but they’re a bunch of media-hungry heathens, so you shouldn’t have a problem getting them to talk.”

“Do you think one of them has been sending you the letters?” I ask, scanning the guests.

We’ve completed our circle and returned to the group. A man in a fedora teeters on the edge of the pool and falls into the water with a large splash. The group closest to him laughs.

“Adam.” Sarah doesn’t answer my question. Instead she motions the bald man over to join us. Thin leather chords drape down his chest. “Meet Kelly,” Sarah says. “She’s with the Times. I was just telling her that King Neon Yellow is FireGrass’s latest success story.” She winks at me.

A tall woman carrying a tray catches Sarah’s attention.

“Hostess duties.” Sarah squeezes my arm. “Enjoy yourself.” She lowers her voice. “But watch your back.”

“The Times,” Adam says as Sarah dances away. He presses the patterned silk against his ribs, eyes lingering on Sarah’s back as she talks to the server. “You know there are more interesting acts on FireGrass than the Garden Snakes.”

Brett, Adam’s cowboy-hat-wearing bandmate, strides to where we stand.

“Don’t listen to Adam,” he says, elbowing Adam in the ribs. “He’s a shameless self-promoter. Everyone knows if there’s a feature, Sarah’s getting it.” He grins. “What she does with her liner notes.” He kisses the tips of his fingers. “Genius.”

Adam rolls his eyes. “Hardly.”

Brett turns to me. “He’s jealous,” he says. “The Garden Snakes just released the first liner note from their new record, and it’s already gone viral. We’d love that kind of response for King Neon Yellow, but it hasn’t happened for us yet.”

When I furrow my brows, he says, “The hidden messages?” He’s looking at me like as a music reporter, I should know this. “Their last show was in Philadelphia. Sarah dropped all these hints about how the Daphne myth was similar to the story of Apollo and Leda. She posted a photo this morning of a swan in a lake and the grand staircase at the art museum there. Her fans figured out the connection and mobbed the place within the hour.” He holds up his phone, and I stare at a handwritten block of text taped to a wall. “On the third floor was an eighteenth-century painting of Leda and the Swan. And this”—he taps his screen—“was next to it.”

“But—how does Sarah sneak in without anyone seeing her?” I ask.

“Who knows.” Brett shrugs as if I’ve missed the point. “Maybe she hired someone to do it. Either way, it’s great publicity for the Garden Snakes and the museum. Sarah’s single-handedly motivating an entire generation to be interested in classical art. Here.” He passes me his phone. “It’s the lyrics to ‘Ask Daphne.’”

I squint at the image, not entirely sure what I’m looking at. The lines blur, but I slowly distinguish words from the letters blending together in what must be Sarah’s slanted hand.


Ask Daphne / Running like we’re barefoot, / Chasing one last sunset, / I can’t find my shoes. / Looking past my shoulder, / Starting to feel bolder, / I can’t follow you. / ’Cause you, oh, you, oh, you, / Will never be my home. / And you, oh, you, oh, you, / Would leave me all alone. / Because I, yeah, I, yeah, I, / Fell in love with friends. / And I, oh, I, oh, I, will stay here till the end. / I know where my heart’s at. / There’s no point denying it, / I can’t follow you. / Dissolve into the water, / Blow until I’m windswept, / But I can’t follow you. / ’Cause you, oh, you, oh, you, / Will never be my home. / With you, oh, you, oh, you, / I’ll always be alone. / Because I, yeah, I, yeah, I, / Stand as strong as stone. / And I, oh, I, oh, I, will guard them on my own. / My own, my own, my own / I am on my own / My own, my own, my own / I’m stronger on my own / Alone.



“The underlined letters,” Brett prompts. “Do you see it?”

I skim back over the lyrics with an eye to the underlined text.

“T-H-E,” I read out loud. “R-E-W-A-S”

“Two words,” he says excitedly.

“Oh,” I say, getting the hang of it. “Okay. I see it now. There … was … once…” I scrunch my nose. “A … girl.” I look up at Brett. “What does it mean?”

“It’s the beginning of a story. Now we wait for Sarah to give more clues and hide the next note, which”—he turns to Adam—“is genius.”

Adam rolls his eyes. “All she’s doing is sending fans on stupid scavenger hunts to get attention. She’s always pulling stunts like that. The Garden Snakes were supposed to headline NashFest on Saturday, but Sarah made them change the lineup at the last minute so they could play Friday instead.” He shakes his head. “Nolan’s pissed.”

“Why?” I ask.

Adam frowns. “What magazine did you say you wrote for again?”

I’m saved from answering by a sudden hush. Faces swivel to the back gate, where two men waver, rocking back on their heels, arms folded across their chests, as if uncertain whether they want to come in.

“Oh shit,” Brett says.

I squint at the taller of the two men and recognize Tommy Elder, lead singer of Brother Jade and Sarah’s old bandmate from her Golden Summer days. He’s dressed in plaid, with his shirtsleeves rolled up his freckled forearms. The man next to him must be Cole Atkins, Golden Summer’s former keyboardist and the other half of Brother Jade. He wears black jeans ripped at the knees, and his eyes flash as he takes in the other guests.

Next to me, Brett breaks the silence. “Cole, my man,” he says, striding to the gate.

Cole grins. The smile changes his face so that he looks suddenly boyish. “Brett. Adam.” Cole grips each man’s hands as they come forward. “Heard the latest KNY record.” He rocks back on his heels. “That third song was killer.”

At the back of the house, one half of the French doors bangs open, and Remy marches through, carrying two baskets of bread. She stops short when her eyes land on Cole, his hand on Adam’s shoulder. Cole glances her way, and his jaw tightens as he turns his attention to Adam. Remy takes a breath and then trudges toward the center of the table without acknowledging either man.

Janelle follows. She wears a flowing green dress and carries four bottles of wine clutched between her fingers. She also pauses at the sight of Cole and Tommy, and her gaze darts to where Sarah stands. A woman in a loose skirt and a tight midriff skips over to remove two bottles from her hands. Janelle kisses the side of her cheek.

A third man arrives to the smattering of cheers. He’s dark-haired and fairly short—five foot five, maybe six, with a slight lift from his boots. With blond highlights and a weak chin, I’d guess he’s early forties, trying to pass for thirty. He nods to Cole and Tommy and raises his hand in the direction of the guys near the pool. Janelle’s face clouds, and Remy stares. But after a second’s hesitation, Janelle straightens and strides to the entrance.

“Ross,” she says. “Well, isn’t this a surprise.”

Ross inclines his head, but his eyes are cold. “You know I hate surprises.” He scans the group. “I can’t get half of you together for a release party, but Sarah sends a last-minute invite and everyone’s in attendance.”

“Maybe I should start my own label.” Sarah’s smile is tight. She’s changed out of the yellow caftan and now wears a red-and-blue dress that drapes from her wrists to her ankles.

Cole mutters something, and Tommy’s shoulders stiffen.

“Or maybe”—Ross lifts his voice—“it has something to do with everyone being in town for NashFest.”

They stare at each other, but when Ross opens his mouth again, Sarah turns away.

“Thank you for coming.” She smiles at the guests along the edge of the pool. “It’s been too long.” She lifts her glass in the direction of Cole and Tommy. Cole folds his arms over his chest, and Tommy’s eyes drop to his boots. “So tonight, let’s celebrate with good wine, food, and most of all, music.”

Janelle and Remy slide into seats on either side of Sarah. Tommy trudges to the end of the table and drags out a chair as far away from the women as possible. Cole throws back his shoulders and follows. He mutters something to Tommy, whose eyes skitter to Sarah and then away again.

“Ross,” Sarah calls, extending her hand to the empty chair next to Janelle. “Your place is here.”

Ross takes a breath. “As the queen commands,” he grumbles with affected resignation.

Remy glowers at Ross and then at Sarah. Janelle pours herself a glass of wine and downs it.

Sarah raises her goblet. “To the good, the bad, and the label heads who provide unending inspiration.”

Adam slaps Ross on the back.

Ross’s jaw tightens. “Charming as always,” he says.

Nervous laughter ripples through the group.

“Cheers.”

Sarah clinks her glass against Janelle’s. Cole pretends like he’s about to vomit. Tommy’s eyes never leave Sarah’s face. And as people load their plates with food, Ross inclines his head toward Adam. His body is angled away from Sarah, but when she laughs—that same tinkling sound from the garden—Ross turns to her, his face betraying nothing but a cold, calculating expression. A shiver goes up my neck. I know that look. I’ve seen it before—it’s the cool possessiveness of a cat playing with a mouse, letting it escape while it calculates its next pounce.

At the firepit, a man strums his guitar. Two women join in, shaking tambourines. They are mesmerizing, faces luminous in the firelight, swaying their hips and singing with a soul-choir lilt. There’s an effortlessness in the way they move that makes them appear ageless. Lithe and free, they could be eighteen, twenty-three, or in their forties. But even as they lift their hands, there’s an edge of something fragile, as sharp and brittle as glass. I hold my breath, feeling that what I’m witnessing is important, but how, I don’t quite understand.

At the center of the table, Sarah and Remy hold a hushed conversation.

“Not here,” Sarah murmurs. She wipes her mouth with a napkin. “Please,” she says with a flick of her wrist toward the food. “Eat, drink, and be merry.” She drops the cloth and walks toward the house. Remy waits a beat and then follows.

I move toward a table laden with charcuterie near the French doors, hovering with a plate in my hands.

“I can’t believe you invited him,” Remy hisses.

“I had to.”

“You don’t have to do anything. Same goes for NashFest. You don’t have to—”

“You wanted to help,” Sarah says sharply.

I hear footsteps and turn. Janelle pauses when she sees me, a pair of tongs hanging above a platter of mixed cheeses and clearly eavesdropping, before she steps into the kitchen.

“What’s going on?” Her voice is tight. And I sense she’s miming to the others that their conversation isn’t private.

“Remy doesn’t want to play ‘Medea’ tomorrow.”

Remy hesitates. “That’s not what I said.”

Janelle murmurs something I can’t hear.

“Fuck this. You always defend her.”

There’s the sound of a hand slapping a counter, and just as Remy stomps out the door, I manage to slip onto one of the vacant lounge chairs. She glares at me and swipes at tears along the side of her face.

A moment later, Janelle follows. And last comes Sarah.

Her eyes scan the guests. Tommy and Cole are sitting by the bonfire. Adam’s by the pool, brow furrowed as Ross gestures between him and Brett. Sarah’s gaze slides to where I sit, my legs propped up on a thin cushion, a Brie-smeared cracker halfway to my lips.

She nods with that same determined expression from the garden. And as I watch her flit between groups, smile, and squeeze arms and elbows before she dances away, I realize I was wrong earlier—about her being at ease. Even though she’s offstage, in her own home, she’s still performing. It’s something every woman can relate to, perhaps, a constant shuffling of hats—hardworking business owner, doting mom, supportive wife or girlfriend—but this feels different. I recognize that level of commitment. Sarah’s acting like her life depends on it.

I stand and move to the fire, where a redheaded man sits.

“Tommy, right?” Behind me, the flames lick my back, and sweat trickles between my shoulder blades. “Kelly Williams. I’m writing a piece on Sarah.”

Next to him, Cole snorts. His legs are wide, and he holds a bottle of beer loosely between his fingers. “Don’t believe a word she says.”

I incline my head. “Why’s that?”

Cole gives a harsh laugh. “How much time do you have?”

“All night,” I say, lifting my hand to the bonfire, where smoke billows up into the trees.

Cole leans in, but Tommy murmurs something that sounds a lot like “reporter” under his breath.

Cole blinks. “Right.” He stands. “If we’re going to talk to the press, it will be about our own music.”

I open my mouth, but Cole pushes past my shoulder. Tommy follows. They slap a few hands, and then slip through the gate.

I sink into the chair Cole vacated.

The candles burn. Voices turn slurred and languid. The night feels dark and uncertain as bodies pulse and sway to the music.

Brett tips his hat to where I sit, alone now, at the fire. I smile and take in his features as he turns away. He made no secret of his esteem for Sarah, but that doesn’t rule him out. Admiration can lead to obsession. Brett said Adam was jealous of the Garden Snakes’ success. And there’s obvious tension between Ross and Sarah. Janelle and Remy didn’t seem fond of their label head either. Then there’s Cole and Tommy. Cole clearly has issues with Sarah. He was staring daggers at her all evening. And Tommy—like watching their videos, I sense emotion there, but I can’t put my finger on what it is. Love? Hate? Some fraught combination?

My eyes search out Janelle and Remy. Janelle slow dances with the woman in the midriff, and Remy reclines on the edge of the pool, leaned back on her elbows, gazing at the starless sky. Sarah is nowhere to be seen, but just as I start to panic, I hear Janelle tell a guest she’s gone to bed. The night vibrates with unsaid things. I have the sense I’m watching a timeworn film, some masked ball where every character is playing a role, and I’m waiting for their faces to fall. The trees vibrate, their leaves lit by flickering flames, and I sit forward in my chair, trying to capture the moment and hold it tight with both hands.
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FRIDAY, JUNE 25, 7 A.M.

The scent of bonfire smoke twists through my hair and deep-throated laughter hums in my ears. But when I split open my lashes, I’m in my bedroom. My eyes are heavy with mascara, mouth foul from unbrushed teeth. The curtains are open, revealing heavy oak limbs and an orange-breasted robin singing at the top of its lungs. There’s a crick in my neck. My shoulders are stiff, and when I glance down, I find I’m still in my dress. The straps have dropped and formed deep grooves in my arms, the skirt is wrenched around my waist. I’ve fallen asleep on top of my comforter, one arm tucked under my head and heels kicked to the foot of my bed.

I groan and flap a heavy palm at my night table, hitting the corner twice before I find the top, where my phone usually sits. I want to check the time, to make sure Dean hasn’t texted. My fingers find the power cord and follow it to the connector. But there’s nothing plugged in to the end of it.

“Shit.”

I sit up, pat my pillow and then my sheets. Roll onto my side to lift the bed skirt and stare at the floor. I close my eyes and picture my phone where I last saw it.

I swear again when I remember the black box and flat-faced security guard at Sarah’s. I forgot to retrieve my device when I left.



An hour later, I’m showered and marching up the stone steps to the overlarge bungalow, taking in the bay windows and thick curtains that block the view from inside out and outside in.

The house is big and beautiful. But it’s boring—tall privacy bushes shaped into tidy cones. A welcome mat with a swirling W, so normal you’d think the place belonged to a real estate power couple and not one of the most controversial bands in Nashville.

But perhaps that’s the point. Like Sarah’s bare face in the garden, the house is meant to blend in.

I turn a full circle. With their huge lots, Sarah’s neighbors don’t have a clear view of the entrance. I can’t see a single window or door from the house opposite, which means they can’t see me where I stand on the front step. And wouldn’t have seen Sarah lying here when Remy found her Monday evening. This is the downside of privacy. It hides many sins.

When I knock, it’s Janelle who opens the door. She wears a silk head wrap and clasps a mug between her palms. Her eyes move from me to the road and then back again.

“I would have called,” I say quickly at her raised eyebrows, “but I left my phone with your security guard.”

Janelle sighs. She takes another cautious look at the road and says, “Would you like to come in?”

I follow her through the double doors into a high-ceilinged foyer. The hall is light and airy with a teardrop-shaped crystal chandelier draping above our heads.

“You have a beautiful home,” I say, and I mean it.

Armed with all the “bless your heart”s and “God love ’em”s of my Southern upbringing, I’m not above false flattery. I can go on and on about how much I love someone’s dishware or new curtains or patio renovation—but in this case, my words are true.

Janelle leads me into the kitchen, where a candle flickers on the counter. Warm pendant-shaped lamps drop from exposed wood beams. Fresh-cut dahlias sit at the center of a long farmhouse table. And rustic shelves are lined with books and photographs. It’s cozy and clean. The only sign of the party last evening is the open bottle of whiskey next to the sink.

Janelle looks around as if seeing the room with new eyes. “It is, isn’t it?” she says, her brow crinkling.

“Did you forget?” I ask with a smile.

“Honestly…” She laughs. “I think I did.” She gestures to the half-open suitcase behind the table. “We’re always coming or going. But with NashFest this weekend, Sarah thought it would be good to stop and refresh.”

“Is that unusual?” I perch on a barstool and lace my fingers under my chin.

“Yeah, actually.” Janelle pauses and twirls a beaded necklace. “It is.” She opens her mouth, and I have the feeling she wants to say more, but she sips from her mug instead. “What can I get you? Coffee? Tea?” She inclines her head. “Something stronger?”

“Coffee,” I say. I didn’t have time to make a cup before speeding over here this morning, and my body is practically drooping. “Please.”

While she busies herself with a steel-and-black contraption on the counter, I scan the white marble and subway-tile backsplash. I rock back with a strange kind of déjà vu.

I’ve seen this kitchen before.

It was on the cover of one of the Garden Snakes’ singles. Sarah stood next to the industrial stove wearing an apron and nothing else, while Janelle and Remy leaned against the counter in chef’s hats and stared at the red-pink thing dripping in her hands.

“It was a pig’s heart,” Janelle says, following my gaze. “Something to do with Medea, I think. Or maybe it was Circe.” She shakes her head. “I can’t remember if the point was the cannibalism or the pig. I told Sarah to use tongs, but she wanted to hold it.” Her lips flatten into a grimace. “She grew up on a farm, but still—disgusting.”

Janelle turns back to the coffee maker, and I stretch my fingers to snag a newspaper off the counter. Sarah’s, Janelle’s, and Remy’s faces peer up at me.

“‘A Fallen Angel,’” I read. “‘The Garden Snakes’ Seraph Slithers Home.’”

Janelle gives a tired smile. “The puns are endless,” she says, sliding a steaming mug into my hands. “As are the theories. We’re vampires. Drink each other’s blood. Sync menstrual cycles. Have winter solstice orgies.” She laughs at the look on my face. “But most just say we’re witches—making potions and casting spells on men.”

I glance at the open shelves. Scattered between bags of Honest Coffee and High Garden Tea are glass containers of dried herbs, vials of amber liquid, and fragments of bleached animal bones.

She smiles. “We lean in to it, of course.” She gestures to the herbs. “Bitters.” The brown liquid. “Liquor.” She waves a hand. “It’s our mixing station.”

“And the bones?”

She shrugs. “Curiosities. Things found on the family farm.”

“The family farm,” I repeat.

“Sounds like funny farm, right? That’s what Sarah called it. She grew up with her aunt…” Her voice trails off. “Anyway, they had all kinds of animals—cows, pigs, goats. Even these fluffy Silkie chickens that would follow us around.” Janelle’s voice is wistful with the memory. “The family has been parceling off the land for years, but Sarah’s aunt and cousins still live on the property.”

“Is Sarah here?” I ask.

“She sleeps late.” Janelle gestures to the long hall off the kitchen. “Remy already left. She volunteers at Wags and Walks whenever we’re in town. With our schedule, it’s the closest she can get to having a pet.” She shakes her head, and a faint smile tugs her lips.

Janelle turns to the counter and pours herself another cup of coffee. After a second’s hesitation, she adds a splash of whiskey.

I bite my lip. “You live here together?” I ask. “You, Sarah, and Remy?”

She nods. “It’s a nice house to come home to, but honestly, I wouldn’t mind an escape.”

“You make it sound like a trap.”

Janelle sips from her mug, bangles clanking around her wrist. “Fame is a gilded cage. Haven’t you heard that?” She laughs. “Don’t get me wrong, it comes with lovely trimmings, beautiful dresses”—she lifts one side of her kimono—“high ceilings, and sparkling pools, but it has bars, nevertheless.”

“Does Sarah feel that way?”

Janelle grimaces. “Sarah always thinks five steps ahead—hence all the stage wigs and makeup. She can go out in public without them, and no one recognizes her. It’s not the same for me and Remy.”

Her phone buzzes. And then buzzes again. Message after message lights up the screen.

“Guess Sarah’s dropped another liner note,” she murmurs.

“Like the one at the Philadelphia Art Museum?” I ask.

Janelle nods. “This one is in Atlanta. At the aquarium. Taped to a tank.”

She holds her phone out to me. The lighting is blue and hazy, but I scan the text quicker this time.


Siren Song / Watch me from your window, / Imagine how we kiss. / You really think I don’t know, / Such sweet sin as this. / See how I undress slow tonight, / Under a moon that glows so bright. / Touch your face as I touch my skin, / The water’s drawn, you’re feeling alive. / Oh my god, there’s nothing as real as this, / A vision in glass fogged by breath. / Oh my god, there’s nothing as pure as this, / A secret that can’t be kept. / Watch me from your window, / Imagine how we kiss. / You really think I don’t know, / Such sweet sin as this. / I’ve got that sweetness, / Sinful sweetness, / Pressed between my lips. / I’ve got your moonlight, / Sunshine starlight, / It’s pointless to resist. / Look how I have no real control, / Under your gaze that sinks so low. / Tell my old lovers they can go, / The damage is done, you think you’ve won. / Want to stroke your body. / I want to wear your skin. / You really think I don’t know, / Such sweet sin as this. / I’ve got that sweetness, / Sinful sweetness. / Pressed between my lips. / It’s pointless to resist. / Resist.



“There was once a girl who longed to be a star,” I say, connecting the message Brett showed me yesterday to the underlined letters from today.

Janelle smiles. “Guess this is a story about Sarah. Our first album was called Queens, and she wrote songs dedicated to everyone from Cleopatra to Lady Macbeth and Freddie Mercury. The clues rewrote Cleopatra’s story to make her the ruler of not just Egypt but the entire world.”

“Don’t you write together?”

“Sarah likes the messages to be ‘a surprise.’” Janelle smiles softly. Her expression is different than Brett’s—his enamored kind of obsession—and much different than Adam’s, who talked about the scavenger hunts with derision. Janelle’s proud of her friend and what she’s accomplished.

“Before I forget…” Janelle retrieves a black box from a cabinet and shakes it. “Your phone.”

I swipe the screen to make sure I haven’t missed anything from Dean.

“Do you always hire a doorman for your parties?” I ask once I’m convinced my son doesn’t need me.

Janelle glances at the window. “We rarely have parties anymore. But Juno’s with us most of the time now.”

Juno. I think of the ox-cut man who blocked my entry last night. The name doesn’t quite match.

“That’s what Sarah calls him,” Janelle says, reading my thoughts. “After the goddess who protected the women of Rome.”

I smile. Of course she does. I wonder what he thinks about that.

“Have you considered extra security?” I ask.

Janelle shakes her head. “Sarah doesn’t want to bring on anyone else—too many eyes, too many potentials for bribes.”

“But after all the messages…” I begin.

Janelle shrugs. “Sarah wants to control the narrative. She doesn’t want photos of her at home without her wigs and makeup. Doesn’t want to be seen in the public eye as anything but Seraph.”

“Is that why Juno took everyone’s phones before the party?”

Janelle cocks an eyebrow at me. “One reason.”

When she doesn’t clarify, I clear my throat. “Sarah said she had documents of the harassment you’ve been experiencing. We were supposed to go over the details last night, but she left before I could ask.”

“Vanished” was more like it. “Off to bed” was what Janelle said. But Sarah disappeared from her own party. One moment she was there, dancing by the fire, and the next, she was gone.

“She’s always done that,” Janelle says with a shake of her head. She puts her fingers in air quotes. “She likes to ‘leave them wanting more.’ In terms of the harassment—we’ve acquired quite the collection.” Her mouth tenses. “Sarah’s kept everything in a file—but I don’t know where she keeps it.”

We fall back into silence. I swirl the spoon in my cup.

“I overheard Sarah and Remy in the kitchen last night,” I tell her. “It sounded like they were arguing.”

Janelle waves her hand. “It was nothing,” she says.

“It didn’t sound like nothing.”

She sighs and leans forward with her elbows on the counter, wrapping her fingers around her mug. “Look, for every fan who recognizes Sarah’s genius, her ability to take words and stories and strip away all the bullshit until you get to the meaning at their core, there’s some crazy asshole who takes the lyrics at face value. Accuses her—us—of being demons, whores, bringers of the apocalypse, or some other nonsense.” She straightens. “It was amusing at first. No bad press, right?” She taps the newspaper. “But there are people who actually believe this shit. It’s crazy and terrifying. They hate our music—fine. But lately, the threats have escalated, and there’s one song in particular that really gets under their skin.”

“‘Just Medea,’” I say with a nod. In the chorus, Sarah sings, “I’m a liar, baby. I’m a killer, baby. I’m a hero, baby. And you never saw me coming.” Critics accuse the band of advocating female violence against men. Fans love the new interpretation of the Greek myth.

Janelle nods. “Remy doesn’t want to perform it tonight.”

“But Sarah does?”

Janelle purses her lips. “Sarah wants the controversy.” She twists her kimono around her waist. “So now we’re here, contending with people who believe Sarah’s a man-eating sorceress and Remy and I are—I don’t know—siren witches or something. In the meantime, Sarah’s changing the stage design and having alterations made to her costume. And we’re performing a day ahead of schedule.” She blows out a breath. “You’re coming tonight, aren’t you?”

I think of the pomp and ceremony, the costume changes, and the chance to see the Garden Snakes live after watching so many of their videos. Then I remember the threatening messages and the man with the brand.

“Wouldn’t miss it,” I tell her. “But you really should consider extra security.”

Janelle shakes her head. “Sarah said no. And there will be plenty at the festival already. You’ll see. NashFest runs like a well-oiled machine.” She pushes a flyer with the festival lineup into my palm. “We go on at nine.”
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FRIDAY, JUNE 25, NOON

Back in my office, I prop my feet on my desk and pull my computer onto my lap.

I refresh my Garden Snakes search and see a new video from KaraMila_97. Like a lot of aspiring influencers, she posts across platforms: YouTube, Instagram, and TikTok all display similar footage. And since yesterday’s post, her number of TikTok followers has doubled.

“Hi, y’all,” KaraMila_97 says. “I’m back.” She waves her fingers. Today they’re black except for her thumb, which gleams with red fangs. “Remember Seraph’s first band, Golden Summer? Well, today I’m taking you to where they wrote their first song together.”

On the screen, she moves through a backyard to a small studio with little white flowers growing in tufts at the base of the front step. Green tendrils sneak through the face of chipped yellow brick, and a hand-painted sign hangs at an angle on the door.

“This is Ben’s place.” She pans to a man with a grizzly beard, toothy smile, and watery blue eyes. “Ben played guitar in a nineties grunge band and built the backyard studio when he stopped touring. Thanks for talking with me today, Ben. Can we look inside?”

Ben shrugs, gray hair falling across his face as he trudges to the studio. The door screeches when he opens it, and he steps back so KaraMila_97 can enter. She sucks in her breath. “So, this is where it began.” The camera pans the tattered sofas and overlapping Turkish rugs, the thick burgundy curtains that give the room a hazy, opium-den glow. “You can almost feel the magic,” she says, her voice an awed hush, as the camera moves across floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, a battered drum set, and sticker-laden guitars.

The camera turns to Ben.

“They were good kids,” he says. “Shame they broke up. That’s the thing about music—it has the power to bring you together, but it can also rip you apart.”

I jerk at the sound of keys jostling outside the door. I pause the video as the person hesitates and issues a series of knocks instead.

“Come in,” I call, knowing the only person with a key is Evan.

“Hey,” he says, opening the door with a short head bob that sends his curls falling across his forehead. “I forgot my notebook. And wanted to—” His eyes light on the flyer on my desk. “No way,” he says. “Are you going to NashFest?”

I twirl my finger in my hair and then stop myself. “There’s a band I want to see,” I say, like I go to cool festivals all the time. “Seraph and the Garden Snakes. Have you heard of them?”

He squints at me. “I wouldn’t think their music would be your thing.”

I cross my arms. “Why not?”

“Um…” Evan gestures to the framed photo of Dolly on my desk. The Dolly quote taped to the wall. The neon pink rhinestone-covered book on the shelf beneath the coffee table.

I laugh. “Dolly may have my heart, but I’m open to new loves.”

He lifts an eyebrow, and I blush at my words’ double meaning.

“Actually,” I say, the heat growing stronger on my cheeks, “if you don’t have plans tonight, maybe you could come and help explain some of the music-y things.”

Music-y things? Pull it together, I tell myself.

“Really?” Evan asks, a wide smile blooming on his face and revealing dimples I hadn’t noticed before.

I nod. “Yep.”

“Awesome. Yeah. I mean…” He runs his hands through his hair. “Thanks. I’d love to.”

I drop my feet to the floor. He’s a musician, I tell myself. That’s why I invited him. It has nothing to do with the slip of tan skin I see when he reaches for his notepad on the sofa. Or the way my stomach somersaulted when he walked in. The fact is he can give me an insider’s perspective on the stage design and lyrics. And that’s the line I’m sticking with.

“I’m fixin’ to watch some of their videos, if you…” My voice trails off, not entirely sure what I’m asking.

Evan doesn’t bat an eye. He drops his notebook on the sofa and drags a chair next to mine. Okay, yes, maybe that is what I wanted. A little company and the warmth of his arm next to mine.

I navigate away from KaraMila_97’s video and her dive into Sarah’s past and instead search YouTube for a more recent Garden Snakes performance.

I press play.

At first, the stage is empty.

Low-quality, the recording is fan-made—a cell phone held above a sea of other glowing devices. A papier-mâché tree stands at the center, encircled by silver leaves. A plastic snake hangs from its limbs. Beneath the platform, dark figures pulse and sway.

“I see her,” someone yells. Next to me, Evan leans closer.

A cheer goes up, and Evan’s breath catches. Something—no, two things move from the back of the stage. Remy and Janelle slither on their bellies, headset microphones pressed to their lips, projecting low hisses that grow from the ground. Janelle rises to her place behind the drums. Remy grabs her bass from the floor. Their words are rhythmic, chant-like, and the crowd echoes the sound. The music swells, and a figure drops from the tree. It’s Sarah, or rather, Seraph, wearing a garment of dusky orange, the color of an autumn sunset. A crown encircles her head. There’s a startled hush and the crowd roars, so loud the video doesn’t pick up anything else.

“What is a seraph, anyway?” Evan asks.

“It’s a celestial being that guards the throne of God,” I say.

He lifts an eyebrow.

I sit up straighter. “Most of the songs are inspired by literary or historical texts,” I say. “Their new album is called Meta_morphosis, and in it, all the figures go through some kind of transformation—either physical or metaphorical.”

“Isn’t Medusa the monster with snake heads?”

“She didn’t start that way,” I say. “She was a beautiful mortal priestess who swore her life to the goddess Athena. But Poseidon pursued Medusa into Athena’s temple, and when Medusa rejected him, he raped her. Instead of punishing Poseidon, Athena cursed Medusa. She exiled her to a remote island and turned her into the monster with cracked skin and snake hair.”

Evan glances at me. “I don’t think we learned that version in school.”

“I used to love Greek mythology,” I explain. “It’s been a while, but some of it came back yesterday.”

“Why yesterday…” Evan begins. “Oh,” he says, the realization dawning on his face. “You were researching their songs.” His eyes widen. “Is someone stalking the Garden Snakes?”

I chew my cheek. Evan’s crossed paths with my clients before, but this is the first time I’ve worked with someone so famous. “Please don’t tell anyone.”

“I wouldn’t—” he says.

“If word got out—” I press.

“My lips are sealed.” He mimes zipper-closing his mouth.

On the screen, a figure catches my eye. He’s at the edge of the crowd, but the others shuffle around him as he pushes his way through. A shiver sneaks up my neck.

The camera angle shifts, and the man is lost in the margins. I play the video again. And again. And something strikes me the more I watch it—for just the briefest second, it looks like Sarah glances in the man’s direction.

“Did you see that?” I ask Evan.

He blinks.

“There.”

He shakes his head.

I turn back to the video.

The crowd lunges forward, and I study all those fans with their arms outstretched, trying to pull her in.
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FRIDAY, JUNE 25, 6:30 P.M.

It’s half past six, and I’ve already been swept into the mounting buzz of excitement as the crowd grows outside the metal gates of the venue.

I pull out my phone and the line shuffles forward.

“Hi, y’all,” KaraMila_97 says on my screen.

A few heads swivel my direction, and I turn down the volume, feeling no better than a teenager who glances at their device every free second. But this is for work, I tell myself as KaraMila_97 pans rows of people. From the backdrop, I can tell she’s already inside the gates. Is it weird that I’m watching her when she’s here somewhere? I scan the crowd looking for a flash of red hair.

“I’m at the River Amphitheater,” KaraMila_97 continues, “where everyone’s dying to know what Seraph will do tonight. She’s been hinting that her hometown show will be the most impressive yet. People have been scouring the grounds in hopes of uncovering the next liner note. There have been a few shouts, but no one’s found anything yet.”

In the world beyond the screen, the line shuffles forward. Light glints off brick rooflines, and the sun beats down on the blues of my gingham blouse. The thin fabric sticks in the humidity, and while KaraMila_97 talks, I flap the bottom edge, trying to circulate air up to my chest.

“Over the weekend, a hundred thousand people will descend on the city for the festival. There are hydration stations with misting fans and medical tents in case folks suffer from heat stroke or sudden illness. Security officers are checking people’s bags for alcohol and weapons.”

“Purse,” a woman barks.

I’ve reached the front of the line. I click off my phone while the woman prods my bag with a wand.

“Wish they’d do something about those protestors,” she mutters.

I follow the jerk of her head. A teenager waves two poster boards. Striped red, white, and blue, one reads GOD HATES YOU. The other: AMERICA IS DOOMED. A woman holds a sign: SERAPH AND THE GARBAGE SINNERS. The child next to her: LUCIFER WAS AN ANGEL TOO.

But my eyes snag on a man in the back. He sits in a camping chair, ball cap pulled low, his large hands folded in his lap.

“You’re good,” the woman tells me. I’m shuffled forward as she reaches for the next bag, eyes still on the protestors.

“Hey,” says a voice at my elbow.

I spin on my heels.

Evan grins. He’s wearing a ripped tee and black jeans that must be unbearably hot in this heat.

“Don’t sneak up on me.”

He lifts an eyebrow. “Can you really sneak up on someone in a crowd of a thousand people?” he teases.

“Yes,” I say.

I glance toward the protestors but can no longer make out the man in the back.

Evan’s eyes dance from me to the stage. “I haven’t been to NashFest since I was a teenager,” he says, and I try not to calculate how many years that’s been. “What time do the Garden Snakes play?” he asks.

“Nine,” a woman in angel wings yells over her shoulder as she passes. She takes a second glance at Evan, and I feel a rush of pleasure at having such a cute date for the evening.

Girls in feathers and halos race toward the merch table. A bare-chested man strides past us with a black python tattoo twisting from his navel to his neck.

“I feel underdressed,” I whisper to Evan.

He points to a snake-shaped balloon. “Want me to get you one?”

I laugh. “Let’s just find a good place to stand.”

We hover at the edge of the crowd, looking for gaps. Lanterns bloom above our heads, and a band called Nasty Mouth introduces themselves onstage.

“This way,” Evan says.

The clouds turn orange over the buildings. I follow him through a web of sharp elbows and broad shoulders. A woman shuffles to her right, and I move to stand in the small square space she’s abandoned.

“What?” I shout, when Evan bends toward my ear.

“I said I like this band,” he yells back.

The sky darkens, and the breathing room that existed earlier vanishes. Strangers press against my skin. I stagger forward. Evan steadies me with his arm.

“You okay?” he asks.

His hand brushes my back, and heat rushes up my spine.

I nod. “The perils of being short,” I say with a laugh.

Onstage, Nasty Mouth loads out. The lights flicker red, then orange, then white. Two curtains drop from the rigging, hiding the team preparing the next set. People head toward the concessions. But more press forward, angling for closer spots. I clasp my palms and rock back on my heels as Evan stands in awkward silence. This is the first time we’ve met up outside the office, and neither one of us is sure how to act.

“What’s with all the space stuff?” I improvise, pointing at the planet on his shirt.

He smiles. “It’s because of my name.” And when I continue to stare: “Evan Taylor.” He extends a finger toward me. “E.T. phone home,” he says in a croaky voice.

I raise an eyebrow.

“Get it? Evan Taylor. E.T.?” His cheeks turn pink. It’s adorable. And now I understand our studio-office decorations.

My phone buzzes. I shoot Evan an apologetic glance as I lift the device to my ear.

“Hey, honey, everything all right?”

Honey? Evan mouths.

I grin and shake my head.

“You don’t have to ask that every time I call,” Dean says on the other end.

“I wouldn’t, except you only call when you need something,” I tease, with a roll of my eyes at Evan.

“Can’t I just check in on my dear old mom?”

“You can, so long as you don’t say ‘old.’”

“Well, speaking of old—”

I snort.

“Would you mind if I borrowed that ancient laptop you have at the office?”

“What’s wrong with yours?” I ask.

Dean’s a student at Tennessee State Community College. The laptop was a high school graduation gift.

“Nothing.” The crowd releases an excited cheer. “Where are you, anyway?”

“At a show,” I say and press a hand to my ear. “I thought you were good at fixing computers,” I yell.

He grunts. “I’m a programmer. And anyway, this is a hardware issue.” At least, that’s what I think he says.

“Of course, honey,” I tell him. “Come by the office tomorrow.”

I hang up and find Evan looking at me.

“My son,” I say.

“Oh.” He blinks. “I didn’t know you had children.”

“Just the one.” I slip the phone into my bag. “And he’s hardly a child. He’s twenty.”

I watch Evan’s face as he does the math. There’s no way to win in this situation. If he thinks I had Dean at the young but still respectable age of twenty-six, that makes me forty-six. If I had him at sixteen, then I carry all the assigned stigmas of teenage pregnancy, but at least it puts me in my midthirties, still almost a decade his senior, but god forbid not forty. I could help him out. Tell him I got pregnant at twenty-two, my first year of law school. But sharing anything about my life is a risk, and although Evan seems like a sweetheart, I don’t know him all that well yet.

Not sure how to respond, Evan smiles. “Cool,” he says.

There’s movement onstage, and the crowd takes a strained, collective inhale. Next to me, a girl wrings her hands. Tears stream down her face. And then, in the middle of the heaving crowd, I see him—the man in the ball cap, a head above the rest. I grab Evan’s arm.

The curtains split with a snap, and I lose the man in the push forward. There are screams. Tears. Sarah—Seraph—is already onstage, her thin frame silhouetted by the bright lights at her back. A torchlit city glows on the LED screen behind her. Smaller screens on either side project Sarah, Janelle, and Remy as they emerge from the dark, spaced apart in a way that masks their height differences. They glide toward the crowd, black against an orange haze, and Janelle extends an arm, ushering Sarah to join them. But Sarah remains where she stands. She turns and looks over her shoulder. There’s a loud clap like thunder. And something pours from the metal beams above her head. In the pulsing light, sand ripples like silver across Sarah’s skin. The stage darkens, and when it brightens again, Janelle’s seated at the drums, Remy’s fingers are locked on the bass in her hands, and Sarah stands statue-still at the center, her legs trapped by a pile of sand.

“Running like we’re barefoot,” she sings. “Chasing one last sunset.”

The crowd cheers.

“I can’t find my shoes.”

I recognize the lyrics to “Ask Daphne.”

“Looking past my shoulder, starting to feel bolder, I can’t follow you.”

The woman next to me mouths the lyrics. The man beside her holds his hands to his chest.

The curtains close, and when they part again, the sand has been swept away. Sarah wears a thin dress knotted at her chest. A cliffside rises on the screen behind her.

Sarah sways her hips. “You really think I don’t know, such sweet sin as this?” The displays on either side of the stage project close-ups of her face. Her eyes are wide and innocent as she sings “Siren Song” into the microphone at her lips.

Evan shifts next to me. The desire to be near Sarah is contagious. As she sings, the crowd heaves forward—one inch and then another. People reach out, fall on their knees, and weep. With every word, her fans press closer. At the front of the amphitheater, the security guards step to the metal gates, but the crowd pulses, and they’re jostled back.

Another costume change and Sarah’s draped in heavy gold necklaces and singing of wolves. Then she’s in a bikini made of fig leaves. “I can’t claim innocence,” she croons. “If wanting is a sin.”

Next, she dons a long black robe. An interior construction gives her triangular shoulders and a flat chest, so the robe looks like a modern version of a nun’s habit. Behind her, Remy and Janelle are clothed in crimson. Gold snakes twine around their necks. They hold crystal goblets that glint under the stage lights. Stars shoot across the screen.

“They think I’m like night and sunshine,” Sarah purrs. “An oasis in a desert land. You may not like my deception, but beauty lies because she can.”

I glance toward the protestors across the street and then back to the stage. My eyes find Remy, whose gaze is on Sarah. Her mouth is a tight line.

And I know why.

They’re playing “Just Medea,” the controversial song Remy didn’t want to perform tonight.

“And I won’t hold on to hope,” Sarah sings.

“I’ll take fate in both my hands.” She presses her palms together.

“I’m a woman you can’t know.” She thrusts her arms out wide and reveals a long sword in one hand.

“I’ll do as my heart commands.”

The crowd cheers as she thrusts the sword above her head. Remy and Janelle throw their glasses to the ground, and they explode into pieces.

I stand, mesmerized by the movement of their bodies, the cacophony of sound, the certainty that this is important.

Sarah swings the sword again, and the audience cheers. Her fans heave forward. At the metal security gate, one guard rears back, clutching his face. Another moves to fill his place and hold the barrier, but people push forward, trapping the guards between the platform and the fence.

“They’re getting crushed,” Evan says.

I grab his sleeve. “Go left,” I yell in his ear.

Evan gives a quick nod, and we edge our way toward the sidelines. A woman shoves my back when I step on her foot. Evan wraps his fingers around my shirt, his touch a silent promise he won’t lose me. His eyes are fixed on the guards at the base of the stage. But my gaze travels toward Sarah.

The music crescendoes, and Sarah lifts her hands, a faint smile on her lips.

Her voice carries over the crowd. “And you never saw me coming.”

Her body jerks, arms thrown wide. She lurches. One step and then two. The sword clatters to the stage. And Sarah gives a fleeting look of something—surprise? pain? triumph?—and then she collapses, her black robe splayed.

The crowd screams and pushes forward, arms extended as if to catch her.

The music staggers and then dies.

A man cries, “That was the most beautiful—” but his words are lost in the swell of voices.

People writhe in near ecstasy.

“One more song.” They cheer and claw their way forward. “Encore.”

But then the screams become higher, and those who were so eager to get to the front scramble back, pushing against those moving toward the band. Shouts reverberate in the air, and I feel my own breath halt in my chest. A crawling sensation rips across my skin, my body sensing the wrongness before my mind registers it.

Onstage, Sarah hasn’t moved. Remy’s thrown her bass to the ground and dropped to Sarah’s side, hair falling across her face as she bends over Sarah’s chest. Janelle has risen from her seat in the back, drumstick gripped tight in her fist. She seems incapable of moving farther.

When Remy stands, there’s blood on her hands. She gazes into the crowd, and then her eyes move toward the gates behind us. The stage lights cut out, people scream, and we’re swallowed by darkness.

I hear Evan’s voice. Feel his grip on my shoulder as he steers me away from the crowd. He says “shooter” and “ambulance.”

No, I think.

It’s part of the act.

The spectacle.

Sarah’s performance.

Time slows as I turn a full circle. People huddle and crouch. Press their foreheads to the asphalt. The lights flicker. And from the stage comes a high keening.

Remy, I think as I stagger toward the raised platform, toward Sarah.

In front of me, a woman’s shoulders shake with ragged sobs. She drops to her knees and vomits. “I saw,” she says.

I glance at Evan, who has a white-knuckle grip on his phone. He mouths, Nine-one-one, even as sirens swirl around us.

I bend down to the woman. “What did you see?”

She blinks at me with bloodshot eyes. Spit clings to the sides of her mouth, and her hair is matted with sweat. “I saw the moment Seraph’s soul left her body.” She turns to her friends. “It was beautiful, so white and pure, like mist—”

In the mottled lights from the beer tent, officers in riot gear swarm the street and push toward the stage.

“I have to get to Sarah,” I tell Evan. “Go home. Run and keep your head low.”

I don’t give him the chance to stop me. I’m already pushing through the crowd, my size allowing me to dart and weave between shoulders, while Evan is caught in a tangle of limbs. When I glance back, I see his outstretched hand, his forward movement thwarted by the bodies scrambling away from the stage. By the time I reach the metal barrier, he’s lost in the masses.

“I can’t let you up there.” A teenager blocks my path. He’s gangly and pockmarked. Eyes wide, his entire body shakes beneath his neon VOLUNTEER vest. I dig in my purse and wave a card at him. “Kelly Williams,” I say. “Sarah Owens hired me.”

The teenager glances around like someone might help.

“Seraph hired me,” I clarify with a gesture toward the stage. “She thought something like this might happen.”

When he blinks in confusion, I swat his trembling arm away.

“Eat some sugar,” I yell as I race up the stairs.

At the top, I stop short, hands clamped to the rail as I scan the platform.

A mic stand is overturned. Cables sprawl in tangled loops. Remy’s bass lies where it fell, its frame cracked. One of Janelle’s drumsticks has rolled beneath her kit. But the women themselves have disappeared. Dozens of plastic snakes have taken their place. Light glints off shards of broken wineglasses. And Sarah’s sword lies at the front of the stage.

But her body is gone.

Blue lights bloom in the distance, and soon they’re joined by red ones. I take a stabilizing breath and approach where Sarah last stood. I crouch to study a ripped piece of fabric. It floats in a pool of crimson.

A metallic scent reaches my nose, and I clamp a hand over my mouth. Bile rises up my throat, but I swallow it down. I turn to gaze at the emptying amphitheater, a fist still pressed to my lips. Uniformed officers move through the crowd, dashing past people who stumble toward the exit.

My eyes drift to the sidewalk and the metal barricade. Camping chairs are overturned, and trampled poster boards lie on the concrete. The protestors have dispersed. There’s no sign of the man in the ball cap.

I picture Sarah’s face. Her vulnerability but also her determination when we met in the garden.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper as I gaze out into the night.





KARAMILA_97

Shaky camera footage. Sirens echo in the background.

A woman crouches with her hands over her head. A man ducks and runs, mouth hanging open in a pant.

“Oh my god.” The camera turns to a tear-streaked face and catches a flash of red hair. “They’re saying Seraph was shot. I saw her fall. I think—oh my god—I think she might be dead.”







PART II

[image: Black and white graphic of a pair of cowboy boots. The black features white cutout designs of flowers and flying birds.]
BRAVE ENOUGH TO TRY
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SATURDAY, JUNE 26, GOD KNOWS WHEN

The hands I feel on me aren’t rough, but they’re not gentle either.

I should have known that climbing onto a stage where someone had been shot would have consequences. But I was in shock. I wasn’t thinking straight. I wanted to help. This is what I try to communicate to the officer who puts me in handcuffs and then in the back of a police vehicle.

“Seraph hired me,” I tell her as she starts the engine. “I just wanted to see that she was okay.” I lean forward. “Is she okay?”

The woman offers a sympathetic glance in the rearview mirror and then trains her eyes on the road as she drives to the station.

Now I’ve been in a holding cell for god knows how long, surrounded by a hodgepodge of women. Some wear tiaras and bridesmaid sashes. Others are dressed in cowboy boots and straw hats. One tells me she was arrested for disorderly conduct. Another’s in for possession but swears she was just holding for a friend.

My skin is slick and grimy, and my clothes are heavy with sweat. The officer confiscated my phone when she booked me, and my hands itch without it. I want to check on Dean. To see if Evan made it home safely. To find out what happened to Sarah. Every time a guard passes, I ask if there have been updates. No one gives me any attention.

“Williams,” barks a squat, redheaded woman from the free side of the bars.

I stand and smooth my skirt, rubbing the grooved imprint the bench has left on the backs of my legs.

“Am I being released?” I ask the woman as she rattles a heavy key ring.

She laughs and motions for me to follow her through the station. Men and women in uniform dart between desks, shouting about vehicle sightings and street camera footage. A printer hums noisily, spitting out copy after copy. A phone rings, but no one answers it.

I recognize a few faces from previous cases, and a silver-haired guy in the corner lifts an eyebrow at me as I pass.

“MacKenzie.” A tall woman with blunt bangs and a dark shoulder-length bob elbows him in the ribs. “You paying attention?”

We stop in front of a heavy metal door with a square window at its center. The squat woman opens it and steps back.

It’s the type of room you’ve probably seen on television. A rectangular table at the center. Chairs on either side. It’s the setting where a guy with an empty gun holster and rolled-up sleeves stares down a suspect, who inevitably throws up his hands and says, “I didn’t do it.”

I glance from the woman to the table and back again.

“After you.” She gestures with a flourish.

“I didn’t do it,” I say.

She laughs again and closes the door without a word of explanation.

Inside, there’s not much to look at. One table and three chairs, two cameras mounted on the wall, a microphone, and a duress alarm. There’s no lock on my side of the door, but I think I hear a faint click followed by the squat woman’s receding footsteps. A long mirror reflects my mussed hair and raccoon eyes. I wonder if the glass is the two-way kind. Just in case, I clasp my hands on the table.

Thirty minutes later it’s the tall brunette with the bob who opens the door. She wears sensible low-heeled boots and high-waisted blue slacks.

“Detective Priscilla Sharma,” she says loudly for the microphone mounted above my head. “Interviewing Kelly Williams.”

She pushes one chair aside and sits squarely across from me. An angry red scar runs down her bicep, and as she flips open a folder, I wonder how it happened. If its cause was an accident. Or a man.

“Is Sarah alive?” I ask.

She arches an eyebrow. “Last night, you compromised the integrity of a crime scene,” she says, ignoring my question. “You also told a volunteer that you were hired by the victim, Sarah Owens, who was performing onstage when she was shot in the chest.”

I open my mouth, but the detective keeps speaking. “My colleague tells me you’re a private investigator, which is why you’re here now, instead of being charged with evidence tampering. You’ve established some goodwill with the department, and you knew the victim.”

“Yes,” I say.

“Now is the time you start talking.”

I sit up straighter. “My name is Kelly Williams, like you said.” Her rapid-fire statements have me frazzled, and I take a breath trying to calm the heart racing in my chest. “Sarah Owens hired me to investigate a series of harassment incidents and to find the man she believed has been stalking her.”

The detective jots down a note and then leans back to study my face. “Why no men?” she asks.

I blink.

“Detective MacKenzie told me you only take on female clients.” She folds her arms over her chest. “I want to know the reason you won’t work with men.”

Detective MacKenzie. He’s the silver-haired man with the youthful face who lifted an eyebrow at me on my way out of the holding cell. We go back to one of my first PI cases—a client with a violent husband. I put together a comprehensive report documenting her husband’s abuse, including photos after he beat and strangled her. The husband was arrested, but the court released him on a five-thousand-dollar bond. A month later, a thirty-year-old woman was found unresponsive, declared dead at the scene at her eastside apartment building with all the signs of an overdose but also a robbery. I may have fibbed when I claimed to be the woman’s sister, but the responding officer was so convinced by my hand-wringing and tears, he allowed me in long enough to identify my client and casually mention to the salt-and-pepper detective that her husband had a history. Detective MacKenzie arrested the man two days later when he tried to flee the state with my client’s jewelry. We’ve had a cooperative working relationship ever since. But I’ve never forgotten how the justice system failed my client, and that she might still be alive had the authorities taken our case seriously.

I swallow as I remember the delicate balance I have to tread in a police investigation—and that in order to get information, I have to give a little too.

“I work with plenty of men,” I tell Detective Sharma, crossing and uncrossing my legs. “Detective MacKenzie included. I just don’t work for them.”

I see a flicker of interest in her eyes, but her mouth remains a hard line.

“Look,” I say. “Some of the best people in my life are men. My son is the most generous and kindhearted soul I know. My granddad was an upstanding guy too—he practically left cheek prints on his regular church pew. But half of my job is investigating stalking, affairs, and abuse.” I tick off each with my fingers. “You work homicide. I’m sure a lot are domestics.”

Her lips part, but she doesn’t correct me.

I lean forward, wanting her to understand why I conduct my investigations the way I do. “How does a man respond when he learns his wife’s been cheating on him? Or that she wants to leave? Sure,” I say quickly. “Some are devastated. Some move out without a word or have heart-to-heart conversations with their spouses. But others—”

Sharma brushes her scarred arm, and I let the implication hang in the air between us. I sit back.

“I don’t want that on my conscience.”

Detective Sharma straightens. “Many women serving life sentences killed their romantic partners,” she says.

I nod. “And those are often the same men who’ve been abusing them for years.”

She looks at me evenly. “If a man murders his intimate partner, he gets two to four years. For the same crime, a woman gets fifteen.”

“And that’s why they come to me. These women distrust the justice system,” I say. “Men. The authorities.” I gesture around the room. “They don’t need their concerns about a husband’s affair or fears about his violent tendencies to be dismissed. They don’t want to be patted on the shoulder and told their teenager who’s been missing a week will come home when he’s ready. They need someone to listen. To believe them. And to do something about it.”

She has a good poker face, but I see her biting the corner of her lip.

“Right.” Detective Sharma taps her pen on the table. “When did Sarah hire you?”

“Thursday morning.”

“This Thursday?” She furrows her brow. “As in the day before yesterday?”

I nod—staggered by the realization that it’s been forty-eight hours since I promised Sarah I would find her stalker. And less than twelve since I failed her. I see Sarah stagger, the puddle of crimson on the stage, and something heavy drops in my stomach.

“And what was the nature of these”—Detective Sharma looks down at her notes—“harassment incidents?”

“Sarah said that for the past two years she and her bandmates—Remy Lin and Janelle Jenkins—had been receiving letters with violent messages. I’ve also discovered a troubling pattern of online threats.” I try to swallow, but my mouth has gone dry. “Is Sarah okay?” I ask.

Detective Sharma stirs in her seat. I wonder if she’s seen Sarah. If she’s in critical condition or if the bullet only grazed her skin. I remember the wail of the ambulance before I climbed on stage and hope that means she received immediate medical attention. I’d like to think if it were any worse, the detective would have said. But she’s studying me passively, and again I sense if I’m going to get more information, I have to share what I know too.

“Sarah thought she was being watched,” I tell her.

“She was a music celebrity in a music town.” Detective Sharma shakes her head. “Of course she was being watched.” She closes the file in front of her. “In terms of the letters and online threats, we’ll examine all possibilities, but again…” She lifts her hand as if to say harassment is just another unfortunate side of celebrity.

“It was more than that,” I say. “She was attacked.”

Sharma frowns, flips through her notes. “We don’t have any record—”

“She didn’t report it.”

The detective gives a frustrated sigh and sits back. “Of course not. Instead, she contacts a private investigator a day before she’s shot in front of thousands of fans.”

She folds her arms over her chest and looks at me as if expecting an explanation for the complexities of human nature.

“Sarah has a large wound here.” I point to my right side. “I took a photo, but my phone was confiscated. Ask Sarah. She can show you.”

I’m probing again, but there’s a knock on the door before Detective Sharma can respond. She stands.

The squat woman from earlier pulses in the threshold.

“Sharma, you’re needed,” she says, breathless as if she ran the entire length of the hall. She lowers her voice. “We found the ambulance,” she murmurs. “It was abandoned in a parking lot in Smyrna. But the body of last night’s victim…” Her tone drops to a whisper.

“It’s gone.”
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SATURDAY, JUNE 26, 9 A.M.

I catch things in snippets as Detective Sharma escorts me out of the building.

Sarah’s body is missing—has been since I saw her lying onstage last night.

From the list of hospital names I see scribbled on a white board, it looks like the detectives thought she was taken to Nashville General. When she didn’t show up there—Saint Thomas. Then Vanderbilt. TriStar Centennial Medical. Nashville is the health services capital of the world. Throw a rock in Midtown and you’re likely to hit a hospital or medical building. But on the board, each name has been crossed off with a thick black line. Sarah wasn’t at any of them.

Detective MacKenzie meets my eyes as I pass his desk, but he’s no longer smiling. His brow is furrowed as he listens to a thin, sharp-shouldered man pointing at a computer screen.

“How do you lose a body?” a woman in rolled-up shirtsleeves yells into a phone.

Body.

I stop so abruptly that Detective Sharma runs into me. She places a guiding hand on my elbow and gives me a little nudge so I start walking.

That means … I glance at her face, but she maintains a blank, practiced expression. My own body feels hollow, and I move unconscious of my feet, unconscious of anything except the detective’s fingers on my skin.

At the door, she hands me her card.

“If you think of anything else, call me,” she says.

Then she snaps her fingers at a young officer who guides me to a window where I numbly collect my phone, handbag, and a crumpled wad of cash.

I turn to ask if she wants to see a photo of Sarah’s burn, but the door has already fallen shut.

My phone illuminates three missed texts.

They’re all from Evan.

12:05 a.m. Hey. Just checking you made it home ok.

12:59 a.m. you there?

2:05 a.m. Hope you went home and crashed. But let me know when you get this.

There are no calls or messages from Dean. I send him a quick text asking if he’s okay.

He sends an immediate thumbs-up emoji.

I sigh in relief.

A second later, he remembers his manners and types out three letters: You?

I click a thumbs-up in response. He doesn’t need to know his mother spent her evening in holding.



The Uber driver doesn’t say a word about my pickup location, but when I lean my head against the window, I feel his eyes flicker to my face. Just another day at the office, I want to tell him. But I’ll let his imagination decide why I was at the police station so bright and early this morning.

On Broadway, the hot asphalt is littered with torn streamers and plastic cups. A lone cowboy boot sits in the middle of the sidewalk, and a pink bridesmaid sash hangs off an orange traffic cone.

Police vehicles block through traffic, and my driver grumbles when we come to a standstill in front of the amphitheater.

I roll down my window. Overnight, the stage has transformed. The metal platform is cordoned off with yellow tape, and beneath it glisten plastic-wrapped roses. Brightly colored posters hold messages for Sarah. The asphalt is littered with hundreds of neon snakes. And a group of people stand arm in arm and stare at the place where Sarah last sang.

The driver swears and flicks his blinker. But there’s nowhere for him to go. A woman sobs into the crook of a man’s shoulder. A young girl kisses a teddy bear and places it in front of a sign that says WE LOVE YOU, SERAPH. GET WELL SOON.

News of the abandoned ambulance must not have spread yet. And I wonder how long Metro PD will be able to keep the truth quiet.

A woman starts to sing. I incline my head to listen. Soon the person next to her joins in, and all along the sidewalk, voices lift. The song, I realize with a catch in my throat, is one of Sarah’s.

“For one brief moment in the sun,” the woman croons.

“We are eternal, we are one,” the others respond.



When the driver deposits me on the street in front of the yellow bungalow, I half expect Evan to be waiting for me, asleep on the sofa, but when I flip on the lights, our studio office is empty. There’s a sheet of notebook paper weighted down by a silver harmonica with two words: Call me.

Shoot, I think.

I checked on Dean but forgot to tell Evan I was okay.

I send him a text and then kick off my heels, sighing as I dig my toes into the thick rug. According to Evan, the fibers absorb the “room sound”—whatever that means. I let my fingers fall until I touch my toes and lean in to the stretch. Everything aches. My back, my shoulders, my hindquarters from sitting for hours on that hard bench.

Pain is an affliction of the living, my grandmother used to say. Better not complain, lest the good Lord sees fit to take it away.

Right, Grandma, I think as I roll my neck and log on to my computer.

When the screen blooms to life, Sarah is still frozen where I left her yesterday—her mouth open and eyes closed. She’s singing “Siren Song” and wearing a gold crown. There are purple slashes under her eyes but not a line on her young face.

I hear Sarah’s voice: Just find him. Please.

Something curdles in my stomach.

I clamp a hand over my mouth and pound up the steps to the first-floor bathroom, where I land on my knees and vomit into the toilet.

After that early case—the one where the husband was let out on a paltry bail—I swore to myself I’d never lose another client. I would bend the rules, skirt the law, anything to keep them safe. But now Sarah’s … gone. Abducted and hurt. Shot and maybe dead. I rock back and fold my arms over my shins, feeling the cool tile hard against my legs.

I wipe my mouth and breathe in and out the way my grandmother taught me. Clear your head, girl, she would say when I ran to her crying—the kids merciless in their teasing about the “mothball” smell of my clothes and the “old lady” who picked me up after school. There’s no use trying to think through the cobwebs.

I brace myself against the tub and rise back to my feet. Water pools in the basin. A damp towel dries on the hook behind the door, and for a moment, I wonder who’s been bathing at the office.

I splash water on my face and under my armpits. Mascara runs down my cheeks and splatters the sink.

Body, I think as I rinse away the inky blots. That’s what the squat woman said, but she can’t know for certain Sarah’s dead. Not if the police haven’t found her yet. Could the ambulance have broken down? No. The EMTs would have called another vehicle for assistance. Maybe the ambulance was hijacked, I think, mind speeding along to masked men. Or—I rub the back of my neck—maybe someone else was driving from the beginning. Someone who sent Sarah threatening messages and then burned one into her skin. Someone who used the chaos from the shooting to abscond with her body.

My knees wobble, and I feel like I might be sick again.

I have to find her, I think.

I have to find him.

Back in the basement office, I break out the wear-in-case-of-emergency sundress I keep hanging behind my desk. Dolly was the one who taught me makeup can be a kind of armor. So can a wig. I clench my jaw as I apply a plum shade of lipstick.

My phone buzzes with a text from Evan.

Glad you’re ok.

He starts typing and then stops, leaving me with the dreaded ellipsis. Then he begins typing again.

Have you seen this?

I tap the link.

“Hi, y’all.”

KaraMila_97’s eyes are bloodshot. Her face is puffy and streaked with makeup. “I have some breaking news for you. It’s going to sound crazy, but it’s true.” Tears gleam at the corners of her lashes. She swipes at her eyes, and I feel my own throat constrict. “After last night’s shooting, Seraph’s body disappeared. Police are looking for her now.”

I swallow. How did she find out so soon? The folks at Nashville PD are not going to be happy.

KaraMila_97 continues talking.

“And that’s not all. Liner notes were found at the scene.”

A hazy photo appears, and I pause the video to study handwriting I’m beginning to recognize.


Long Live Medusa / Cast me out like you cast a stone. / You expected sunshine with no shadow. / Turn your back on your friend of old, / But you can’t take the moonlight, the stars of gold. / You can’t change me now. / I won’t turn around. / I have climbed too far / To fear the fall. / I am not one but many things. / I am dark, I am freedom and night. / I am the terror of honest dreams. / I am strong, I am power and flight. / I’m just I. / I just fly. / I’m just mine. / From dust to dust, we’re made of stars. / We could have shared beauty, but you wanted all. / Take my love, take my heart, but you can’t take my soul. / It’s something worth saving, to have and hold. / You can’t change me now. / I won’t turn around. / I have climbed too far / To fear the fall. / I am not one but many things. / I am dark, I am freedom and night. / I am the terror of honest dreams. / I am strong, I am power and flight. / I’m just I. / I just fly. / I’m just mine.

Everyday Helen / You’ve seen my face, / Took my hand, / Now my time’s come. / Identity, religion, / Where I come from. / A secret life, / Fatal strife, / If I perish, then I perish, love. / Assume the worst, / Ask you first, / Will you dance with me again tonight? / I’m a survivor, unforeseen fighter, / Made of multitudes. / I’m a survivor, unforeseen fighter, / I know my truth. / I know my truth, I know my truth, I know my truth. / I’m a survivor, unforeseen fighter, / Made of multitudes. / They say pride comes before a fall, and / Woman is the fall of man / But I know hatred is the only cause of / Man’s complete and full ruin. / Oh, my heart, when I beg for favor, / Please don’t deny me what I ask. / All I pray, is that your love not waver, / And you support me if you can. / All that fame and all that power, / All that hate won’t save you now. / I’m a survivor, unforeseen fighter, / I know my truth. / I know my truth, I know my truth, I know my truth.



“It’s the lyrics to ‘Long Live Medusa’ and ‘Everyday Helen,’” KaraMila_97 continues. “A first responder discovered the notes safety-pinned to one of the curtains onstage.”

I scan the underlined letters, just as KaraMila_97 solves the puzzle for me.

“She was fooled by fame, and it broke her heart,” she says. “But what does that mean?” She shakes her head. And she’s silent a split second too long, staring off into space, before she seems to remember she’s on camera.

Her eyes flash to the screen and she’s back in influencer mode. “Right. I thought today I’d share something I’ve been saving. It’s original footage from Seraph’s old band, Golden Summer. Who knows, maybe we’ll unearth a clue to what happened. Together we can find Sarah. If you post, include the hashtag ‘LongLiveSeraph.’”

KaraMila_97 disappears. She’s replaced with grainy footage showing the inside of a vehicle with a white metal roof.

A bronze cymbal leans against a headrest. Green fields flash by the window.

“Are you recording? Sarah!” A dark-haired woman in the front passenger seat hides her face in her hands. A man in the middle row throws his pillow at the camera.

“Okay.” The voice comes as a soft whisper. “It’s day three of tour, and so far, Janelle insists on driving.”

“You’re damn right,” Janelle says, her hands on the wheel. Her eyes meet the camera in the rearview mirror. “The insurance is in my name.”

“What she means—” The speaker turns the camera to her face. It’s Sarah, but she’s younger, makeup-free, her hair up in a messy ash-blond bun. “Is that she doesn’t trust anyone.”

“Not with my baby, I don’t.”

“Our baby,” Sarah admonishes.

“You? Have a baby? Not with those hips!” Janelle laughs.

I swallow. Seeing Sarah and Janelle, so young and carefree, with no idea what fate awaits them, makes my heart pinch.

“Plus, you’re too busy scribbling in your notebook. Tommy”—the camera jerks to the man slumped against the back passenger window, eyes closed, mouth slightly agape—“seems to have some kind of car-induced narcolepsy.”

Tommy lifts his head at his name. Spotting the camera, he smiles shyly and lets his head fall back against the glass.

“And there’s no way I’m trusting Cole.”

“Hey,” Cole explodes from the middle seat. His dark hair is pulled back in a short ponytail, and he leans forward so both elbows are on the back of Janelle’s chair. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“You know what it means,” Janelle says without taking her eyes from the road.

“What about me?” Remy asks from the front passenger seat, turning to stare at the side of Janelle’s face.

“You’re in charge of the directions.”

“The GPS is doing that,” Remy says and folds her arms over her chest.

Janelle’s eyes lift to the rearview mirror. She wrinkles her nose. “And I don’t know whose socks those are, but they stink. At the next rest stop, they’re going in the trash.”

Immediate denials from Cole and Remy.

Sarah turns the camera back to her face. “They’re Tommy’s,” she mouths and laughs.

I blink when the video returns to KaraMila_97. Her eyes are bright.

“That’s it for now. Wherever you are, Seraph—we love you.”

The video’s replaced by footage of a cat climbing a wall. I click out of the app.

My eyes are damp, and I press my fingers beneath my lashes in a wasted attempt to save my mascara. I think of Sarah’s family and friends and how painful these revelations must be. And then I picture Janelle’s and Remy’s young faces, and that makes my decision for me.

With no time to bake, I stop by my favorite market for doughnuts.
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SATURDAY, JUNE 26, NOON

The house looks the same—manicured bushes frame the entrance, dual lanterns flicker beside the double doors—but I know inside the place has changed. Everything Sarah touched now contains a memory—her half-packed suitcase, the wine glasses with lipstick stains, her rumpled sheets on the bed. There won’t be anything without a flicker of pain attached to it.

Halfway up the steps, I feel foolish, the pink box too bright and happy in my hands. But my grandmother was a firm believer in comfort food while you waited for news. I hope Janelle and Remy share that belief too.

When I knock, something clatters to the floor. A voice swears and then footsteps pound down the hall.

“Ask first,” someone yells, but when Remy sees me through the narrow windowpane, she jerks the door open. A gray emergency blanket hangs across her shoulders. The dress beneath is torn, and her black-green hair is matted in wet clumps like she took a shower but gave up halfway. She wears an angry, desperate look I recognize—one that dares me to tell her a tired platitude like “It will be okay” but one that is also desperate for me to make it that way.

I want to wrap her slumped shoulders in my arms. But she glares at me with such vehemence that my feet stay rooted in place. Her eyes find the pink box in my hands and her mouth turns down into a scowl.

“Who is it?” Janelle calls.

“That investigator Sarah hired,” Remy yells back, voice hoarse, brown eyes locked on mine. “A lot of good that did her.”

I swallow. I deserve that, I think.

“Can I come in?” I ask.

Her mouth forms a hard line, and she tightens her grip on the frame. “Not sure what help you’ll be now.”

“Let her in, for god’s sake,” Janelle’s voice calls behind her. “And then lock the door.”

Remy shrugs, pulling up the emergency blanket when it slips down her arm and retreating into the kitchen, where Janelle hunches over the long farmhouse table in the same kimono from the other morning.

That was only yesterday, I think.

There are dirty glasses on the counter, and a bottle of whiskey sits empty in the sink. The French doors are open, and I shiver as a breeze sends shadows dancing across the floor. A wind chime rattles outside. Remy backs against the counter and crosses her arms over her chest.

“Do you think that’s a good idea?” I gesture to the open door. “With a shooter on the loose?”

Remy frowns. “What do you want?”

“Remy,” Janelle warns. She turns to me. “Sorry. It’s been a long night.”

I drop onto the bench next to her and nudge the box of doughnuts with my finger.

“I hope you don’t expect us to eat those,” Remy says.

“Sugar helps with shock,” I tell her as she drags a chair out from the table. It grates, and Janelle flinches.

“Let me get you some coffee,” she says, rising as soon as Remy sits.

“What about whiskey?” I ask.

Caught, she gives a startled laugh. Her hand trembles as she pours, and dark liquid splashes the table. She begins to apologize, and Remy throws a dish towel at her.

Tears spill onto Janelle’s cheeks as she runs the cloth along the table. She grabs a doughnut, takes a bite, and spits it out.

“I’m sorry,” she says, eyes large. “It just—it tastes like dirt. Not the doughnut,” she clarifies quickly, as if afraid to hurt my feelings. “Everything. Food disintegrating in my mouth makes me think of earth and decay and being buried and small wriggling things.”

I reach out and squeeze her hand. She doesn’t pull away or squeeze back. Just lets her fingers lie limply beneath my own.

“I keep thinking it’s a dream. That I will open my eyes, and it will be yesterday, and I will get up and Sarah will be here, and we’ll go over the set list and Remy will help Sarah into her dress. And everything will be okay.” She blinks at me. “I would feel it, wouldn’t I,” she says, “if she were gone?” She stares at her hands. “But I don’t feel anything at all.”

I clear my throat. I wish there was something I could say to comfort her, but even my grandmother, with her gift of gab, knew not every wound could be stitched together with pretty phrases.

“It’s horrible.” I take a breath and try to inflect my voice with confidence. “But I will find Sarah.”

Remy gives a brittle laugh. “Right.” She stands, her hands clenched into fists. “What are we even doing? I can’t stand just sitting here.”

Janelle shakes her head. “The police told us not to leave.”

“Where’s Juno?” I ask.

They exchange glances. “At the station,” Janelle says.

My eyes widen. “Is he a suspect?”

“No,” Janelle says quickly. “Or at least, I don’t think so. I think he’s just—helping with the investigation,” she finishes uncertainly.

“Did they offer a police detail for you and Remy?” I ask. “I didn’t see anyone outside. You could be in danger.”

“Remy sent them away.”

Remy folds her arms and leans back against the counter. “We’ve kept our house location a secret for two years. A bunch of cop cars would draw attention.”

“They could be unmarked,” I argue.

“We don’t want to take resources away from finding Sarah,” Janelle says.

“And we have Juno,” Remy adds.

“Who’s not here,” I argue.

She shrugs.

“Was he at the amphitheater last night?” I ask.

“Of course,” Janelle says. She glances at me and then away again.

“But—” I prompt.

She exhales. “He’s a friend of my dad’s—they served together in Iraq. Technically he should have worried about us equally, but after the shooting, I was his first priority.” She twists her hands. “The SUV was right behind the stage. He had me in the vehicle in under five minutes, but when he went back…” She looks at Remy.

“I told you.” Remy grinds her teeth. “I don’t remember what happened. One minute the lights went out. The next, Juno was carrying me.”

Janelle takes a breath. “Juno found Remy wandering the sidewalk by the river. He didn’t know how she got there. Sarah was gone. We thought she’d been taken to an ambulance, but…”

Light draws gold shapes on the windowsill and a cool breath stretches between us. Janelle shivers and presses her mug into her palms. Remy slumps in her seat.

“I guess that means you heard about Sarah’s…”

I can’t bring myself to say the word “body.” It’s too cold and comes with too many assumptions.

But Janelle nods. “We were there when the police realized Sarah wasn’t at any of the hospitals. And this detective, Sharman or something, came in asking all these questions. She was…” Janelle twists her hands.

“Horrible,” Remy finishes for her. “We’d just seen our friend shot, and she didn’t say ‘I’m sorry’ or how awful it was; she just separated us and began battering us with questions.”

Janelle sighs. “If we hadn’t been onstage with Sarah, I think she would have considered us suspects.”

The accusation hangs in the air, a razor-thin line, delicate and tight. But neither seems to think it warrants any acknowledgment.

I glance out the French doors. The long table is still set up, but the white cloth has blown across the lawn and flutters on top of a planter like a shroud. I think of KaraMila_97’s video, how happy Janelle and Remy seemed during their Golden Summer days. The lighthearted banter they shared with Cole and Tommy. The difference between then and their party on Thursday.

I open the app on my phone.

“Sarah!” Remy’s voice echoes out of the small speakers.

Remy grabs the device. “What is this?” She blinks at the screen, where Cole leans his arms against the back of Janelle’s headrest. Tommy glances sleepily at the camera. And Sarah laughs.

“It’s a video from your first tour.”

All the color drains from Remy’s face.

Janelle chokes back a sob. Her own voice thin and reedy as a past self says, “I don’t know whose socks those are.”

KaraMila_97 is back on the screen. “That’s it for now,” she says.

Remy stares at me, her jaw rigid. “Where did you find this?”

“It’s on TikTok.” I gesture at the phone.

Remy’s eyes narrow and then return to the screen. She plays the video again. And again. “How did she get the footage?”

“I don’t know,” I say, surprised. “I assumed she found it online. She said she was doing a deep dive of your Golden Summer days.”

Remy stands abruptly and runs down the hall. From her room comes the sound of doors banging open and closed. Items tumbling to the floor.

She returns with a cardboard box.

“My camera’s gone,” she tells Janelle, turning the box over. A floral crown, yellow dress, and green scarf tumble out.

“It was here,” she says, lifting the scarf and tossing it back on the table.

“Are you sure?” Janelle asks. She still has a hand pressed to her mouth. Her eyes have taken on a distant quality. “Maybe it was lost in the move.”

“No.” Remy shakes her head. “I had it more recently than that.” She gets up again and rummages through a purse hanging off the back of a chair. “I thought maybe…” She shakes her head and swipes her hair roughly out of her face. “But it’s not here either.”

“Gah!” She shoves the chair in frustration. It grates and then topples to the floor.

I flinch.

Janelle takes long, purposeful breaths through her nose.

I open my mouth to apologize. I should have realized that the video of Sarah would be painful. I just didn’t know it was supposed to be private, too.

“Are you certain you never shared the videos online?” I ask.

“Sarah was always careful about privacy. That’s why we used a digital camera instead of a phone—impossible to be hacked.” Janelle glances at my screen, where the side of Sarah’s face is still frozen. “Sarah wanted to create a video log of our Golden Summer days. But Remy ended up doing most of the recording.”

“How else would Sarah be on-screen?” Remy mutters.

Janelle shoots her a look. “But once we started the Garden Snakes, Sarah didn’t want anything available to the public where she wasn’t dressed as Seraph. She even hired an online reputation management firm to bury our one and only Golden Summer music video.”

“It looks like Kara Mila found it. I saw it on her account two days ago.”

Remy’s mouth twists. “Sarah would be so pissed.” She swallows and shakes her head. “I still don’t know how this Kara Mila person could have gotten the other footage.”

She scrolls back the video, and her eyes freeze on Cole.

“Could someone have stolen your camera at the party?” I ask. “Given it to Kara Mila? Or even sold it?”

Remy shakes her head. “No one was supposed to go inside.”

“Just because they weren’t supposed to doesn’t mean they didn’t.”

She frowns, and I think of Tommy and Cole. They left the party early, but what was to prevent one or both of them from doubling back?

“Your old bandmates,” I try again. “What was their relationship with Sarah?”

Remy crosses her arms over her chest. “You think Cole and Tommy are involved with this?”

“Whoever left you the messages knew where you live,” I point out. “Which rules out a random fan. And Golden Summer broke up two years ago, which aligns with when you began receiving threats.”

Janelle’s shoulders stiffen.

I try again. “I imagine your new band’s success has been hard on them.”

Remy rolls her eyes.

“Look.” Janelle lays a warning finger on Remy’s arm. “Yes, the guys were upset when the band broke up. Tommy was hurt, and Cole…” She takes a breath. “Cole was angry. Thursday was the first time we’d seen them in ages. Sarah didn’t tell us she invited them, and we were both”—another glance at Remy—“surprised they came. I don’t know who stole the camera, but I know they didn’t send the notes.”

I scan her face and then turn to Remy, who squeezes the bridge of her nose.

“You seem certain.”

“Yes.” Janelle nods. “I am.”

“Why?”

“Because I know who did.”

My eyebrows lift.

“I’m sorry,” Janelle says, straightening the bowl in the center of the table. “But I have no idea why Sarah hired you.”

I open my mouth and shut it again.

“Zeke and Danny sent the messages. They never approved of our music, and there were spelling errors, for god’s sake.” She shakes her head incredulously. “I mean, who else would take the time to cut out all those pieces of paper and then misspell words with them?”

“Wait,” I say. “Who are Zeke and Danny?”

“Ezekiel and Daniel Winter,” Janelle tells me. “Sarah’s cousins on her mother’s side. They live with her aunt—their mother—on a farm out in Rock Bridge.”

I furrow my brow. “Sarah didn’t say anything about her cousins.”

Janelle sighs. “For years—even before the Garden Snakes, when we were Golden Summer—Zeke and Danny would come to our shows and just stand there and glare at Sarah.”

“Creepy motherfuckers,” Remy mutters under her breath.

“They know where we live,” Janelle adds. “We can thank Sarah’s aunt Gail for that.”

“And you think they shot her?”

A sharp inhale from Remy.

Janelle spreads her palms flat against the table. She looks at the tops of her fingers. “Sarah said they were harmless.”

I study her face. “And what did you think?”

She exhales. “They thought Sarah stood for everything that was wrong with Nashville. Musicians with their ‘liberal agendas,’ weighing in on political discussions. Sarah’s skimpy costumes and her ‘baring her skin.’” She forms air quotes and shakes her head. “But Sarah grew up with them. And after her mom died, they were the only family she had.”

“And they hated her more for that,” Remy adds. “They thought she was a stain on their family name, even though no one knows they’re related.”

“But,” I begin, mind struggling to process this new information, “if Sarah knew her cousins were the ones sending the messages, why didn’t she tell me?”

Janelle sighs. “Maybe she didn’t want it to be them. Or maybe she didn’t want to bias you.”

“But—”

Remy leans in. “Sarah never does things the easy way.”

“Remy,” Janelle warns.

“It’s true. She can’t just publish liner notes; she has to create scavenger hunts. She can’t just sing onstage; she has to be doused with sand.”

“When did Sarah’s mom die?” I ask, trying to get the conversation back on track.

Janelle sits back. “When we were kids.”

I think of Sarah in the garden. “Her dad?”

“Not in the picture.”

And just when I think my heart can’t break any further, it does.

My grandmother was an excellent caregiver, but there’s a unique kind of loneliness that comes from not having parents. My mom was in high school when she had me. Shame was the reason she left our small town, and according to my grandmother, guilt is what prevented her from coming back. I think of Sarah onstage, her arms outstretched to her fans. I remember piano recitals, my hair pulled into a bun, the thrill I got from the applause of strangers at competitions. My grandmother playing canasta with her friends, me twirling on the periphery, always in search of a hug or praise. Wanting to be seen. In desperate need of attention. We’re all just little children, aren’t we? Looking for affection and acceptance. I think of Sarah leaving messages for her fans, creating games for them—is that what she wanted? To be seen? To be loved?

I run my fingers through my hair, trying to shake away that lonely feeling. “If Sarah knew her cousins were sending the letters, why didn’t she contact the police?”

“We told her to make a complaint.” Janelle glances at Remy. “Get the harassment on record,” she says. “Every time a new note arrived.” She purses her lips. “Sarah always said no.”

“Why?” I ask.

“She didn’t think the police would take it seriously. We get so many threats. In a way, these were no different.”

“Except these were delivered here. To your house.”

Janelle sighs. “Remy and I talked about filing one without her, but…”

I see the regret etched in her face.

“This isn’t your fault,” I tell her. I use the firm voice I perfected as a young parent, when Dean needed to know unequivocally who was in charge. Because I know this thought will haunt her. Had she filed a report, could she have prevented what happened? Would Sarah still be here?

I let the message sink in a moment before I ask my next question. “Do you think Sarah was protecting her cousins? And that’s why she didn’t report anything?” And why she didn’t tell me, I think.

Janelle frowns and fiddles with a bangle around her wrist. “Not exactly,” she says. She takes a hesitant glance at Remy. “I think she didn’t report the threats because she didn’t think the police could be trusted.”



In the car, I see KaraMila_97 has uploaded another video. She’s fixed her hair and reapplied her mascara, but her eyes are still red. “Hi, y’all. I’ve been watching that last video of Seraph on repeat, and based on the number of views—five hundred thousand and counting!—it seems like you have too. So I think it’s time for another video. The guys at the end are total creepers. Do you think they have something to do with what happened to Seraph? Let’s identify them. And don’t forget to use the hashtag ‘LongLiveSeraph.’”

The camera shows a narrow, windowless room. Cole stands in front of an antique mirror, his reflection wavy and dark at the edges.

Sarah paces between the mirror and a cracked leather couch.

“You okay?” Tommy asks. His red-brown hair is slightly longer than it was in the last video and curls around his ears.

“I don’t know.” Sarah glances at the door and tilts her head at the faint chords of a harmonica solo. “I have a bad feeling.”

A cheer goes up behind the door.

“I know the place is a bit sketch,” Tommy says.

Sarah closes her eyes. “That’s not it.”

“Nervous?” Cole stops fiddling with his hair in the mirror and smirks at Sarah.

She clenches her jaw. “No.”

“Then what?” Cole presses.

“Forget it.”

The camera zooms in on Sarah. She’s wearing a gauzy yellow dress with sleeves that flow from her shoulders to her wrists, but there’s a tightness around her mouth and her eyes dart from Tommy to the camera and away again.

Cole is first out the door. Sarah’s right behind him, but she stops so abruptly that Tommy runs into her.

“What are they doing here?” Sarah whispers.

“Who?” Tommy peers over her head.

“Don’t be so obvious,” she hisses, pushing him back.

“Oh my god,” Janelle whispers. “Is that— Fuck,” she swears.

Sarah puts a hand over her mouth. “How did they find us?”

Janelle chews her lip. “I posted on socials this morning. I didn’t think the Cro-Magnon brothers would check, but—”

“They’re going to ruin it,” Sarah moans.

Tommy squeezes her shoulder.

“Don’t touch me,” she spits.

Tommy drops his hand.

“I just…” She takes a staggered breath. “I don’t want them to see—”

A voice booms over the speakers. “And please give a warm, Murfreesboro welcome to Nashville’s own indie quintet Golden Summer.”

In front of the stage, bodies pulse close together and shadows mix on the wall. At the center of the crowd stand two men with their arms crossed over their chests.

Janelle slips a hand onto Sarah’s waist. “Say the word, and we leave,” she offers.

Sarah shakes her head. “I can’t keep running,” she murmurs.

“Then forget about those assholes,” Janelle breathes. “Or better yet—give them hell.”






11


SATURDAY, JUNE 26, 3 P.M.

Rock Bridge is only forty miles outside of Nashville, but I’d never heard of the small town until Janelle mentioned Sarah’s family property. And based on the video KaraMila_97 just posted, I suspect Sarah’s cousins are the two men at the end. There’s already a team of fan sleuths dedicated to discovering their identity. The footage is grainy, but it’s possible Sarah’s aunt will soon find a mob on her doorstep. I hope to beat it there.

From the highway, the town is all rolling tumbles of farmland with long stretches of fields, lonely-looking trees, and small ponds with sinking wooden docks. It’s picture-perfect in a quaint, run-down, country way—the kind of area I grew up in, one you pass on your drive to other places and wonder what people do there, so far from Starbucks and Publix and other signs of human civilization. It’s not a place where I’d expect to find a person like Sarah. And I’m not surprised that in interviews, she neglected to mention it.

I turn off the main street and flick my blinker. The cops on these country lanes will get you, and the last thing I need is to be slowed down by a ticket.

I turn up Dolly, but even she can’t distract from my thoughts of Sarah—the expression on her face before her body fell to the stage, the blood on Remy’s hands. I curl my fingers around the steering wheel and dig my nails into the flesh of my palms.

Why didn’t she tell me about her cousins? The thought bothers me, a pesky fly at the edge of my subconscious. I know she must have had her reasons, but I can’t think of a single one.



The GPS leads me to a brick mailbox and a small white house set at the end of a long gravel drive.

A broken fence runs the length of a fallow field and a green tractor rusts beside a barn. As I pull up the drive, bees dip in and out of the long grass, and I remember the animal bones and old bottles on display in Sarah’s kitchen. There’s something wild and magical about growing up in the country—all that space to run free and explore—but I know it can be lonely, too. With no other children around except her cousins, Sarah would have been completely isolated.

Before I slide out of the car, I check my reflection in the rearview mirror. My eyes are still bloodshot from the long night at the station. Dark purple circles form half-moons above my cheekbones. I rummage around the center console for a tube of concealer and soft pink lipstick. Then I grab my trusty Jackie sweater from the back seat. I keep it on hand for retirement home visits or lunchtime chats with church ladies. Personally, I’ve always liked Dolly’s assertion that big boobs are just evidence of your heart pushing out of your chest. But I know not everyone sees them that way. I glance at myself again as I shut the car door. Perfect. Sunday school teacher Kelly Williams, at your service.

I stride up the concrete steps to a low front porch where high-backed rocking chairs tilt in the wind. They’re coated with yellow pollen, their arms worn so thin they’ve split.

I give the narrow wooden door a quick three-knuckle knock and step back. From within the house comes the heavy patter of footsteps. The curtains shift and a woman with ice-blue eyes blinks at my face through the glass. She surveys the wide expanse behind me. Then she lets the curtains fall.

The door creaks.

“Yes?” a hoarse voice says through the crack.

This must be Sarah’s aunt. A tall woman with gray-brown hair cut bluntly at her sagging chin, Gail Winter wears a tattered men’s golf shirt and loose knee-length khaki shorts. Her skin has a weather-beaten look, and beneath the deep grooves of her furrowed brow, her eyes narrow with suspicion.

“My name is Kelly Williams.” I give her a cautious smile. “I’m a private investigator and was hired by your niece, Sarah Owens.”

The woman’s expression clouds, and her palm closes on the frame. “I’m afraid you have the wrong address.” She moves to shut the door.

“I’m looking for Ezekiel and Daniel Winter,” I press. “Are they home?”

Gail flinches. “What happened?” she asks, gaze moving from me to the long drive and main road again. She squeezes a small cross hanging around her neck.

I swallow with the realization that she hasn’t been notified of the shooting. Maybe Detectives Sharma and MacKenzie are stuck trying to track down Sarah’s parents. Or maybe, with her body still missing, they haven’t even begun the process. I wonder what the protocol for this is and if I’m overstepping with my house visit, but it’s too late to turn back.

I clear my throat. “Last night,” I say as gently as I can, “your niece, Sarah, was shot during one of her performances.”

Gail opens her mouth and shuts it.

“I’m sorry to be the one to tell you.”

Her face falls, and I move forward, but she stiffens, and I stop myself from comforting her.

“She’s missing,” I continue. “And like most missing persons cases, time is of the essence.” I peer behind her again. “I was hoping to ask your sons a few questions,” I say.

Her gaze fixes on me, and I see a shift behind those steely blue eyes as she folds my card between her fingers with two neat creases.

“I guess you better come in.”

She ushers me through a narrow foyer, and we pass a small sitting room. I swivel my head as I pass—take in the furniture covered in plastic, the boxes stacked in the far corner, and plastic shelves piled with cans.

“Never enough pantry space, is there?” I say conversationally, but Gail is silent as we walk through the house to a living area at the back.

A blackened stone fireplace stands to my left, and to my right is a small kitchen. Directly ahead, a square window overlooks the barn. Gail motions to a peeling leather recliner, but I choose the chair closest to the kitchen with its view of the open field.

“Tea?” she offers, one hand still clutched around her necklace.

“That would be lovely,” I say, knowing better than to decline a Southern woman’s hospitality. “Thank you.”

I listen as she rummages through cabinets, clucking and muttering to herself. She opens a door, revealing more canned goods, packets of ramen noodles, tinned chicken, gallons of water, and double liters of soda.

Catching my glance, she shuts the door swiftly.

“Can never be too prepared,” I offer.

“Mmm,” she murmurs as she fills the teapot.

Her eyes lift to the beveled glass above the sink. I wonder if she’s looking for her sons or at her own reflection. If she sees, the way I do, the similarities between her face and her niece’s.

I turn to the mantel above the fireplace and find two boys. There are half a dozen photos—Gail’s sons baby-faced with missing teeth, pockmarked and clutching footballs, wearing white robes in waist-deep water. I’m not sure which boy is Ezekiel and which is Daniel, but there’s not a single image of Sarah. I wonder whether her photo once sat on the long board and has been removed, or if she never was included to begin with. Both thoughts make me sad.

Gail returns, hands shaking as she places a full tray on the coffee table between us.

“I’ve got it,” she hisses when I move to help.

Okay, then.

“Mrs. Winter,” I begin.

“Gail,” she corrects, brushing her palms down her shorts.

She sits mutely as I tell her about the years of harassment, the concert, and the crowded show last night. She blinks at the description of the gunshot and abandoned ambulance, but that’s the only reaction I get.

“The police are interviewing witnesses now,” I say. “I thought your sons might be able to help. They grew up together and might know why someone would want to hurt Sarah.” It’s a stretch, but I don’t want to share my suspicions yet.

Gail spoons sugar into her tea. I don’t think she’s fooled by my clasped knees and Sunday school sweater. “You don’t need my boys for that,” she says briskly. “They won’t tell you anything I can’t.”

“Of course,” I say. “You raised her, after all.” I give her a nod that I hope conveys a mother-to-mother acknowledgment of how hard parenting is.

She glances at my empty ring finger and purses her lips.

“What can you tell me about Sarah?” I ask, ignoring the silent reprimand.

Gail takes a slow sip of her tea.

I wait. A sunflower-shaped wall clock ticks off the seconds in the kitchen. A low, insect-like hum comes from the refrigerator.

“That child,” Gail says quietly, “never knew what was good for her.” She clears her throat and sets the cup back on its saucer. It rattles on its plate. “It was only a matter of time before her spirit became corrupted. Her mother, my sister, God rest her, had demons.” Her eyes flicker to me. “She heard voices, you know. Saw things that weren’t there.”

I keep my face neutral, but when she doesn’t elaborate, I lean in. “And Sarah’s father?”

Gail snorts a brittle laugh. “Gave her his last name, and that’s about it. After my sister’s”—she pauses—“accident, my husband, Samuel, and I took the girl in, but I’m glad he’s not still with us to see how she turned out.” Gail sighs, and her eyes grow distant. “Sarah always had that angelic voice. She was Samuel’s little songbird. His ‘chickadee,’ he called her. But then she met that Janelle.” Gail wrinkles her nose. “And started talking about feminism and all kinds of other nonsense. And I prayed.” She reaches forward to grab my hand, and I flinch, startled, as she squeezes my knuckles between her fingers. “I prayed for that girl’s soul. That the Lord would release her from her demons and bring her back to his light.” She releases my hand and lifts her palms to the ceiling. “But the devil is strong. He has talons all over this city. Those liberal professors at the university, those honky-tonk bars serving up women and whiskey—all dens of fornication and sin.” She shakes her head, spittle forming at the edges of her lips. “She took everything from him, you know.”

“From who?” I ask.

But Gail’s eyes are on the windows.

“When was the last time you saw Sarah?”

She blinks and comes back to herself. “It’s been…” She inhales. “Eight years now, I guess.”

We’re both silent as Gail looks out across the field toward the barn. There’s no underlying drone of traffic, rumble of trains, or hum of life beyond the house. Just the slow whirr of the fan above our heads.

“Did she suffer?”

The question seems to surprise even Gail. And it’s the only sign that she still cares about her niece. I watch this realization streak across her face as the words settle on her lips, too late to bite them back.

“I was there,” I say. Flash of Sarah’s body jerking. Crumpling on the stage. And although I know it’s unkind, it seems important not to let Gail off easy. That whatever she’s hiding, whatever her sons did, that she understands this: “Without medical attention, it’s unlikely Sarah will survive.” Gail closes her eyes, and I lean forward. “Can you think of anyone who might want to hurt Sarah?”

Gail puts down her cup and stares at me evenly. Whatever openness was in her face earlier has closed again.

“That girl was her own worst enemy,” she hisses. “More than content to do herself and everyone around her harm. If you want to find out who’s responsible, I suggest you start investigating the world she created, not the past she abandoned.”

Gail stands, signaling our interview is at an end.

“I was hoping to look around,” I say, stalling as she moves toward the foyer.

“Why?” She looks at me evenly, but her glance tugs to the windows again.

“Background information. Sarah grew up here—”

Gail shakes her head and motions impatiently for me to follow down the hall. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” She opens the door. Light spills into the foyer, her shadow casting a broken cross as she clasps the frame. “Maybe another time.”

“Okay,” I say. “Well, you have my card—”

She shuts the door in my face.

I stand frozen, gathering my wits after the abrupt end to our conversation. A curtain moves in the plastic-wrapped living room, and I know Gail Winter is watching to make sure I leave.
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SATURDAY, JUNE 26, 4 P.M.

I put the Mazda in reverse. Flinching as Dolly’s voice blasts from the speakers, I turn down the volume and back out of the Winters’ drive. My eyes scan the tall grass. Overgrown tomato plants shrivel in a small garden patch, and behind them, rows of leggy sunflowers lift their heads. The property line is etched by woody shrubs and spindly pines. And again, I can’t help but think about how isolated the place is.

One thing is clear—Gail is trying to protect her sons, which means she suspects they’re involved somehow. I imagine her now, with a phone pressed to her ear, trying to find them.

Outside my window, wisteria drapes like purple scarves over thick tree branches. I drum my fingers on the wheel. In the state of Tennessee, remaining on a property without an owner’s consent is technically trespassing. But Gail never explicitly told me to leave. She said she didn’t think looking around was a good idea, which isn’t quite the same thing. I could argue, say, if I had the misfortune to be caught loitering, that I assumed she meant “explore at your own risk.”

Yep. Let’s go with that.

I park behind a clump of rhododendrons and grab my sneakers from the passenger seat. They’ve come in handy the past few days, I think as I lace them quickly. Now I just have to cross my fingers and hope no one drives this way.

I chart a path through the pines and try to imagine what it would have been like to grow up here. As a child, the field would have felt endless. I can picture Sarah—fingers skimming switchgrass, a blond-headed sprite climbing low-limbed trees and stretching out in the sun. Hear her voice, low and mercurial, as if swimming underwater. You can’t catch me. I see two boys following in her wake, hollering. The taller gaining speed.

I shake my head and the vision dissipates. I think instead of Gail. The way she talked about Sarah like she was still angry with her. Her assertion that Sarah took “everything from him” without specifying who “he” was. The sudden end to our conversation when I asked if she could think of anyone who might hurt her.

The barn is wind-stripped with sloping eaves and boards hanging loose. A large X gleams across the double doors. Its paint is chipped and faded. Birds call to one another. I hear the groan of a tractor in another field. And somewhere, in the distance, are children’s voices, laughing, singing, and swirling in the wind.

I duck my head and race across the tall grass, hoping Gail doesn’t choose this particular moment to glance out her kitchen window again.

When I reach the barn doors, I find a heavy chain wrenched between the handles. A padlock gleams squarely at its center.

I swear, jerking the metal links once before I race around the barn and out of sight of the house. I flatten myself against the warm slats and catch my breath.

My hands on my knees, I take in the wide fields. A tire swing hangs from a large oak. A crooked deer stand juts out of the trees. But that’s it. There are no dogs barking. No cousins shouldering shotguns. I watch the deflated tire sway in the wind. Then I turn and inch my way along the back side of the barn, where I almost collide with a rope hanging from an open window above my head.

My grandmother told me that once as a kid, she convinced her city cousin to swing out of their hayloft and give a wave to her aunt in the driveway. It was on a pulley system, but she didn’t warn her cousin to tug the rope to make sure it was weighted. The girl swung out and broke her leg. My grandmother felt bad about it, but said the lesson was worth the leg: Don’t trust your cousins, and don’t assume anything you can check with your own two hands.

I give the rope a solid pull before I begin to climb. My palms chafe and calves shake, but soon I’m placing one foot over the other and manage to get both my knees across the ledge.

Not so out of shape after all, I think, brushing my hands clean on my dress.

Inside I take a few stabilizing breaths. There’s the scent of old hay, metal, and gasoline.

When I peer over the loft to the floor below, I see a pitchfork in one corner. A long pole with a flat disc at its base leans against the other. Three long-barreled shotguns hang from the wall. But there’s no desk littered with hand-cut notes or piles of torn-up magazines. And no woman tied up, held against her will. Instead, in the middle of the floor lies a dirty rug and, on top of that, a drum set.

“What the hell?” I whisper.

I’m just moving toward the ladder for a better look when the sputtering of a truck engine reaches my ears.

Doors open and close. Gravel crunches. And an excited bark echoes through the barn.

Shit, I think as I scramble back and press myself against the wall.

The padlock clanks to the ground.

“She can’t have gone far,” a voice growls.

Gail must have seen my car. She called her sons. And now they’re here, looking for me.

But then comes a high keening. “She didn’t go anywhere, Zeke,” the other man’s voice breaks. A muffled sound, like maybe the man’s wiping his nose on his sleeve. “She was shot.”

The staggered grating of wood against gravel and then a slash of light fills the space. I hear the clanging of a collar as a dog trots along the edges of the interior, sniffing the corners and then the air.

A snort. The first voice—Zeke?—echoes through the loft. “You believe that shit? Nah. She faked it. Got some of her queer friends to do the makeup.”

“They said there was blood, Zeke. Lots of it.”

“Corn syrup, creamer, and food coloring.” Zeke takes a deep inhale and then spits. “She’s out there somewhere laughing at us, getting a kick outta everyone losin’ their shit, and ruinin’ our plans.”

I tip forward on my toes and peer below.

Except for the height, from behind, the brothers are almost identical—matching mud-colored hair, bowl-shaped cuts, starched jeans, and faded tees. Ezekiel—Zeke—Winter is the taller of the two. He wears a wide belt buckle and leather boots. Daniel Winter is a few inches shorter in a pair of dirty tennis shoes.

Ezekiel runs a hand along the shotguns. “She’s hiding. Laying low somewhere until this all blows over.”

“Where?” Daniel asks, taking a gun from his brother’s hands.

“The chapel.”

Daniel shrinks back. “She wouldn’t go there.”

“She knows where it is, doesn’t she?” And I hear the warning in Ezekiel’s voice. The well-established sibling dynamic that brokers no contradiction.

“But so do we,” Daniel mutters petulantly. “So does he.”

“It’s as good a place to start as any,” Ezekiel says. He straightens an upturned corner of the rug and then drags the barn door shut again.



I wait ten minutes, just in case the brothers double back. But the dirt road outside the barn remains empty. I lower myself down the hayloft rope, jump the last few feet, and then race for the edge of the property. I don’t stop running until my car is visible between the trees. When I open the door, I reach for my phone in the center console and the card I slipped next to it.

The detective answers on the second ring. “Give me a minute,” she tells someone on the other end.

“Sharma,” she says.

“Detective Sharma. It’s Kelly Williams.”

“So.” She clicks her tongue. “Are you going to tell me what you learned at the Winters’ farm, or am I going to have to guess?”

I start and then realize Gail Winter must have phoned the police.

“That’s why I called,” I say, taking a breath. “Sarah’s bandmates believe Sarah’s cousins—Ezekiel and Daniel Winter—were the ones sending the threatening letters. I think it’s possible too. But I just overheard them.” I remember Daniel’s quivering jaw and Ezekiel’s certainty the gunfire was an act. “They seemed surprised Sarah was shot. The younger one was pretty upset.” I start my car engine. “The older one thought she faked it. They’re out looking for her now.”

Sharma grunts, and a file drawer slams. “Do I want to know how you heard them?”

“They’re armed,” I tell her, sidestepping the question. “With shotguns.”

“Shotguns?” she repeats. “Listen, Miss Williams.”

“Kelly,” I say.

She blows out a breath. “Miss Williams. You need to be careful.”

“I’ll be fine,” I say, eyes on the run-down house receding in my rearview mirror.

“Whoever did this is dangerous. And after incidents like this, tensions run high.” The phone shuffles against her ear.

“There’s something else,” I tell her. “The cousins thought Sarah might be at a place called ‘the chapel.’”

She pauses. “Any idea what that is?”

“None.”

“Yeah,” Detective Sharma says, as a muffled voice calls her name. “Right, I have to go.”

“They’re driving a truck,” I say quickly. “In case that’s helpful.”

The phone goes silent.

I stare at the device in my hand. The Winters were my strongest lead. Now I’m back to where I started, and the shooter could be anyone—a critic or a fan, someone who loved Sarah too much, someone who hated her, or some perverse combination.

Like a nervous tick, I click an app on my phone.

“Four million views,” KaraMila_97 croons. “We still haven’t found those creepy guys from the first video, but we will. I’m posting another video from Seraph’s Golden Summer days. And yes, they’re real. Enough already in the comments. No, I won’t share my source. And no, they’re not AI-generated. I wouldn’t even know how to do that.” She shakes her head. “It’s original footage. Don’t forget to use the hashtag ‘LongLiveSeraph.’ And without further ado…”

The screen shifts to a bright sunny day. The band sits on the edge of a river.

“Someone posted Thursday night’s show on TikTok.” Janelle holds out her phone, her brown eyes locked on the screen. “It has twenty thousand views.”

“No shit. Let me see.” Cole’s face scrunches as he watches the video, but then he throws the device back at Janelle. “It’s all of Sarah.”

The camera pans the opposite shore, where bathers stretch out on rainbow-colored towels. A dog crashes into the waves chasing a stick.

“Well, she’s the one who lit up like a star,” Janelle says.

A waterlogged branch catches between rocks. It dips and shutters before it’s swept beneath the surface.

“Yeah, maybe next time, she’ll let us in on her gimmick,” Cole growls. The camera follows him as he walks toward the trees, his sights set on a pink blow-up tube tangled in the bushes. He drags it one-handed to the bank.

“It wasn’t a gimmick,” Sarah says and holds her palm out to Janelle. Her eyes brighten as she watches the video. “The song’s about the kind of love that leaves you starstruck. I lit up like a sun.”

Cole rolls his eyes and trudges with the tube into the water. He pulls it over his head, and Janelle rests her heels on the edge. Her neon yellow toenails glint in the sun, and her feet squeak against the plastic as she nudges Cole’s arm, mouthing at him to “leave it.” Remy tosses pieces of bread at a squirrel, trying to lure it to eat from her hand. When it scampers away, she turns the camera to Tommy, where he sits in a shady spot beneath a tree. Leaves scramble patchwork sunlight across his face. He strums his guitar, and Sarah leans casually into his shoulder, a notebook in her lap.

The camera pans to Cole in the water.

“What’s your earliest music memory?” Remy asks.

Cole frowns at her.

“Like, the first song you remember hearing,” Remy prompts, the camera zooming in on Cole’s face.

“MGMT’s ‘Kids.’ It was the first I learned on the keys.” He mimes playing the chords. “You?”

She laughs. “Probably something by a boy band.”

“Lame,” Cole calls and dips his head under the inflated tube.

The camera turns. “Janelle?”

“Easy,” she says, lifting her palm and giving her wrist a shake. “Dancing with my mom to Beyoncé’s ‘Single Ladies.’”

“Nice,” Cole says.

“Sarah?” The camera swerves to her face.

Sarah sits up so she and Tommy are no longer touching and wraps her arms around her knees. “I was twelve,” she says. “In the car. My mom was blaring ‘About a Girl’ over the stereo.” She closes her eyes. “The next thing I knew, we were flying.”

Tommy shifts toward her. “I get that.” He nods. “Like how music transports you and makes you feel weightless.”

“Yeah.” Sarah opens her eyes to look at him. “Except we were literally flying. My mom was driving, and we were soaring over a lake. Until we weren’t, and we hit the water and began to sink. My mom wasn’t wearing her seat belt.”

“Shit.” Cole’s voice comes from the water.

Tommy reaches out a hand, but when Sarah doesn’t move, his fingers fall to his lap.

Sarah cocks her head and looks past the camera. “Why did you think I grew up with my cousins?”

“I thought you got in trouble or something,” Cole murmurs.

“I didn’t know.” Tommy’s voice is soft. “I’m sorry.”

I pause the video.

Gail said Sarah’s mother had demons. That she heard voices. But to drive yourself and your child off a bridge? Something tightens in my chest. I think of Dean. My mind won’t even allow itself to imagine it. And Sarah—I study her face on the screen. What does that do to a child? To their psyche? To grow up knowing you can’t trust the adults responsible for you? That life can be so cruel?

I press play.

“The water’s perfect.” Cole splashes his feet like fins. His voice is loud, brighter than usual. His gaze flicks to Sarah and then away again. “Get in.”

Tommy scoots farther into the shade. “No way.” He points at his face. “Do you see these freckles? I’m not sleeping with a sunburn in the van.”

Sarah caps her pen. “Why not?” She stands and lifts her dress above her head.

She drops the fabric in Tommy’s lap, and he raises his hands as if unsure what to do with it. The camera zooms in on his face. It’s a cherry shade of red.

“Yeah, Sarah,” Cole calls as she races to the shore. “All right, ladies. Who’s next?”

“Not me,” Remy says.

“Janelle?” Cole asks.

“Nope.” Janelle tugs her straps down and closes her eyes in the sun.

“Just go in your underwear like Sarah,” he prompts.

“Can’t.”

Cole grins. “Sure you can.”

“No.” Janelle laughs. “I can’t.” She opens one eye to look at him.

“Why not?”

“Because I’m not wearing underwear.”

Cole’s mouth drops.

Janelle’s lips part in a grin.

“Janelle never wears underwear,” Remy says. She kicks her feet at Cole. “Stop staring at her like she’s some kind of mythological creature.”

“I’m not.” Cole splashes back, but his face is red.

Remy sets the camera on a rock. It tilts at an angle and catches her calves as she jumps on the side of Cole’s tube and tries to tip him out of it. Cole cups his palms and pours water over her head.

“You got river in my eyes,” she whines.

The camera picks up two voices.

“You know you can’t, right?” It’s Janelle, somewhere off-screen. “She’s my best friend, but she’s—complicated.”

“What’s wrong with complicated?” Tommy’s voice.

Janelle grunts. “Life is complicated enough.” She lowers her voice. “And with your dad—”

“He has nothing to do with this,” Tommy growls. “Sorry.” He hesitates. “It’s just—” He opens his mouth, closes it. “You love her too,” he mutters.

Janelle sighs. “That’s different.”

“Is it?”

“Yes. Because loving Sarah means knowing you’ll always come second. And that’s not an ideal trait in a friend. But—”

Remy emerges from the water. Her hands grow large as she reaches toward the camera. “Is this still recording—”

The screen goes black.
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SATURDAY, JUNE 26, 7 P.M.

On my way back to the office, I see someone has taped a WE BELIEVE poster to a 12 South shop window. Next to it blooms an enlarged photo of Sarah in white robes with the words WE LOVE YOU, SERAPH. REST IN PEACE. A few doors down, a poster with a clenched fist reads END GUN VIOLENCE NOW. There’s a picture of Sarah in wings, dressed as a phoenix: SHE WILL RISE FROM THE ASHES in block print.

Everyone is talking about her. Even my vertical office neighbor, the Realtor, stands by the staircase, whispering into her phone about the “indications” Sarah’s not dead.

The basement lights are dark, and I fumble for the switch. I kick off my heels and roll my neck. Sarah’s cousins are looking for her. So are the police. And thousands of fans. I imagine all of us linking hands like search and rescue volunteers in a cornfield, scouring the country, step by jagged step.

Janelle thought Sarah’s cousins wrote the notes, but her only evidence was that there were misspellings, which, in hindsight, doesn’t prove much at all. And Daniel seemed wrecked by the belief he’d witnessed Sarah die in front of him. Ezekiel thought her performance was fake. Gail was nervous, but her first question was about her boys’ safety. As if she feared Sarah had done something to them, not the other way around.

What I need is to collect my thoughts, to research and come up with a plan. So even though my back is sore, my feet are tired, and my eyes are heavy from last night’s missed sleep, I close the door to my office, open my laptop, and click through to the discussion board where online sleuths have paired up with Garden Snakes fans to analyze everything from the liner note found onstage to the angle of the shooter. Witnesses contribute in the comments too.

I was there.

I saw.

It was “tragic,” “amazing,” “horrifying,” depending on whether they believe Sarah died in front of them or pulled off Nashville’s greatest magic trick.

It was planned, one commenter writes. Did you see the way Seraph lifted her hands?

Did she know?

Was she trying to tell us something?

“Alcestis” is a new song. It’s not on their latest album and not available for streaming anywhere. But in Greek mythology, Alcestis is a story of death and resurrection. Have no fear—Seraph will rise again!

Have you seen the cover art for the band’s last single? Someone posts an image with Very, Circe written in looping letters above an alabaster-skinned woman framed by pale flowers. Chrysanthemums symbolize death!

Yeah, but if you look at Friday’s setlist, every other first letter spells “ALIVE”!

I scan the alternating names.


Ask Daphne

Siren Song

Long Live Medusa

Everyday Helen

I, Jezebel

Unnamed Mortal Woman

Very, Circe

Alcestis

Eve

Just Medea



They’re right, but if you apply the same logic to the other titles—“Siren Song,” “Everyday Helen,” “Unnamed Mortal Woman,” “Alcestis,” and “Just Medea”—they spell “SEUAJ,” which means nothing, so as much as I want to believe they’re onto something, I suspect “ALIVE” is just a coincidence.

Have you heard “Unnamed Mortal Woman”? a fan asks. It’s a coded message about Ross Nolan.

You use my body,

You use my body,

Don’t you?

It’s true.

Genius, someone responds. She managed to get it past the censors and his own label put it out.

What about the first verse? another commenter asks.

Rip me to pieces,

Tear me to shreds

You make my body,

A prop after death.

It sounds like she anticipated what happened.

But listen to this, someone else pipes in.

What is a woman?

If not a lesson?

You treat her violent.

You earn her vengeance.

This is all Seraph’s doing. She’s punishing the people who wronged her.

By getting shot? another person asks. Where’s the logic in that?

Ross Nolan hired someone to kill Sarah and steal her body because she was pregnant with his child.

The pregnancy rumors aren’t new. For the past week, people have been speculating about Sarah’s wanness and her penchant for loose dresses. But I suspect the change in her attire had less to do with the alleged pregnancy than the burn on her ribs. There are whispers of decreased energy and claims she was spotted throwing up outside a local restaurant.

All symptoms of a difficult first trimester, a mother of three and self-proclaimed two-star sleuth writes.

Or a nasty hangover, another offers.

The responses deteriorate from there.

She’s too skinny.

Too pale.

Needs to eat something.

To disappear.

To burn in hell.

Someone posts a screenshot of a tweet they claim is from an obsessed fan: Want to stroke your body. I want to wear your skin.

Let’s find this guy, the poster writes.

Creepy motherfucker.

But then another commenter points out that these are lyrics from the Garden Snakes’ own single “Siren Song.”

One insists it must be a fan.

Fans get possessive of artists. They think they own them and when they realize they don’t, they snap.

Others blame religious fundamentalists. They think she’s the spawn of Satan. What’s to stop them from killing her?

Or her bandmates: Who owns the Garden Snakes’ masters? What happens to their publishing?

Eve and Lilith are clearly jealous that Seraph gets all the attention. Have you seen their recent shows? They barely speak to each other.

Another poster jumps in. They could have hired an assassin. I mean, what’s a better alibi than standing next to her onstage?

They’re witches. Lilith and Eve stole Seraph’s body and buried her in a secret ceremony.

From there, I find funeral rites, bloodletting, and reincarnation. A self-proclaimed Wiccan claims Sarah would need to “shed her skin” to be reborn in her new form. The commenter doesn’t believe her bandmates shot Sarah but thinks Remy and Janelle stole her body so she could have a natural burial.

I tap my notepad. Seeing Nolan’s name reminds me of his anger Thursday evening. Adam said he was pissed Sarah changed the lineup at the last minute. I find the FireGrass website and type an email. I hint at my pseudo-insider status by acknowledging my presence at Sarah’s party on Thursday and request a meeting Monday morning. I click send.

“Rocky Top Tennessee” blasts from my purse, and I jerk, sending a pen rolling across my desk.

I drag my phone from my bag and peer at the screen.

Another blocked number.

It could be anyone, I remind myself. But my stomach drops in a way that has historically preceded quickly packed bags, Dean crying about making new friends, and neither of us wanting to start all over again.

I let the phone go to voicemail. The caller doesn’t leave one. Heart thrumming, I tiptoe to the door and peer out the peephole. A gray squirrel scampers through the leaves and bass blares from a passing car. But there’s no one skulking in the dark. I pull the brass handle twice to make sure it’s locked and retreat to my desk.

I force my eyes to focus on my screen.

She got what she deserved.

I send the links to Detective Sharma with the subject, “Have you seen this?” I send them to Detective MacKenzie too. We didn’t have a chance to speak this morning at the station. But between the pair of them, I think he’s more likely to share information.

And by this point, the Metro Police Department will have intelligence I need. They’ll know the position of the shooter. Uniforms will have checked and cleared every building in the vicinity. They will have pulled traffic footage and videos from live-stream cameras. The detectives probably already know about the claims against Ross Nolan. But they should be made aware of the growing hypotheses. Public perception has the power to change the workings of a case. It shouldn’t, but look at what happened to Bobby Fuller, Marilyn Monroe, and Kurt Cobain.

I return to my screen. There’s a new addition to the forum. A bright blue link without any comment or explanation.

I click the underlined text.

And then I read.

Riddled with typos, the same user has authored hundreds of posts over the past few months. Some come in short bursts. Others appear as long, meandering soliloquies. They are manic. Obsessive. This is someone who treats insults like a sport. Earning likes and upvotes instead of trophies.

Overrated. look like a bunch of ugly drag queens.

asian bitch no bizness playin gitar. Go kill yrself.

The predictable slut and whore. More gender-based and racist slurs. Increasing threats of sexual violence. Images of each band member’s head on a different naked woman’s body. Photos manipulated to look like Janelle and Remy are in the middle of a sexually explicit wine-soaked orgy.

My stomach turns at the vile things the user describes and encourages others to do to Sarah and her bandmates.

A knock startles me from the screen. I glance between my phone and the clock on the wall. The sliver of light under the door has darkened. It’s just after nine, the time Evan usually arrives. But when I peer through the peephole again, a large man fills the space.

He steps into the light.

“Dean!” I exclaim, throwing open the door.

Every time I see him, I forget how tall he is. He’s lanky—all skinny legs and arms—and a little pale from spending too much time on his computer. But how is it possible that my baby boy is over six feet? His height is the one thing he inherited from his father. I’m proud to say he got everything else from me. Dean bends, his thick-framed glasses slipping down his nose as he envelops me in a hug. I laugh when he lifts me a few inches off the rug. Breathing in his familiar scent, relief floods my veins, and I blink back tears, realizing how worried I’ve been about him and every other young person in this city since Sarah was gunned down in front of me.

“Well, this is a lovely surprise,” I say, wiping my eyes when he sets me back on the floor.

“Is it?” Dean cocks an eyebrow. “Because we talked about me coming by yesterday … for the laptop?” he adds to jog my memory.

“The laptop.” I laugh. “Of course.” My voice rises a pitch.

“Everything okay, mom?” Dean frowns, and his floppy brown mane falls in his face.

“You need a haircut,” I say in that same strange, strangled voice.

And when he levels a stare at me, I wave a hand. “Everything’s fi-ine.” My Southern accent grows more pronounced when I lie.

I dig through my desk drawer, pulling out envelopes and paper before I find the laptop at the bottom.

“And here’s the charger.” I toss a cable at Dean.

“Thanks,” he says. “I’ll run some updates and install new spyware, so you’ll get it back better than you gave it.”

“Why don’t you donate it instead?” I suggest. “See if another student could use it. Just make sure you wipe everything and reset it to factory settings.”

He nods in a way that tells me he thinks my request goes without saying, but he also gives me the look he always gives when he thinks I’m up to something. All the moving around we did when he was a kid made him quiet and observant. Sometimes I swear he knew we were leaving before I did.

“What’s wrong with yours again?” I ask, turning the conversation back to him.

He shakes his head as if to say he knows this trick. But he answers anyway. “Nothing. I just need a computer with a CD drive. Streaming and digital downloads have made them obsolete, but—” He studies my face. “You sure everything’s okay?”

“Sorry.” I laugh. My eyes have traveled back to my computer, where Go kill yrself sits on the left side of the screen. I force a smile. “Long day.” I touch his arm. Its warmth and strength reassure me of the goodness in humanity. “Keep it as long as you need.”

He slips the laptop into his backpack and glances to the other side of my screen and the multiples searches I’ve run through a VPN.

“Mom.” Dean lowers his voice. “Are you doing something illegal?”

“Of course not.” I wink. “I mean”—I clarify quickly—“not anything that will get me in trouble.”

Given my firsthand knowledge of the ways the justice system often fails its citizens, we have a fairly loose relationship with the law in our family. Our general rule is to be a good human. And if you have to skirt the law to do it—don’t get caught. This philosophy isn’t something I plan on sharing with the detectives, but it’s served me well in the past.

Dean rocks back on his heels. “Trying to find someone?”

I nod.

There are dozens of websites that will locate a user’s IP address for a small fee. The problem is the IP only tells you their county, city, and time zone. I know from the IP-finder website that the person who posted the violent threats lives in Davidson County—the same as me, and as Sarah. But I don’t know their name or street address. To find this, I would need to contact the internet service provider. And even if I use my sweetest voice and punctuate every sentence with a “pretty please” and “thank you” and offer to send them cookies, they won’t provide that information because I’m not a member of law enforcement. Finding this information without them isn’t impossible, but it does require a little light hacking.

Dean studies me a moment and then shakes his head, shouldering his backpack. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.” He opens the door and immediately steps back.

I move forward, arms wide, ready to knock him to the floor and shield him with my body.

But it’s only Evan, standing under the security light, brown hair slightly ruffled, a greasy bag in one hand and two paper cups balanced in the other, with an amused expression at my outstretched arms.

Dean glances at me, eyebrows raised.

“Dean, meet my office mate, Evan,” I say, not wanting him to get any ideas. “Evan, my son, Dean.”

They nod at each other. There’s a short dance as they decide who will exit and who will enter, but ultimately Evan steps back with a generous flourish of his hand. “After you.”

Dean gives a wave over his shoulder. “Later, Mom,” he calls, glasses fogging in the humidity as he walks to his car.

“Bye, honey,” I yell over Evan’s head.

Evan glances between me and Dean. I imagine his mind is hanging on the word “Mom” and the fact that my son is not only old enough to drive but a few inches taller than him, too.

“I thought you might need reinforcements.” Evan steps into the basement and holds up the items in his hands. “Private Investigator Kelly Williams, meet Detectives Tacos and Coffee.”

It feels strange but also good to laugh.

I print off the posts from the anonymous user and bring them to the green armchair facing the sofa. When I drop onto the seat, something pokes into my thigh. I roll on my hip and unstick a constellation-stamped guitar pick.

“Sorry!” Evan holds out his palm and then tosses the pick into a clay bowl on the coffee table. He lays out an assortment of delicious things.

I salivate at the scent of meat and cheese. I brought Janelle and Remy doughnuts this morning but can’t remember the last time I ate. Before Evan has finished removing the plastic tops off the salsas, I toss the stack of user comments on the table and begin taking large, methodical bites out of the carnitas, leaning over the chips bag in case anything falls from my mouth.

“Thanks,” I say, finishing off a second taco and wiping the sides of my lips with a napkin. “I needed that.”

“I figured,” he says. “After everything that happened—”

I shake a finger at him. “You know I can’t talk about an ongoing investigation.”

“But…” Evan glances at me sideways. “Is Sarah still your client? I mean, she was shot—”

I sit back. “Of course she’s still my client,” I say, that sinking sensation growing larger in the pit of my stomach. “Everyone’s acting like she didn’t survive, but we don’t know that.” I hear the tone in my voice—the one that sounds like I’m trying to convince myself—but it’s true. “We won’t know anything until she’s found. And I’m not giving up until that happens.” Evan’s still gazing at me, a concerned line between his eyebrows. “Sarah paid me in advance,” I say. “Enough that I won’t have to take on another client for a while. And even if she hadn’t…” I shake my head. “I told her I would find her stalker.”

“But the police—”

“Are focused on finding the shooter.”

Evan opens his mouth but seems to think better of pushing it. The stalker and the shooter may be one and the same. Or they may be two entirely different people. But I’d be lying if I didn’t admit I hoped finding the stalker would lead me to Sarah.

Evan takes a bite of his taco and nods at the papers on the table. “Is that from the online forums?” he asks through a mouthful of cabbage.

“One of them.” I pull apart another taco and use it to scoop out a dollop of salsa.

Evan chews thoughtfully and picks up a page with his free hand. His frown deepens as he scans over the threats.

And then he gets to it. The reason I thought a little underground sleuthing might be worth the risk. A doctored image of Sarah’s face—bloodied and bruised—and the words I will pay one million dollars to the person who eliminates this bitch.

“One million dollars,” Evan reads out loud.

“Yeah.”

We’re silent, absorbing the threat.

“That’s a lot of money,” he says.

I nod. “Especially for someone not very good at covering his tracks. No intermediary server to encrypt his connection, no network to conceal his online identity, no unplugging his router to see if he can trick the server into assigning him a new address. My guess is he’s working from a desktop or a laptop that never leaves his house. I found more social accounts with the same IP, a few with photos, one from a school, another from—”

Evan’s eyes glaze over.

“I’ll spare you the boring details. But I found him. Anthony Romano. He lives just south of the city.”

My phone buzzes with a text from Dean. Should have said don’t do anything you wouldn’t want me to do.

I smile, and it buzzes again.

Be careful, Mom.

I sigh and feel that bittersweet pride that comes with having a son old enough to worry about you. But maybe he’s right. Given the messages’ content, it would be better not to arrive unaccompanied.



Above the 12 South shops on my drive home, there’s a new sign in one of the windows. It’s small—the size of a computer printout—but I can make out the image under the streetlight. It’s a portrait of Janelle and Remy from Friday as they smashed wineglasses onstage.

Beneath the photo is one line: We are the witches you didn’t burn.





KARAMILA_97

“Hi, y’all. It’s Kara Mila again. Thanks for all the new follows. I hope the police are taking our leads seriously. And based on today’s footage—I think they should be looking at Sarah’s old band—everything wasn’t as ‘golden’ as they’d like you to believe.” She pauses meaningfully. “Thanks to everyone using the ‘LongLiveSeraph’ hashtag—let’s bring our girl home.”

The video is dark. A dozen trucks are parked in a semicircle, tailgates open like gaping mouths. The band sits around a bonfire in low camper chairs, drinks in hand, laughing with a group of people in jeans and backless dresses. Shadowy figures dance in the glow from the white-hot blaze. A woman lights sparklers and presses them into outstretched hands. Tommy’s burns down to his fingers, and he puffs to extinguish it.

“The crowd loved it,” Cole’s voice snarls. “I saw you dancing.”

The camera swivels to catch Sarah folding her arms across her chest. “You made us look like idiots,” she hisses. “The show was about death in one form and renewal in the next, but you played a keyboard solo in the middle of the set. It didn’t fit.”

Cole clenches his jaw. “So you triggered the sprinklers? How does that make any sense? Tommy?” He turns. “Back me up.”

“I mean…” Tommy straightens in his camper chair. His hair glows orange in the firelight, and he scratches his beard. “We probably should have talked about it first.”

“Fuck you, Tommy.” Cole jabs his thumb in his direction. “It’s not like by agreeing with her, you’re going to get into her pants.”

Tommy reddens and stares into his drink.

“I won’t bother asking you,” Cole growls at Janelle. “You do whatever she says.”

“Fuck off, Cole,” she hisses back. “You know we decide things as a band.”

“Right,” Cole scoffs. “Like this isn’t the Sarah show. Fuck Golden Summer—‘Golden Sarah’ is more like it.”

“What’s wrong with that?” Sarah jabs her sparkler at him. “I’m the star, aren’t I?”

Cole jumps and amber liquid splashes his shirt. He scowls and flicks her off. Behind them, those closest have stopped dancing.

“You’re drunk,” Sarah says.

“And you’re a bitch,” Cole spits, patting down his chest. “A crazy, fame-hungry orphan bitch. It’s no wonder your mom drove off a cliff.”

Behind the camera, Remy sucks in her breath. Tommy gets to his feet. But Sarah puts out a hand.

“You think I’m crazy?” She throws her sparkler into the fire. It crackles and disappears in the blaze.

“Yeah,” Cole snarls. “A crazy fucking bitch.”

“How crazy?”

“What?” Cole squints at Sarah. Tendrils of hair have come loose from his bun and curl around his face.

Sarah steps forward, and he flinches.

Sarah laughs, but then she drops her voice. “They said my mother was crazy.” She looks at Cole. “How crazy would you say I am?”

Clustered together, the others watch with a mixture of concern and amusement.

“Too fucking crazy,” Cole says.

“You want crazy?” Sarah whispers.

She falls to her knees, digs her fingers into the earth, and releases an ear-piercing howl. Janelle presses a hand to her mouth. Remy drops her sparkler. Tommy stands stock-still. Behind them, the others exchange glances.

But Cole throws back his head and laughs. He dips forward so his mouth is hanging in front of Sarah’s and screams back. Soon everyone is screaming and howling and baring their teeth. And when their cries dissolve into giggles, they collapse in the cold grass.

Cole rolls onto his side and turns to the camera. “Did you get that?”
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SUNDAY, JUNE 27, 6 A.M.

I wake to the sun streaming through my bedroom window and comments rolling in under the bonfire video.

Three hundred and forty-eight comments. And counting.

Who’s this Cole guy? Let’s dox this motherfucker.

On it.

Lives in Nashville. Part of some lame folk band called Brother Jade.

That Tommy guy is in it too.

They haven’t found their addresses yet. But I know it’s only a matter of time. By late afternoon yesterday, protestors had already gathered outside Gail’s place. I caught a glimpse of them marching and lifting posters on the nightly news. They were buffered by the long expanse of field between the house and the road, but I have no doubt she heard them shouting.

I let my feet drop to the floor.

This morning, Evan and I planned to visit the address I found last night. But before that, there’s something else I need to do.

I take my laptop to the kitchen. The long gray table is too big for the space, so I’ve pressed it lengthwise against the front window that overlooks my short green yard and chain-link fence. I brew a pot of coffee and pull out a chair. A door slams across the street, and my neighbor Linda emerges with her toolbox. She stops abruptly and turns with an air of a woman who’s forgotten something. I watch as she stomps back to the house, and then my gaze drops to my laptop, where I open Google Maps.

I can almost hear an echo of Ezekiel’s rough words—“the chapel”—the place he thought Sarah might hide after the shooting. Daniel’s wary insistence “she wouldn’t go there.”

For both, the location seemed full of reverence, and for Daniel, also fear.

Half the country is looking for Sarah. If Ezekiel thinks Sarah is able to hide there, it must be remote.

I type six letters into the search.

My screen fills with dozens of red bubbles. And that’s only the chapels within a five-mile radius. I zoom out and the spots spread like chicken pox.

Thirty-eight results in the greater Nashville area.

I click through them methodically, crossing out the historic building established by freedmen at the end of the century, the one attached to the hospital at St. Jude, any that look connected to established churches or religious schools, and a handful that only function as wedding venues.

When I finish, I’ve narrowed my list down to three.

One is not far from me. A small house painted white, with neatly trimmed bushes and a wheelchair ramp that runs from the driveway to the entrance, it resembles more of a private residence than a building for worship.

Another is in a strip mall in Mount Juliet. The photos show a brown awning, green carpet, and burgundy chairs. The whole place gives me the creeps. I star it.

The third is in Hermitage—a flat-faced brick A-frame church in the middle of a Confederate cemetery. The photo must have been taken in winter, because the building is framed by a stark-white sky and two skeletal oaks.

I grab my keys.

“You ever sleep?” a tobacco-heavy voice calls when I open my door. It’s Linda, rocking in the chair on her front porch. She lifts her hand. “Saw your light on all night.”

When I first moved, this admission she’d been watching my house would have set off alarm bells, but Linda’s trudged over to fix a leaky faucet on more than one occasion, and I’ve come to find her self-appointed neighborhood-watchdog status oddly comforting.

“You know what they say,” I call back. “No rest for the wicked.”

She barks a laugh. “I know that’s right. Listen.” She stands and walks down her driveway.

Oh Lord, I think, I do not have time for this. I fold my keys in my palm, an excuse already on my lips.

“Been meaning to tell you.” She stops at the curb with her hands on her hips. “I saw a strange fella out here a couple days back.”

My spine straightens. “Oh yeah?” I try to keep the worry out of my tone, but my voice lifts. “What did he look like?”

“Well, that’s the thing. First I thought it was your boy, Dean. He was tall like that. Dark-haired. But this man was older.” She studies my face as I process this information.

I open my mouth. Then shut it.

She notes my reticence. “How ’bout this?” she says. “I’ll sit out on my porch with my old Remington, and next time I see him snooping about, I’ll give him a wave.”

I smile. “If you wouldn’t mind.”

“My pleasure.” She nods and then saunters back to her house.



When I drive to the first address on the list, my hands are still trembling. Even Dolly’s “Woman Up” can’t help shake the bad feeling provoked by Linda’s mystery man. I’ve been careful, but it’s impossible to live the life I do without making enemies. And now it sounds like the one I feared most might have found me.

I turn onto a residential street. An elderly woman kneels in the bushes by a wheelchair ramp, plucking weeds from a flower bed. At the sound of my engine idling she presses a palm to her brows.

I roll down my window. “I’m sorry to bother you,” I begin.

When I show her photos of the Winter brothers, she shakes her head.

“You sure?” I press.

I withdraw pictures of Sarah. Both with and without the wig.

“What a lovely girl,” she says, and I think she may be the one person in Nashville who doesn’t know who Sarah is. “I’m afraid we don’t get too many young people anymore. But Lord knows they need Jesus.”



The strip mall is another dead end. The spot formerly occupied by the chapel has been taken over by a Lebanese market. I sit for a moment in the parking lot, watching families emerge with paper bags, trying to swallow my disappointment.

That leaves Hermitage.

I glance at the dash. Thirty minutes there, thirty back, which should give me enough time to look around before I agreed to pick up Evan at the office.

I put the car in drive, turn up the stereo, and roll down the windows.

This is how I think best—wind whipping through my hair, Dolly’s reedy voice blaring from the speakers.

It reminds me of time with my grandmother on our way back from school. Her singing and asking questions about my day, processing the ticks and tells of my classmates. Oh, he’s a bully, she would say. Poor thing. He must have a terrible home life. Or, Next time that new girl’s eating lunch by herself, go sit with her. She’s only standoffish because she doesn’t have any friends. She challenged my preconceptions and made me look under the surface, which is what I need to do now.

I stick my hand out the window, feeling the air move through my fingers, as the outskirts of the city are replaced by green fields. I think of Sarah, Remy, Janelle, Cole, and Tommy racing toward that cliff. Sarah’s cousins in the barn. A thousand fans with outstretched arms. They’re all tied together somehow, Sarah binding them like an invisible thread, past and present leading to her shooting and disappearance, but I’m missing the central point where they connect.

I think of a little girl and a car submerged in water, the way she must have fought to escape. Janelle saying their house felt like a trap. Cousins who didn’t like their music, letters with threats of vengeance. I think of families like trees, with lines that run deep, how even if you sever the wood at its base, the roots remain, rotting and festering. I think of bands splitting over creative differences and romantic jealousies. Rock stars killed by their fans. An entire country where Sarah could hide or be hidden.

The brick church stands at the edge of an old cemetery. Transformed by summer, the sparse dead grass from the internet photo has given way to a vibrant green, and the skeletal oaks are full of emerald leaves. But that doesn’t change the sense of abandonment I feel when I open my door, the eerie way the sound echoes when I shut it. There are no other cars, no signs of people.

I expect the building to be locked, but the handle moves under my palm.

There’s a whisper of something at the back of my neck. I glance over my shoulder and see only graves. I touch the ring on my thumb and push open the door.

Inside I’m greeted by a damp smell—wet paper and varnish. A pamphlet scatters across the floor in the draft created by my entrance, and I stoop to read it. It’s a wedding program dated last year. I straighten with a glance at the overgrown tombstones. This seems like a strange place for a marriage ceremony, but what do I know?

The building is simple. Dark hardwoods lined with stark-white pews that slope toward a simple pulpit. The clack of my heels is loud in the cavernous space, and that shiver is back, sneaking across my skin.

No one’s here, I think. But I have to check. To be certain. For Sarah.

There’s a narrow door beside the pulpit, and so that’s where I head. My gaze sweeps the pews, searching for irregularities, any evidence that someone has been here.

On the pulpit, I find a Bible and a fountain pen. The book is open to a chapter in Genesis, where a verse is underlined in ink.

And He said, “Take now thy son, thine only son Isaac whom thou lovest, and offer him for a burnt offering upon one of the mountains.” A small Rembrandt painting is inlaid on the page next to it.

I swipe my palm across the words as if I can erase them. The fountain pen crashes to the floor and rolls beneath the pulpit.

My whole body shakes as I lurch toward a side door, needing to get out of this place, far from the image of a man with a knife held to his child’s pale flesh.

The handle turns, and I stumble down two steps, gulping the humid Tennessee air. The second door led not to a vestibule or office but to another exit. I take deep breaths as I circle the building, but find no other entrances—no sign of a basement or cellar. I exhale, almost relieved not to have discovered Sarah. I have a bad feeling when I try to imagine what might have happened if she’d sought shelter here.






15


SUNDAY, JUNE 27, 9 A.M.

Thirty minutes later, my eyes sting when I find Evan sitting on the stoop outside the basement.

When he slides into the seat next to me, I practically beam with relief.

He smiles back. “You seem awfully happy to be visiting a potential psycho this morning.”

“Just glad you’re here,” I tell him.

Evan glances at the side of my face as I put the car in gear. “I like you, but if this guy pulls out fava beans and chianti, I’m making a run for it.”

I laugh, trying not to make too much of the first part of that sentence. “Fair enough, but if it’s a full-bodied cabernet, we’re staying.”

The address I found last night has us driving to the south side of the city to a neighborhood near the airport, where trees sweep over power lines and broken branches litter the asphalt. On one corner, the door to a green power box hangs off its hinges, and on another, a telephone pole leans dangerously over the intersection.

“This is it,” Evan says, checking the GPS.

Hidden behind pine trees and an overgrown lawn, the place is barely visible from the road. We bump down a cracked concrete driveway until we find a 1970s-era two-story home designed to look like an alpine cabin. It has dusty blue paint and a decade’s worth of leaves in its gutters. It doesn’t look like a house where the owner might have a million dollars. A battered minivan is parked at a slant next to an old Saab that’s missing its wheels. The mailbox lists to one side in a way that’s clear someone backed into the post and no one bothered to fix it.

Evan gets out first and scans the perimeter.

When we left the office this morning, I told him he was coming as backup. He’s already taking his job a little too seriously, but a smile tugs my lips when he slaps the roof of the Mazda and tells me the coast is clear.

From the front door comes the sounds of a television and a child screaming.

I glance at Evan. I had been expecting a college student. Or an underemployed twentysomething male. Based on the frequency of the posts, I suspected he worked from home and was awake at odd hours. I was counting on the element of surprise, assuming he’d sleep late on a Sunday morning. I didn’t expect a family. Children. A minivan.

When I knock, a dog howls and scratches at the wall. The door opens a fraction, and a woman drags the dog back by its collar. She’s not much taller than me, with heavy rounded shoulders and dark hair tossed into a messy bun.

She eyes us warily. “Can I help you?”

“We’d like to speak with Anthony Romano,” I tell her.

She shakes her head. “Not here. Sorry.” The baby screams again, and the dog—a mangy thing with hairless patches on its hind legs—lunges for us. She moves to shut the door, and I hold up my palm.

“I’m a private investigator,” I say, passing her my card. “Kelly Williams.”

She studies it, both hands still on the dog, squinting to see the words between my fingers. “Private investigator,” she repeats. She exhales. “Is Tony in trouble?”

“May we come in?”

She sighs. “Let me put the bitch in her crate.” She shoulders the door so it swings shut, and Evan raises an eyebrow as the dog barks and claws at the floor.

When she returns, there’s a baby on her hip. He’s red-faced from screaming and long tendrils of snot run from his nose.

I make cooing noises.

Evan takes a step back as if the runny nose might be contagious.

“He caught an ear infection at day care,” the woman tells us as we follow her into a living room with a brick fireplace and a neon Budweiser sign hanging above the mantel. There are plastic toys everywhere, and a purple child’s bike lies on its side in the middle of the room. The television is on, forming a kaleidoscope of squeaky sounds and bright colors.

“Watch your step,” she says, flapping an elbow at a pair of boy’s sneakers. The baby struggles in her arms.

She points to a sagging brown sofa. “You can toss whatever you want on the floor.”

But when I move an overlarge pillow, I find a girl, five, maybe six years old, pressed into the cushions. She has a finger in her mouth and blinks at the television.

“May I?” I ask.

She scoots to the corner without looking away from the school bus bumping along the screen.

“I like this one,” I tell her. “Who’s your favorite?”

Her eyes remain rooted on the bus, and she gives no indication of having heard me. Fair enough, I think.

Evan pulls a chair from the dining table and leaves the love seat free. But the woman remains standing. She bounces the baby on one hip and twists her hands around his feet.

“I haven’t seen Tony in months,” she tells us. “Haven’t seen child support in even longer.”

“And are you Mrs. Romano?”

She shakes her head with a wry laugh. “You could never tie Tony down like that. Although he did a pretty good job of tying me.” She nods at the baby. I give her an understanding smile. “Amelia Jacobs,” she says, switching hips. “They’re his, though.” Another nod between the baby and the girl, who stirs in a way that it’s clear she’s listening.

“When was Tony last here?” I ask.

“Oh god.” Amelia stares at the ceiling and frowns at a sticky hand plastered to a dark beam. “Not since February.” She sits on the edge of the sofa and balances the baby in her lap. “Just tell me,” she says evenly. “Is he dead?”

“No,” Evan and I say in unison.

“At least,” I continue, “that’s not why we’re here.”

“Oh.” Amelia blinks, and I’m not sure whether the look on her face is disappointment or relief. “Well, then.” She touches the baby’s head gently. “What’s this about?”

“Miss Jacobs, do you have a computer at home?”

She snorts. “I did.”

“What happened to it?”

“Stolen,” she says.

Evan groans.

It was too easy—finding an IP address right here in Davidson County, a user who didn’t do all that well hiding his identity. We’ll have to start looking all over again.

“It’s been appropriated by my son,” she continues, an eyebrow lifted in Evan’s direction. “Says he needs it for school. But school’s been out for a month now, and I haven’t gotten it back. So…” She shrugs. “You tell me. Am I dealing with a thief?”

I feel a sudden thrill beneath my breastbone. “Where is your son now?”

She snorts again and shakes her head. “Where he always is. In his room.”

“Can we speak with him?”

“Why?” she asks, eyes suddenly alert. “Who did you say you were again?”

“I’m Private Investigator Kelly Williams, and this is my”—I pause, searching for the right word—“intern, Evan Taylor.”

Evan’s eyes bulge, and I struggle to keep my face straight.

She scans the pair of us. “I’m going to need to see some kind of identification.”

We hand her our driver’s licenses. She looks them over, lips pinched, as she compares my license to my card.

“Can never be too careful,” she murmurs as she hands them back.

We nod.

“Lots of perverts out there,” she adds.

My eyebrows lift.

“Is he in trouble?” Amelia asks.

“He might be,” I tell her. I can’t imagine Dean writing things like that, but if he did, I would want to know. And you could bet, if he were still living under my roof, he’d be grounded. Indefinitely.

A strand of hair has fallen over Amelia’s eye, and she puffs to blow it out of her face. “Just like his father.” She grimaces. “The boy is his, too, if you can believe it. He doesn’t. But you’ll see—they’re just alike.” She moves to touch the shoulder of the girl on the sofa, but she twists away.

Amelia sighs and gestures to a wooden staircase at the back of the house. “Up there.”

“What’s your son’s name?”

“Oh,” she says and stops halfway across the room. “That must be the confusion. He’s Anthony too. Anthony Jr. Goes by the full name. Not Tony. Never Tony.” She looks at us, and something like fear streaks across her face. “He doesn’t like it when you call him Tony.”

Evan steals a glance at me.

“Okay, then,” I say. “Anthony Jr. it is.”

Amelia hunches her shoulders and cradles the baby in her arms as she leads us up the stairs. Then she stops on the landing in front of a closed door. The hall is windowless and dark, but flashes of light strobe across the floor. Scattered sounds of gunshots and hypermasculine calls to action echo within. I hear a squeaking noise that might be a bed or a chair.

A timid knock on the frame. “Anthony Jr.,” Amelia calls.

There’s no response, and she knocks again.

A shuffle and then a crash against the door. Evan moves forward but Amelia shakes her head. “Anthony Jr., we don’t throw things.” Her voice rises a pitch, but the scolding is half-hearted, more for our benefit than his.

“Please open the door,” she calls.

“I’m working,” comes an angry, muffled reply.

“There are people here to see you.” Her voice takes on a pleading note.

The noises stop. Then: “What kind of people?”

“Investigators, honey,” Amelia says. “They need to talk to you.”

“Tell them I’m not home,” the voice thunders.

Amelia opens her mouth, but I hold up my hand.

“Anthony Jr.,” I say, voice as stern as when I caught Dean smoking.

“You let them in,” Amelia’s son screams. And then there’s more squeaking. The distinct grating of a window being forced open.

Evan moves to kick in the door, but Amelia holds up a small key.

“He doesn’t know I have it,” she whispers. “Don’t destroy it, please.” She means the door. The cost of the repair. If we break it, something tells me it will never get fixed.

Inside, there’s a mug in shatters on the floor. Sticky-sweet soda leaks from it. Amelia’s son is still working on pushing out the window screen. Evan rushes forward and pulls him back.

“Get off!” he screams. “Police brutality!”

Evan lets him go and holds up his palms. “We’re not the police,” he says, breathless, as he steps back next to me.

Anthony Jr. is panting. He kicks his bed and points a finger at his mom. “You asshole!” he yells. “This is your fault.”

Amelia shifts her body as if to shield the baby from his words. “If you need me, I’ll be downstairs,” she tells us and then retreats into the hall.

Now that we’re face-to-face, I see that Anthony Jr. can’t be more than thirteen years old. He has a smattering of very active acne, a soft belly, and floppy brown hair with a part down the middle. He looks a little nerdy and very angry.

At the foot of his bed is a dresser with a television facing the pillows. Cables snake across the floor and connect to a black console. And on top of his baseball-themed comforter is a silver laptop.

“Do you know why we’re here?” I ask.

Anthony Jr. stuffs his meaty fists into his pockets.

“I’ve got nothing to say to you.” He kicks the foot of his bed. “Pigs,” he hisses. And then he spits. Right there on his bedroom rug.

I arch my eyebrow and point at the tissue box on his desk. “You’re going to clean that up before your mom comes back.”

His expression is mutinous, but I’ve used my stern voice and see his defiance waver at the edges.

Evan steps forward. “Do you know what this is?” He withdraws the printed sheet with the threats written across it. “This is a warrant. So you don’t need to say anything. You can watch while we search the property and take your phone and other electronic devices.” His gaze steals across the room. “Like your computer.”

“No!” Anthony Jr. yells and dives onto his bed. His dinosaur T-shirt rides up around his middle as he curls around his laptop in a fetal position.

“Everything all right?” Amelia yells from the stairs.

“It’s fine,” I call back. I make eye contact with Evan and shake my head. The police can lie to witnesses, but we can’t. “No more search warrant,” I murmur under my breath.

Evan nods and then speaks softly to Anthony Jr. “It won’t be fine if you don’t start cooperating.” His voice takes on a seriousness I haven’t heard before.

Anthony Jr. twitches and ducks his head. “What, then?” he mutters peevishly.

“Sit up,” Evan says.

Anthony Jr. glares at him but sits straighter.

Evan drags a rolling chair from the corner, sits on it backward, and leans over the edge. It’s something I’ve seen a dozen times on television—an adult getting down to a teenager’s level—but Anthony Jr. doesn’t seem to recognize the move. Evan gestures for me to do the same, but I remain standing. I’m not sitting like that in a dress.

“This here”—Evan gestures to Anthony Jr.’s computer—“is serious stuff.” His eyes narrow. “Do you know what I’m talking about?”

Anthony Jr. shifts. “Maybe.”

Evan snaps his fingers. “Maybe’s not good enough. A woman has been shot, Anthony Jr. A woman you threatened to have murdered. Do you know what that means?”

“I didn’t…” He squirms. “I deleted the posts, I swear. As soon as I saw. I took them down. I didn’t pay anyone—”

“But ‘suckmyfatwhitecock’ and ‘eatshitanddie’ are your accounts. Right?”

At first, Anthony Jr. looks like he wants to laugh—he enjoys hearing an adult repeat his profanities—but when Evan frowns, he presses a fist to his lips. “Yeah,” he says between fingers. “But it wasn’t serious.”

“What do you mean, it wasn’t serious?”

“It was a joke.” Anthony Jr. scoots back against his navy pillows. “Just—they’re ridiculous, you know? Those bitches think they can do whatever they want—”

“Hey.” Evan jams his finger in Anthony Jr.’s face. “Watch your language.”

“Whatever, man.” Anthony Jr. flaps his hand. “It’s just a word.”

“Not just words.” Evan leans in. “You were demeaning them, threatening to kill them, and causing emotional harm.”

He glances at me, and I take over. “Cyberbullying is a crime, Anthony Jr. And since your comments mention race, gender, and sexual orientation, you could face discriminatory action under the federal civil rights law. We’re talking about prosecution for hate crimes, harassment, and other violations punishable by up to a year in prison. But these are all low on your list of problems if you were involved with the shooting of Sarah Owens.”

I’m not sure if any of what I said applies to a thirteen-year-old, but it doesn’t matter—Anthony Jr.’s face just turned white.

“I already told you,” he whines. “I wasn’t involved in that shit. Probably those lezzie bandmates got jealous.”

“Let’s talk about what you wrote as ‘suckmyfatwhitecock,’” I say.

“I took it down.”

“Doesn’t matter.” Evan waves the paper at him again.

Anthony Jr. stares between us, sweat gathering above his lip.

“I didn’t think anyone would do it,” he cries. “Kill her, I mean. It was all pretend.” Eyes wide, he gestures around his room.

I follow his pudgy hands. Brightly colored kids’ stuff. Wood furniture covered in cartoon stickers. White closet doors that buckle in the center and I know must be peered behind before he falls asleep. Of course he thought it was pretend.

I sigh.

“A woman has been shot,” Evan says firmly. “She might be dead.”

I stiffen.

“Or in need of urgent care,” Evan adds.

Anthony Jr. begins to wail. Not the tantrum we saw earlier but full-on little-kid tears that leave him sniffing and hiccupping and probably wishing his mother would come and check on him. She doesn’t, though. Doesn’t even yell up the stairs.

“I don’t have”—Anthony Jr. rubs his eyes—“a million dollars.” He sniffs and blinks at Evan. “Do you think whoever did this will come after me?”

“I suggest you lie low for a while,” Evan says. “No online contact. Not on your phone, another laptop, even your PlayStation. No internet. Period. That’s how they’ll find you.”

My eyes widen, but Anthony Jr. only stutters. “H-how long?” he asks, awed by this pronouncement.

“Maybe a year,” Evan tells him. “Maybe longer. Because whoever did this might be looking for you. And even if we find him, he might have acquaintances.”

Before we leave, I drag the tissue box from Anthony Jr.’s desk and drop it in front of him on the bed.

“Clean it up,” I say pointing at the rug where he spit.

He climbs off his pillows, looking very small. Just a kid in dinosaur pajamas who threatened to slit a woman’s throat.



Back in the car, I stare at the trees blending into the power lines.

“Not the shooter,” I say.

“No,” Evan agrees. “So angry, though.”

He turns to me. “Intern, huh?”

I laugh. “What else did you want me to say?”

“Almost anything other than that.”

His phone buzzes.

“What?” I ask at the look on his face.

Evan glances at me. “My friends have been following the case. Not your case,” he says quickly. “Just—you know, we’re all musicians, so we’ve been paying attention to everything going on with Seraph and the shooting more generally. And, well…” He holds out his phone. “There was another liner note.”

My fingers tremble as I touch the screen. The image is dimly lit. But I can make out the words.


I, Jezebel / I’m all alone, / No god to save me, / Watching the wolves race over the city. / How did we get here? / How did we come so far? / Standing above, / Dressed in my jewelry. / If you want me, you know where to find me. / How did we get here? / How did we come so far? / Bow down to lightning. / And worship the rain. / Where is the priestess? / To take all our pain? / Why do they care / What god I pray? / Where do our words go / When our bodies remain? / I’m not a saint or a sin, / I’m just a woman. / I’m all alone, / No god to save me, / Watching the wolves race over the city. / How did we get here? / How did we come so far? / Standing above, / Dressed in my jewelry, / There’s blood on my hands, and now I’m falling. / How did we get here? / How did we come so far? / I fall. / I fall. / So far. / I fall. / So far. / Wolves in my jewelry, / The ground races to meet me.



I decipher the message almost immediately: Yet she learned how to love.

I think of KaraMila_97’s video. Tommy professing his love for Sarah to Janelle. Was it ever reciprocated? Or was there another person in Sarah’s life? Or did she mean love more generally—love for her friends, her fans, humanity?

“Where was it found?” I ask.

“Inside the Parthenon. Someone left it in front of the snake at Athena’s feet.”

The Parthenon. Built for Tennessee’s 1897 Exposition, the full-scale replica of the ancient Greek building now sits at the heart of Centennial Park on the west side of the city. Covered in gold, Athena is one of the largest indoor statues in the United States. I took Dean to see her when we first moved here and remember that in her palm, she held a statue of Nike, the goddess of victory. From her height, high above our heads, she looked small, but she was over six feet tall, the same height Dean would grow to be.

“Could be a copycat,” Evan offers. “They transcribed the song. Then underlined their own message.”

“But that’s Sarah’s handwriting,” I observe. “The letters and even the paper look the same.”

Evan shrugs. “Which someone could have forged,” he points out.

“Or,” I say, “Sarah could still be out there. Leaving clues for her fans.”

Evan exhales, and something like pity streaks across his face.

I swallow. I know he thinks I’m refusing to admit the obvious, but I’m determined not to give up on her yet.

“What was all that—backward-chair talk?” I ask to change the subject.

He shrugs. “I have younger brothers. Learned the serious voice thing from my dad.”

I smile but feel a tiny dagger of sadness. A dad, brothers—so many things Dean never had.

“All the online harassment,” Evan begins thoughtfully, “the notes, the articles about Ross Nolan—whoever the shooter is, they couldn’t have asked for better distractions.”

“Yeah,” I agree. I gaze out the car window, thinking of angry adolescent boys who become angry grown men.

“You haven’t seen anyone strange lurking around the office, have you?” I ask.

“You mean aside from the guy in the gallon bucket cowboy hat who peed in the bushes out front yesterday and the group of women wearing feather boas and the—”

“Okay.” I laugh. “I get it—Nashville attracts all types.”

“There was someone a few nights back,” Evan says after a pause. “I was working late, and he banged on the front door. When I ran up the stairs, I saw him reading the names on the exterior mailboxes.”

I still.

“I told him he had the wrong address.” Evan glances at my profile and straightens at the expression on my face. “He didn’t look anything like the cousins,” he reassures me. “Are you worried someone might come after you?”

I shake my head. “No-oo,” I say, my Southern accent lengthening.





KARAMILA_97

“TikTok sensation Sarah Owens sizzles next to Tommy Elder. The singer-songwriters maintain they’re just friends, but rumors have followed them all summer.”

“Tommy Elder seen having drinks with Janelle Jenkins. Is Sarah jealous?”

“Sarah and Janelle. Friends? Enemies? Lovers?”

Green fields and oak trees roll past the windows. Sarah throws her phone against the back of the passenger seat. It shuttles and bounces, landing on the floorboard with a dull slap.

“It’s like all they care about is our sex lives.”

“They’d be disappointed to learn you’re not having any.” Cole laughs.

Sarah frowns. “I bet I could light myself on fire in protest, and they’d speculate it was because of a broken heart. Next, they’ll be saying Cole and I are a thing.”

Cole smirks. “You wish.”

Sarah’s lips twist. “People are so determined to think musicians are interesting, but between sewing our costumes, writing new songs, and practice, I barely have time to sleep.”

“Priorities,” Cole huffs. “And anyway, how long does a little romantic rendezvous take? Ten minutes? If time is an issue, I’m sure Tommy could finish in five.”

“Fuck you, Cole.”

Cole straightens. Remy sucks in a breath, and Janelle turns her eyes from the road to widen them at the camera.

“It’s not like there’s any privacy,” Remy muses.

“If there’s a will, there’s a way. Right, Janelle?” Cole nudges the back of her seat.

“Knock it off,” Janelle says. Cole glances at her, a small crinkle between his brows. But Janelle’s eyes lift to Tommy and then return to the road ahead.

Sarah’s voice again. “It’s like we’re standing up there singing our hearts out, and all they’re doing is waiting for us to kiss.”

“Who cares?” Cole turns to her with a scowl. “They’re buying tickets, aren’t they? Making videos of your pretty costumes?”

Remy sighs, and Janelle rolls her eyes.

“I’m serious.” Sarah taps her pen on her notebook. “Tour’s almost over. How do we get them to listen?”
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SUNDAY, JUNE 27, 2 P.M.

“Hello?” I call.

The basement door is thrown wide, and I stand on the threshold gazing out onto the slab of broken concrete behind the bungalow. Fear crawls over my skin as I calculate the distance between my feet and the driver’s side of the Mazda. I know I must leave the safety of my office, that I must get behind the wheel, that I must find Sarah. But I’m rooted in place, staring at something that lurks just beyond the fence. Two posts are darkened by shadows where there should be strips of light. The hairs on the back of my neck lift.

“Hello,” I say again.

But there’s no answer. Summer cicadas hum their deep-throated songs, and the moon is high above the pines. The rear security light is dark. It’s on a timer and should have clicked on, but the bulb is broken. I creep closer to the fence. Twenty feet. Ten. But the shadow doesn’t move. I step so I’m almost touching the wood and take in the dark cylindrical form, its pointed top, its round base and leafy fronds.

My laugh comes out as a choke—my would-be assailant is nothing more than a cypress bush in a stone pot—but my heart is beating fast, and I feel a prickle of fear as I turn toward my car.

A branch snaps.

I reach for my ring, but I’m not wearing it. Fumble through my purse, but it’s too deep, my backup pepper spray rolling away from my fingers and out of reach.

A man steps from the shadows.

“Hello, K—”

I wake up.

“Hello,” someone calls again. A clipped, slightly exasperated voice echoes down to where I sit, slumped over my computer, drooling on the keys. I just closed my eyes for a second but must have fallen asleep.

“Kelly? A package came for you.”

I blink, heart still hammering as I lift my head. I feel the imprint of the space bar on my cheek and reach to wipe the drool from my chin. On my screen rolls the footage from Friday evening—Sarah rooted in place by sand, arms outstretched like branches; Sarah framed by a cliff; Sarah with a sword in her hand.

Evan is at a songwriting session in Donelson. It’s sometime in the late afternoon, and the Realtor’s heels click as they descend the hardwood steps to the basement.

She peeks her head in the door. There’s a large cardboard box pressed between her hands, the words Kelly Williams written across the fold.

I blink at her. Then stand.

“When did that arrive?” I ask.

She furrows her brows. They’re penciled slightly higher than what’s strictly natural and arched in a way that gives the appearance of surprise. “How about ‘you’re welcome’?” Her scolding is teasing, but when I continue to stare, she shrugs. “I heard a thump and went outside to investigate. The box was sitting on the porch.”

“When?”

Her lips quirk down into a frown. “Just now.”

I race up the steps, skirt the circular entry table in the foyer, and throw open the door.

Across the street, a man mows his yard. He lifts his hand in greeting at a group of women in cowboy boots and sundresses. A bicyclist swerves as a driver opens her car door.

The Realtor comes to stand beside me. “Is it something important?” she asks, following my gaze to the road.

I swallow. “You didn’t see who left it?”

She shakes her head.

I exhale. What was I hoping? To catch a slip of blond hair disappearing down the street? For a sign Sarah’s fans were right—that she faked everything, and she’s leaving liner notes at the Parthenon and hand-delivering her box of harassment documents to me?

Yes. Maybe. I don’t know. But I do know that if Sarah were to orchestrate a grand disappearance, she wouldn’t undermine everything by being spotted in public.

And she was shot, I remind myself. If she survived, she’s in desperate need of medical attention. I’m not delusional enough to think she’s running around hiding clues and dropping off packages.

The Realtor grumbles something about living in a barn as she shuts the front door.

Back in my office, I inspect the box again.

My address is printed in the sloping handwriting I’ve begun to recognize as Sarah’s. But there’s no shipping label, no indication it’s passed through the post office or another carrier like UPS.

I think of the night of Sarah’s party, Brett telling me about the liner notes and his speculation that Sarah might have hired someone to tape them to that museum wall in Philadelphia. Could Sarah have paid the same person to deliver the box? Could this be the person who left the notes for “Long Live Medusa,” “Everyday Helen,” and “I, Jezebel”? But how would they have known what to do after Sarah’s disappearance?

I move to my desk and find a pair of scissors.

Bending over the drawer, I’m struck by another thought. That maybe Sarah’s not responsible. That like what Evan suggested about the lyrics posted after the shooting, maybe someone else is doing this. A copycat? A fan? Ross Nolan? But how would they have access to Sarah’s things? Be able to replicate Sarah’s handwriting? Unless—

I stop, fingers hovering over the box.

Unless it’s the person who abducted her. And this is some kind of sick game they’re playing.

I rub my temples.

The liner notes could make a perverse kind of sense—their appearance reinforces the rumors that Sarah faked the shooting and supports the claims that she’s still out there—but why send evidence that might incriminate the shooter? To me of all people?

What if it’s him?

The thought bubbles up against my will.

What if, after all these years, he’s found me, and this is how he enacts his revenge? I took something precious from him, so now he’s taken something from me?

I shake my head. He doesn’t know Sarah. Wouldn’t have known she was a client. I exhale. Would he?

Hands shaking, I slice the tape and pull back the flaps.

Inside sits a stack of manila folders.

At the sight of them, I’m overwhelmed by a sweeping sense of frustration, followed by sadness.

If only Sarah had brought these to the garden. Now, whatever I find, it will be too late.

The folders are organized chronologically, dating from this month all the way back to June two years ago.

A photo slips to the floor and I bend to retrieve it.

Sarah, I recognize instantly. She’s eight, maybe nine years old, crouched on the seat of a shiny green tractor. Her dirty tennis shoes are tucked beneath her thighs, and she shields her eyes with her hand. She’s framed by two boys. One is turned toward her, something hungry in his expression, his mouth open in a toothless grin. The other’s face is sullen and gazes past the camera. There’s a man-shaped shadow in the foreground but no other indication of the person behind the lens. On the back are three names and a season: Ezekiel, Daniel, and Sarah, summer.

A draft blows across the room and I whip my head, but there’s nothing. Just the tapestry on the wall lifting lazily above the air-conditioning unit.

I rotate the photo on its edge.

Even if Sarah sent the box, she hired me to investigate a stalker, not a shooter. Holding on to the documents could be perceived as obstruction. And although I’m willing to bend the rules on occasion, that’s a kind of trouble I can’t risk.

My gaze falls on the gray machine in the corner.

But just because the harassment is now considered evidence, doesn’t mean I can’t make copies.
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SUNDAY, JUNE 27, 4 P.M.

The metropolitan police station is a sprawling four-story structure built on the site of an old car dealership. A mixture of brick, concrete, and glass, it looks more like an art center than an administrative building, but it’s designed intentionally, by which I mean to say it is 100 percent intimidating—all hard edges and sharp shadows cutting jagged squares into the sidewalk and making you want to duck your head and not draw attention.

I see the Garden Snakes fans. They’re impossible to miss in their sparkles and angel wings. They wave pink posterboards with the words JUSTICE and FIND HER. I even see a few LONG LIVE SERAPH signs in the mix. Proof KaraMila_97’s hashtag is catching.

A woman in a green pantsuit with a cell phone held aloft spots an officer leaving the building.

“Excuse me.” She races toward him in heels. “What updates do you have on Seraph?”

“Press only,” he says.

“I’m a podcaster—” she begins.

He keeps walking. “Wait with the others across the street.”

And indeed, there is a collection of men and women holding cell phones, some in selfie mode as they talk into their screens, others focused on the police precinct.

The woman’s shoulders slump, but then she spots me. When she perks up, I quicken my pace, turning my shoulder to avoid the camera.

I open the heavy glass doors and stop halfway into the building.

A tall woman strides across the sunlit lobby. Her mouth is set in a grim line, and she holds a phone to her ear. I prop the evidence box on one knee and rifle through it like I’m searching for something. When I look up, Detective Sharma is gone and a uniformed officer at the front desk is smirking at me.

I lift an eyebrow, and he shrugs.

“She has that effect on people,” he says. “Name?”

I shift the box to my opposite hip. It’s not so much heavy as it is awkward and large, and every few seconds, it slides a few inches down my dress. “Kelly Williams,” I tell him, hoisting the cardboard up by the sides again. I glance to where Detective Sharma has vanished and make a split-second decision. “Here to speak with Detective MacKenzie.”

I could have asked for Sharma, but I’m relying on my history with MacKenzie—the fact that he still owes me from that first case and that over the years I know he’s developed a certain fondness for my presence, which means he’s more likely to share information.

“Have a seat.” The uniformed officer jerks a thumb at a row of hard chairs opposite his desk, and I plop down, drawing the box onto my lap.

As I wait, a sickening sensation builds in my stomach.

Something is threatening to break in me, a dam I’ve been holding back through motion and distraction. Because what I clutch in my hands is proof of Sarah’s harassment, spanning two years, that may have culminated in her shooting and abduction. Evidence that might have helped me find her stalker sooner, and that—if he was involved with the events of Friday night—might have prevented what happened. I take a breath and squeeze the box closer to my chest.

A door slams on the opposite side of the lobby and a silver-haired man strides out, barely hiding his smile as he crosses the sunlit marble to greet me.

“May I?” Detective MacKenzie gestures to the box squished between my fists.

“I’ve got it.” I stand and balance one cardboard edge beneath my chin.

His look is bemused, but he doesn’t offer again as we weave through the bullpen.

No one knows whether the space is named for the closed-in area where bulls wait to be slaughtered or the collection of guys who’ve been around long enough to make detective (“old bulls,” you might call them), but it’s the center point of any station, normally occupied by a collection of rattling file cabinets and computers that were donated from a school before its technology was updated. But like a lot of downtown, everything at Metropolitan Nashville PD is bright, shiny, and new. A more suspicious person might wonder who’s pumping all that money into the city, what favors are owed, and to whom, but I have other cookies in the oven.

“Desk,” Detective MacKenzie calls just in time for me to sidestep a wooden corner.

“Chair.”

I bump my knee.

“Human.”

“You’ve made your point,” I say with a laugh.

I could have let him carry it for me. There’s a certain kind of man you ask for his help once and he thinks you always need it. This can work in your favor, of course. But Detective MacKenzie and I have worked together long enough for me to know he’s not that type. He prefers people who don’t ask for favors. He wants to swoop in of his own volition and play hero when you least expect it.

We reach his desk—recognizable by the worn leather jacket draped across the chair—and I drop the box on top of a stack of red-lined papers. There are deep purple creases in my palms, but at least my pride is intact.

He hands me a pair of gloves. “I take it you already opened it?”

I bite my lip.

He laughs. It changes his face. “Don’t worry. We’ll just need to get you fingerprinted for comparison.”

I breathe a sigh of relief. No matter how friendly Detective MacKenzie may be, a PI’s relationship with the police is always tenuous, and I can’t afford a misstep. Especially not now, not when they know so much more than I do—about the position of the shooter, possibly the type of weapon, and the state of the abandoned ambulance. I glance surreptitiously around the room. The list of hospitals on the whiteboard has been replaced with a map of the amphitheater and surrounding area. There are rough drawings of a shadowy man’s face and photos of long rifles with silencers on the ends.

Detective MacKenzie lifts the files from the box slowly and with a measure of caution that makes me feel guilty about the way I tore into the tape earlier.

“This is the window the stalker smashed,” I say, touching a gloved finger to a snapshot of splintered glass. When Sarah told me about the broken window, I had assumed she meant her house. But this photo is of a van. “It was one of the earliest examples of harassment. August, two years ago.”

I turn over a notecard. “This was left in Sarah’s mailbox.”

“‘Repent for your sins.’” MacKenzie examines the card closely. It’s a mishmash of different letters, capitalized, uncapitalized, cursive, black, red, and blue. At the corner is a sticky rust-colored substance. “Blood?”

Something sours in my stomach, and I regret not wearing gloves earlier. “I hope not,” I say.

“‘For the wrongdoer will be punished for the wrong she has done, and there is no partiality,’” he reads off a card with hand-pasted block letters.

I pick up the next one: “‘If you do wrong, be afraid. For I am the servant of God, an avenger who carries out wrath.’”

And the next: “‘Depart from me, you cursed one, into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels.’”

There are screenshots from a Twitter user.

Demon whore.

Slut.

Burn in hell.

Graphic descriptions from an anonymous account of how the poster will “exorcise” Sarah’s body.

“How did you get this?” he asks.

“Someone left it at my office.”

“Who?”

“I don’t know. I think Sarah might have hired someone to deliver the box to me. Before—Friday evening.”

“But you don’t know that.”

“No.”

“So. It could be Sarah herself. Or—”

“The person who abducted her.” I nod.

I don’t tell him my other theory. My fear that someone has reemerged from my past. I refuse to speak that possibility into existence.

Detective MacKenzie sighs. He looks tired. There are dark purple slashes under his eyes and an unusual amount of stubble across his jaw.

“Forensics will want to take a look at this entire package,” he says.

He reads another notecard: “‘If she profanes herself by playing the harlot, profanes her father; she will be burned with fire.’”

A shiver sneaks up my neck.

“Janelle and Remy said the letters were from Sarah’s cousins. And I found this.” I withdraw the photograph from the farm, Sarah and the boys as children. “I thought—”

“That the Winter brothers not only sent her these messages, but they might be responsible for the shooting too,” Detective MacKenzie finishes, looking up from his notes.

I quirk my shoulders in a “you tell me” shrug.

“Detective Sharma said you paid them a visit.”

“I overheard them talking about Sarah,” I say, ignoring his tone and keeping my own even. “The youngest was inconsolable. He was convinced Sarah was dead. The oldest thought she faked it.”

MacKenzie taps the man-shaped shadow in the grass. “Sarah grew up with her aunt,” he says slowly. “Was there an uncle too?”

I think back to Gail’s house. There were photos on the wall in the hallway and on the mantel in the living room showcasing the boys at various school ages, their hands on sports equipment and trophies. I’d noticed there weren’t any photos of Sarah. But now that I skim over my memory, I realize there were no wedding photos or family shots either.

“I got the impression he died before Sarah started the Garden Snakes,” I say. “You think there’s something to him?”

“Just trying to clear up some details from her childhood,” MacKenzie says, maddeningly vague.

I cross my arms. Bringing him the evidence was the right thing to do, but I didn’t have to. “You know, sharing only works if it goes both ways.” I wink to make him think I’m joking. But I’m not. Not at all.

He clears his throat. “Look,” he says, “I’m only telling you this because I don’t want you wasting your time and chasing boys with loose grips on hunting guns. But we talked with the Winter brothers already.” He explains, “After your call on Saturday, I found them at a run-down garage just outside Gallatin. Looks like they spend more time tinkering with old cars than actually fixing them, but there were two shotguns in their vehicle.”

I open my mouth.

“But,” he says quickly, “the brothers had solid alibis for Friday night.”

I furrow my brow. “Where were they?”

“At a church in Rock Bridge,” he says. “Some kind of men’s Bible study. A half-dozen other men confirmed.” His shoulders slump, mirroring my own disappointment. “We pulled traffic camera footage of Ezekiel Winter’s truck near the church entrance around seven. Didn’t reappear until after ten.”

I gaze at the photo with a sinking sensation.

“It doesn’t mean they’re not responsible for the earlier harassment,” he says. “And we’ll have our documents examiner take a look at this.” He taps the box. “See if she can find where they came from.”

I swallow, feeling pinpricks of tears at the corners of my eyes. “Right,” I say. But the cousins were my only lead—the closest hope I had to finding Sarah.

Detective MacKenzie picks up another card.

“What are you thinking?” I ask as he turns it over.

“I don’t know,” he says, scanning the items scattered across his desk. “It’s just—the organization, the restraint in collecting but not acting on this information—it feels intentional.”

“Well, yeah,” I say, and plop into his chair. “Sarah wanted me to find the person sending her the letters.”

“But if she never planned to bring this in”—he gestures around the station—“then this isn’t her organizing harassment documents to get a protective order. It’s her collecting evidence. Almost like she anticipated what happened.”

I exhale. I’ve considered this—and there’s that niggling feeling again that there’s something important I’ve missed, but I feel protective of Sarah’s secrets.

“You sound like her fans,” I say.

He rubs his jaw.

“Maybe it just seems like that now,” I continue. “Maybe she asked someone to deliver the package but planned to go through everything with me.”

Maybe she still will.

His mouth twitches as if he knows what I’m thinking, but he doesn’t comment. Instead, he picks up another slip of paper.

“What’s this?” he asks.


Unnamed Mortal Woman / Down in a desert / Of your own making, / You think this body / Is for the taking. / You want my body, / You want my body, / Don’t you? / Rip me to pieces, / Tear me to shreds / You make my body / A prop after death. / You use my body, / You use my body, / Don’t you? / You’re a weak man, for sure. / Cast me into the sand. / Hide behind the door. / To save your own skin. / I see the future, / Body divided. / Twelve tiny fragments, / Inspire violence. / You use my body, / You use my body, / Don’t you? / What is a woman? / If not a lesson? / You treat her violent. / You earn her vengeance. / You use my body, / You use my body, / Don’t you? / You’ve got the violence, / You’ve got the violence / In you. / It’s true.



I explain Sarah’s scavenger hunts and the messages she hid in her liner notes.

Detective MacKenzie frowns. “So the clue is she ‘hid truth in her songs’? Isn’t that…” He runs a hand over his head. “I don’t know, kind of—meta?”

I lift an eyebrow. The only person I’ve heard use that expression is Dean, and he’s at least a quarter century younger than the silver-haired detective.

“Maybe,” I say. “Or maybe she’s telling us, this is more than just a story she’s hiding. That she’s hiding the truth.”

MacKenzie shakes his head. “Sounds like she had too much time on her hands.”

I resist the urge to roll my eyes, not liking his use of the past tense, and thinking this assertion shows not only his age but a larger flaw I’ve encountered in many law officials—their refusal to take things they don’t understand seriously.

“Her fans love it,” I tell him.

“Them too,” he says, slipping the liner note into a Ziploc bag alongside the other evidence. “Every day hundreds of them with nothing better to do call our office. We put a floater on the phones just to field their claims. We deal in evidence, not symbols.” He taps the plastic bag. “Someone called this morning to say that this same song was posted to the police station door in Gallatin.”

I frown. “This song? In Gallatin?”

“This song,” he repeats.

Why? I wonder. Why Gallatin and not Metro PD? And why was “Unnamed Mortal Woman” the only liner note included in Sarah’s box of evidence?

“Some people think the song is about Ross Nolan,” I say.

MacKenzie sees through my ploy for information. “Do you?” he asks, turning the question back on me.

“I don’t know what to think,” I say honestly. “I visited the author of some nasty online threats this morning—”

“You did what?”

“—who turned out to be a very angry but very young boy. He promised to pay someone a million dollars to kill Sarah while sitting on a baseball comforter wearing dinosaur pajamas.” Detective MacKenzie’s eyes widen. “And then there are all the online claims. Rumors of reincarnation and witchcraft. Speculations about the abandoned ambulance.” I hesitate. “Claims that Sarah faked the shooting.”

He exhales as if he knows where I’m going with this. “The investigation is costing a lot of human power and money,” he says slowly. “The TBI is involved. The shooter is considered armed and dangerous, and if he isn’t apprehended soon, we’ll have to assume he crossed state lines, which means involving the feds. If this is some type of large-scale performance piece like the Garden Snakes fans think, Sarah Owens will be looking at lawsuits from venues and local businesses, fines for wasting government resources, and—depending on how far it goes—possible indictments for fraud and conspiracy. For a publicity stunt, that’s an awfully big risk.”

“But do you think it’s even possible?” I ask.

He shakes his head. “It’s not like Sarah used a glycerin gel pack. There was real blood on the stage. And according to her birth certificate, she’s AB negative, which is a match.”

My body goes taut.

MacKenzie’s mouth twitches. “I’m not telling you anything that Detective Sharma won’t say this afternoon at the press conference.”

I nod, my shoulders still tense.

“We have several witnesses who claim to have seen a tall man pointing a gun at the stage Friday night. But two witnesses said he was Black, one said white, and another said she couldn’t be sure but thought he was ‘pale, like a ghost.’” MacKenzie uses his fingers to form quotation marks. “They also report seeing him in different places. One ‘behind the curtain,’ another ‘to the left of the stage,’ and two others ‘dead center’ at the back of the crowd. There were some abnormalities with the blood—possibly due to the movement of her body—but based on the pattern, we think the shooter was positioned to the right of the stage, on the sidewalk behind the entry gates. There, he wouldn’t have had to have his bag or person checked. And with so many people running in the chaos after the shooting, he could have escaped unnoticed.” Detective MacKenzie glances at the whiteboard in the corner. Held down by round silver magnets are photos of Sarah and snapshots of the blood on the stage. “So far, we haven’t found the weapon or casing. No bullet either, which means it likely didn’t pass through. And without a body—”

“There’s not much you can tell in terms of range of fire or gun powder residue.”

He nods.

I may not be a homicide detective, but I know gunshot residue is an important part of a firearm investigation. Traces on a victim can be used to determine everything from the distance of the shooter to the type of weapon. It’s delicate, time-sensitive work. The powder can be lost, and contamination and cross-transfer are problematic. In a murder investigation, the victim’s clothing has to be carefully removed and packaged in a way that doesn’t disturb anything. And you have only about six hours to swab a suspect’s hands, face, and clothing to see if they’ve fired a weapon. But without the victim or the shooter, you can’t test for any of this. The blood splatter markings and witnesses are all they have. And without a bullet—

“What is the survival rate for a gunshot wound if the bullet doesn’t pass through?”

“Funny you should ask,” Detective MacKenzie begins, but then he sees my face. “You’re right, not funny. But I asked the same thing of the medical examiner yesterday. A GSW to the chest is considered a penetrating thoracic injury.” He says “thoracic” slowly, as if unsure of its pronunciation. “She said survival rate depends on the firearm, the bullet, its velocity, and its trajectory. But rapid diagnosis and treatment are paramount. The statistics don’t look good. Nine out of ten victims of such injuries die before they reach the hospital.”

I lean forward, my palm pressed to my mouth. Nine out of ten. And that’s with rapid diagnosis and treatment. It’s been almost forty-eight hours since the shooting.

“She also suggested that with the amount of blood lost, survival was unlikely.” Detective MacKenzie puts a hand on my arm. “I’m sorry,” he says.

I shake my head. I won’t accept his condolences. Not yet. I shift so that my arm slips from his grasp. “What are you doing to find her?”

He furrows his brow.

“Everything you’ve told me so far is about the shooter. What are you doing to find Sarah?”

Detective MacKenzie glances at the whiteboard. In one of the photos, Sarah’s wearing angel wings dipped in tarry black paint that glues her to the stage. In another, blood pools near a collection of snakes.

He turns to me, a strange expression on his face.

I swallow. “The medical examiner thinks she didn’t survive. But no one knows for certain.”

“She said it was very likely Sarah had already died of her wounds. I’m sorry,” he says again.

“Stop saying that.”

I want to shake him. But I have a sudden sinking sensation, like I’ve fallen off a Ferris wheel without realizing it and am only beginning to scramble for leverage now that the ground is racing toward my head.

I clench my jaw. “What about the ambulance?”

MacKenzie runs a hand over his mouth. “You were there. You saw what it was like—people running. Falling. Being trampled and dragged away.”

I close my eyes and remember the pulsing crowd, the overbearing heat, the feeling of Evan’s hand pressed against my back. I bite my lip.

“At first, we thought the EMTs made the call to take her to the hospital. Witnesses reported seeing an ambulance speeding away from the venue.”

“But?” I prompt.

I think of a carjacking, a crazed fan holding the EMTs at gun point and taking Sarah’s body. But then there would be witnesses. Or other missing persons.

“Most ambulances are tracked with GPS so they can provide turnaround estimates. They radio the hospital to describe the patient, the resources they need, and estimated arrival time. There were no calls with Sarah’s description that night. Two ambulances reported leaving the scene, but they showed up at local hospitals carrying audience members with minor injuries.”

I take a breath, trying to clear my head. “What about the ambulance abandoned in Smyrna?”

He pauses, and then nods without asking how I came by this specific information.

“Stolen. Its GPS system dismantled. The interior wiped clean.”

My heart hammers against my ribs. “So there’s a good chance it was the vehicle that moved Sarah?”

MacKenzie nods. “We’re still looking for her. But we consider the shooter armed and dangerous.”

“And he’s your priority,” I observe.

“Who says the shooter is a man?”
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MONDAY, JUNE 28, 9 A.M.

“You sure this is the right place?” I ask Evan as we slow in front of a nondescript brick building.

After the visit with Anthony Jr. and the arrival of Sarah’s box of harassment, I would have forgotten about my meeting with Ross Nolan this morning had Evan not texted with an offer to accompany me.

“Studios rarely mark their locations,” Evan says. “Don’t want to advertise there’s a bunch of expensive gear in there.”

“The cameras might give it away,” I observe, pointing to the white bulbs above the door and at both ends of the building.

“Yeah,” he agrees. “But only if you’re paying attention.”

I press the buzzer.

A woman—a late teen, really—opens the door. She has ink-black shoulder-length hair and wears an overlarge T-shirt that says DON’T KILL MY VIBE.

“Hello!” I say cheerfully.

“Do you have an appointment?” she asks, looking between me and the tablet in her hand.

Ross never responded to my meeting invitation, but I didn’t expect him to, busy label head executive that he is. I considered my email more of a courtesy than a request.

“I’m Private Investigator Kelly Williams.” I take out my card.

The woman’s eyes are cautious and curious all at once. She lowers her voice. “Is this about Seraph?”

“Thanks, Mia.” A side door opens, and Evan straightens as a dark-haired man strides to meet us. He waves the woman away. “I’ll take it from here.”

“Ross Nolan.” The man extends a hand. “Welcome to FireGrass Records.” He squeezes my fingers, and his eyes scan my face. “I remember you—the journalist from Sarah’s party.”

I nod, pulling my palm from his grip. “That’s right. Kelly Williams. But I’m not a journalist. I’m a private investigator. Sarah hired me to look into a series of harassment incidents.”

Ross blinks but regains his composure. “And now she’s dead,” he says.

“We don’t know that,” I counter.

Evan shifts on his feet.

“Whoever was harassing Sarah,” I say, both to Ross and to Evan, “might have been involved in the shooting. I’m helping the police with their investigation.”

I’m not sure how Detective Sharma would feel about this claim, but I see Ross weighing his options. He’s under no obligation to talk to me, but if he doesn’t, it might look suspicious, and I’ve just given him the stare of a small but persistent dachshund, who’ll keep nipping at his ankles until he kicks it or throws it a bone.

Ross seems to decide the bone will be less trouble. He turns to Evan. “And you are?”

“Evan Taylor. Private Investigator Williams’s”—he hesitates—“assistant.”

I cough. It seems he’s given himself a promotion. Evan’s lips tick up at the edges.

“Assistant, huh?” Ross snaps his fingers at Mia. “Three waters.”

“Thank you,” I say when Mia shoves a plastic bottle into my hand. Her fingernails are neon pink and bitten down to the skin. I try to catch her eye as she shuffles back to the front desk. But she perches on top of a too-tall stool and resumes tapping on her tablet.

Ross turns and motions for us to follow him down a paneled hall.

“When I bought this place,” he says, “it was just a run-down little house. Two bedrooms. A kitchen in the back with a wood-burning stove. The ceiling had a long crack in the center, and the city wanted it condemned. But I rebuilt it, one room at a time. Now it’s half studio, half performing space.”

He opens a door on our right and stands back so we can peer in. Two thick, mismatched rugs cover the floor beneath an upright piano. He flips a switch, and six bullet lights shine on a red curtain. There’s a mic stand in the corner, a drum set, and a pair of amps. On the side wall is a shelf of oddities: mannequin heads, an antique metronome, wood shakers, and a salt lamp.

“It’s an intimate space,” he says. “Friends-and-family shows mostly, but we always have a good time.”

Ross closes the door and continues down the hall.

“This is my pride and joy,” he tells us.

Another flick of the lights reveals a narrow room with a large mixing board and sound booth. The board is maybe six feet across and two feet wide. Behind it, a panel of glass overlooks the recording space. And to the right is a long rack holding a dozen or so guitars.

Nolan grabs the neck of the one closest to us, and Evan lets out an appreciative whistle.

“She’s a beauty, isn’t she?” Ross’s eyes flicker to me as he runs his fingers down the side of the guitar.

I clench my jaw and turn away. On the wall to my right is a poster of two men dressed in vests and suspenders. Barefoot with an unruly beard, the man in front presses a strand of rosary beads between his palms. “Tommy Elder,” I say. My eyes move to the other man. “And Cole Atkins.”

“Otherwise known as Brother Jade.” Ross nods without looking up from the guitar.

“Did the Garden Snakes record here?” Evan asks.

“Their first album.” Ross nods.

“And the most recent?”

“They worked with a producer out of LA,” Ross says, his mouth pinched as he turns to put the guitar back on its stand. “That’s the benefit of a small label. Our artists have the freedom to work with whomever they want. The big guys want you to record with their engineers and mixers, but most artists like the flexibility to bring in their own people.” His eyes linger on the recording booth, and I wonder if he sees Sarah—her hands clamped around a pair of headphones, mouth pressed against the mic. “I found her, you know.”

“You found…” I begin, heart leaping in my chest.

Ross nods. “Two years ago,” he says.

My heart sinks.

“She was nothing more than a girl with a guitar and an okay voice playing in an indie folk band with a small online following.”

I frown. From what I’d seen, Sarah’s first band had more than just a small following.

“You mean Golden Summer,” I say.

Ross appraises me. “You know, most people forget about that band. And for good reason.” He gives a dismissive wave of his hand. “They were forgettable. Even with their stage antics. Sarah knew that. That’s why she left.”

I guess Ross hasn’t seen Kara Mila’s videos—thanks to her, two years after the guys and gals split ways, Golden Summer’s developed a new cult following. But my mind catches on something else he said.

“Sarah broke up the band?”

Ross shrugs. “She pitched it as two acts for one.”

“You mean she came to you? How does that work?” I ask, glancing at Evan. “Did you have some kind of dual contract?”

“Separate contracts,” Ross says. “But you get the appeal. The gals in the Garden Snakes. The guys in Brother Jade. I put my own money into the first Garden Snakes record. So, whatever Sarah says in interviews, I made them.” He looks at us as if daring us to disagree and then turns back to the poster. “Stitched them together with my own two hands.”

“And now you take a piece of everything,” Evan mutters.

Ross waves a palm dismissively. “Three-sixty deals are standard. The risk is all on the label’s end, so in exchange, we own the band’s masters and get a percentage of their revenue.”

Evan clears his throat. “From what I understand, you and Sarah were in the middle of a lawsuit over her image.”

“Her image,” Ross spits. “I promoted her. And more importantly, I funded her. I gave Sarah all the creative freedom a girl could want.” His mouth pinches. “I’ve heard her songs. I’m aware people say some are about me. But you know what? FireGrass still put them out.” He exhales. “Anyway, what she really wanted was her masters. All the other stuff, that’s just cheap fodder for her fans.”

“By ‘all the other stuff,’” I say, “I assume you’re referring to the sexual misconduct allegations?”

Ross’s eyes narrow. “There was no sexual misconduct.”

I open my mouth.

“I’ve seen the articles. The petitions.” Ross touches his wedding band. “It’s all because of something Sarah said. And it was taken out of context. Here.” He gestures to the door. “I’ll show you.”

He turns off the light and leads us to a room at the end of the hall. Inside is the wood-burning stove he mentioned earlier and a small metal sink. “My office,” he says. “Stove still works, but it’s mostly decorative. To remind me that everything’s a work in progress.”

It’s the first sign of humility we’ve seen from him, and he flushes slightly as he shifts papers around his desk. But Nashville is a city where people like to turn out their roots—the dirtier and more downtrodden, the better—so I’m not entirely convinced this humble act isn’t just that: a performance. Ross slides out a folded newspaper from beneath a pair of headphones.

“The seven sentences that almost ruined me,” he says, pointing to a yellow sticky tab halfway down the page.

At the center of the article is a photo of Sarah and Ross side by side at an awards show.


Interviewer: Last week, you called the music industry an “antiquated patriarchal brute,” citing the recent USC Annenberg report and their finding that less than a quarter of the top songs were attributed to female artists. But these numbers have improved in recent years. In 2018, for example, women made up only eight percent of Grammy nominations in the top five categories. Now that number’s closer to twenty.

Seraph: Twenty, when women comprise more than half the population. Less than fifteen percent of songwriters are women—that’s out of almost a hundred thousand songwriters, by the way—and only five percent are producers. It’s not that women aren’t writing and creating music, it’s that they have to deal with a barrage of objectification and stereotyping. The decision-makers remain men. And we see this at every level—in A&R, promotion, and PR.



“Farther down,” Ross says impatiently and taps a paragraph toward the end.

Evan and I scan to the part he indicates.

Ross rocks back in his chair and folds his arms over his chest.


Seraph: The music industry’s a lot like the religious machine. It fetishizes women, believing they’re passive vessels for male ambition, instruction, or pleasure. Statutory rape is common, sold under the myth of eager young fans mobbing the aged rock star. It’s not a forty-year-old man’s fault if a fourteen-year-old girl throws herself at him, right? What is he supposed to do, check IDs before he gets a blow job?



I glance at Ross, but his eyes are fixed on the page.


So we call them “groupies” instead of what they are—young women lured backstage by the shimmer of fame, showered with drugs and alcohol, coerced, cajoled, or manipulated into sex. And if a woman wants to make it in the industry, she’s expected to sell a part of herself, her body, her image, her soul, whatever it requires, and be grateful she’s pretty enough for the chance.



I look up and find Ross now leaning forward, his forefingers pressed together, observing us.

“She wasn’t talking about me—she meant the industry at large. But that picture”—he taps the photo of him and Sarah—“was enough to bias readers. Then she released ‘Unnamed Mortal Woman,’ and her fans formed their own conclusions.” His tone is bitter. “She didn’t bother to correct them.” Ross spreads his hands on the table. “I never assaulted Sarah, never asked her to sell herself, never touched her, except to put my arm around her shoulders at that awards show.”

“Where were you Friday night?” I ask.

“At NashFest.” He shrugs. “Same as everyone.”

“At the River Amphitheater?”

“No.” He leans forward. “Despite what Sarah believed, the world did not revolve around her. We had other acts performing that night. Both at the Capital Stage and at Bicentennial Park. I was at the Capital with King Neon Yellow. The Garden Snakes were slated for Saturday. But Sarah wanted the lineup changed at the last minute.” He clenches his jaw. “And what Sarah wants”—he exhales—“she usually gets. Look…” He sits back in his chair. “I know I’m an easy target. The big bad label head keeping girl bands down or whatever the troll dolls are screaming today. But I’m not. I run a business. Sarah Owens, Janelle Jenkins, and Remy Lin signed a contract. We agreed on the terms. And they were ecstatic to get into the studio and start recording. What sucks about my job is that if you’re good, your acts eventually become convinced they’ve created themselves. They forget about the money, marketing, and promotion that went into their making. All of a sudden, they’re indie rock music geniuses and you’re just the first asshole to recognize their potential. But our contracts are long-term investments. Those first few years, the label’s pouring money into advertising, artwork, travel, and tour press and doesn’t see any return. It’s not until a band makes it that I make money. But by then, they think they’re entitled to more. And I’m—what?—supposed to let them rip up our contract out of the goodness of my heart? I have other acts to think about.” He shakes his head. “So Sarah can play the martyr all she wants. Plead her case on TikTok or wherever. But the Garden Snakes’ ticket sales, merch, and publishing belong to me as much as they do them. Maybe more. And the remaining members can renegotiate next year, just like the terms state—that is, if we don’t drop them first.”

A red flush creeps up Evan’s neck. “So you can get out of the contract, but they can’t?”

“We signed Seraph and the Garden Snakes. And with Sarah gone…” Ross shrugs again. “We’re missing the star. But who knows? Streaming numbers are up. Maybe Janelle and Remy can ride out the fame.” He stands and moves to the window. “Girl bands sell, but they’re tragic acts. Youth and beauty don’t last.” He paces behind his desk. “I wish it were different, but ultimately, it’s the fans who decide. Gray-haired male rock stars are fine.” He laughs. “Hell, they’re better than fine. Look at Robert Plant, Mick Jagger, and Bob Dylan. They’re grizzled, full of anecdotes from their prime and sage old advice. But it’s a young person’s game. Think about it,” he says. “The Bangles, the Go-Go’s—they were all catchy songs and perky tits, but to have lasting cultural sway, they would have had to act like one of the boys, like Joan Jett.” He shakes his head. “Women can be sexy. Beautiful. Fashionable.” He ticks off each attribute with his fingers. “But they’ll never be cool. You can’t be cool singing ‘I want candy’ with your nipples out.”

“What about Joan Baez and Joni Mitchell?” Evan says. “Poly Styrene, Tracy Chapman, and Mavis Staples?”

Ross smiles as if Evan has made his point. “Go outside right now and ask the tourists on Broadway if they’ve heard of them.” He shrugs. “I don’t make the rules, guys.”

“What about Dolly Parton?” I ask.

Ross opens his palms. “There’s always an exception. Sarah made her mark by pushing the envelope, but people get bored. Female artists have to pull out all the stops—sixteen costume changes, hanging upside down fifty feet in the air, spinning while they belt out their songs.”

“Sarah’s made an entire generation reflect on the stories they’ve been taught about women,” I argue. “Using pop culture. That’s incredibly powerful.”

“It’s hard to hold people’s attention—even for someone as imaginative as Sarah.” Ross stands. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have a meeting at ten. As for Friday, Mia will get you the numbers of the King Neon Yellow members. Everyone’s already spoken with the police, but I’m sure they’ll be happy to put your mind at ease.”

He shakes Evan’s hand and holds mine just a moment too long.



“‘Singing with your nipples out,’” Evan mutters as we stride through the gray parking lot. A gust of wind flattens his hair, and he stares out at the street. “What a dick.”

I nod in agreement, watching large splashes of rain darken the asphalt. Thunder rumbles in the distance. “What do you think?” I ask.

“Besides that he’s a dick?”

“Yeah,” I say, noting the way Ross got under his skin. A sudden gust of wind threatens a Marilyn Monroe moment, and I flap my arms to hold down my dress. “Besides that.”

“I’d never heard that Sarah split up her first band. As someone who’s been musically broken up with, I can tell you—it sucks.”

“You think Cole and Tommy…”

Evan reaches for the paper with the names and numbers Mia gave us. “When you’re in a band, tensions run high. All those nights performing in front of screaming fans—they can go to your head.”

When I lift an eyebrow, he shrugs. “People have killed for less.” He stares out into the street. “No matter how well you got along, it would be hard to watch your old bandmates skyrocket to fame.”

“Is that an E.T. reference?” I ask teasingly, and Evan reddens. I hesitate, my voice serious again. “I guess I need to pay Tommy and Cole a visit.”

“I can talk to the King Neon Yellow guys tonight,” Evan offers. “The music scene here is like a small town,” he continues when I start to protest. “I’ve known Adam and Brett for ages. But with that many witnesses…”

I nod. It seems unlikely Ross is our culprit. But who’s to say? He didn’t have to pull the trigger to author Sarah’s death any more than he had to dress her in wings to make her Seraph. He just had to fund it.

I look down and see small half-moons from where I’ve squeezed my nails into my palms. Whatever Ross’s involvement, I’m no closer to finding Sarah than I was Saturday morning. And I can feel her moving farther and farther away.

“Still an asshole, though,” Evan says, his eyes on the studio.

“Your words,” I say. But silently, I agree.
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MONDAY, JUNE 28, NOON

On the way back to the office, I call Janelle.

“Tommy usually checks on his father after work,” she tells me when I ask for his address. “He gets off at five. But you should know”—there’s a slight hitch in her voice—“he would never hurt Sarah.”

It doesn’t surprise me that she knows Tommy’s schedule. I have the sense that even though the former band members aren’t speaking, they keep tabs on each other. I check my watch. It’s only noon. The sky has darkened, and power lines sway in the wind.

Inside the office, one corner of Evan’s space poster has curled up, and he smooths down the edge.

“Did you know most stars exist in pairs?” he asks. “We think because our sun is on its own, so are the rest, but many orbit around each other. Even in the deepest part of outer space, nothing is truly isolated.”

He catches me staring and runs a hand through his hair.

My lips part, but I close them again.

For too long, I’ve courted solitude. Aside from Dean, any personal connection seemed risky—both for myself and my clients. Perhaps it speaks to my own human ego that in the midst of the vast mechanics of our existence I ever felt alone. But right now, I’m grateful for Evan’s very real company.

“Would you mind putting on headphones?” Evan asks, pulsing next to the sofa. “I need to record vocals and I—um—well, it usually takes me a few runs to get it right.” Color rises to his cheeks.

“No problem,” I tell him, rummaging through my bag.

Evan unwraps a cord and pulls a silver stand into the closet.

“You don’t need to do that.” I hold up my AirPods. “Found them.”

He laughs. “I’m not moving into the closet so you don’t hear me,” he says. “The sound is just better in here.” He slides a hanger to make room.

“If you say so.” I pop my AirPods in.

Then I pull out my phone, fingers itching to see if there’s anything new from KaraMila_97.

But I need not have worried. Of course there is. Since her followers have been growing, she’s been posting multiple times a day.

On the screen, she’s outside, and I hear the contented hum of background conversations and cars passing. A student walks slowly behind her, balancing a coffee mug on top of a textbook.

“Hi, y’all.” KaraMila_97 gives her signature tilted-head grin. “We’re creating a movement, one LongLiveSeraph hashtag at a time. The police don’t have a clue what’s happening, but y’all have been investigating her lyrics and old sets. Some of you have even spotted Seraph—or at least people who look like her. There have been Seraph sightings in Germany, Iceland, even Argentina.” A quick transition to a video of a blond woman exiting a store, the camera-holder chases after her, puts a hand on her shoulder, but when she turns, it’s clearly not Sarah. The woman’s eyes widen, and when she sees the camera, her expression turns from fear to anger. KaraMila_97 comes back on the screen. “Some almost-sightings, anyway. Here’s another Golden Summer video. Do you get a little jealous vibe from Eve? Don’t forget to leave a comment!”

She signs off, and a new video appears.

“Listen to this.” Remy bounces in her seat. The camera is mounted on the dash and gives a rear-facing view of the van interior. She bends her head over her phone as she reads, “‘Golden Summer, a hip new indie band from Nashville, shines with young talent. Janelle Jenkins slays on the drums, and Cole Atkins is a monster behind the keys, but the real killers are the lead singers, Sarah Owens and Tommy Elder. Owens, a five-foot-ten androgynous blonde, and Elder, a towering lumberjack of a man, croon love-torn ballads about broken hearts. The audience can feel the magnetic pull of their attraction—’”

“Gross,” Cole says, not looking up from his own phone.

“Give me that.” Sarah leans over his seat back and holds out her palm. Remy tosses her the phone and Sarah frowns as she scans the screen. “They don’t say a word about our songs.”

Remy presses her toes into the windshield. “Yeah, well.” She scoots her feet sideways when Janelle swats her legs. “They don’t mention me at all.”

The screen returns to KaraMila_97. “What do you think? Does our Eve have a little green-eyed affliction?”

I pause the video on KaraMila_97’s face.

“Evan,” I say, popping out my AirPods.

He pokes his head out of the closet. One of my sweaters catches on his sleeve, and he brushes it aside. The hanger clangs, and he offers an apologetic half smile.

“Look.” I point to where KaraMila_97 sits at a picnic table, thickly shaded by leaves, with a maroon-painted porch behind her.

He lifts an eyebrow.

“Do you recognize the background?”

He frowns.

“It looks like the patio outside Frothy Monkey,” I say. “KaraMila Ninety-Seven is there now.” I grab my keys. “If we hurry, we can catch her.”

“Wait.” Evan scoots the microphone stand so he can duck out of the closet. “We can’t just talk to her.”

“Why not?” I smooth down my dress and fluff my hair with my fingers.

“Because—she’s an influencer.” Evan makes a slightly exasperated sound at the back of his throat. “Her interactions are online. Not IRL.”

“IRL,” I repeat, scrunching my nose as I open the door.

“In real life,” Evan clarifies.

“I know what it means,” I huff as he matches my stride.

The coffee shop is only two blocks from our office, so I head down the drive, my heels clicking as I turn in the direction of the street.

“You can’t just talk to people like that,” he continues, skipping ahead so he’s walking backward in front of me. “And that video might not even be current. Some people batch content and then release it over the course of a week. She could have made that video days ago.”

“It was about Sarah’s disappearance.”

“This morning, then,” he says quickly.

“Well, we won’t know until we check.” I double my pace to get around him.

“This isn’t a good idea,” Evan says, trailing miserably.

But I’ve just spotted a tumble of red hair behind a wooden coffee shop sign.

I click past a couple trying to untangle a toddler in a stroller from a Doberman on a leash. And then I’m striding toward the surprised face of KaraMila_97.

“Hello,” I say, ignoring Evan’s whispered “Wait!” as I plop down on the opposite side of the table.

The woman drops her phone to stare at me. “Do I know you?”

“No,” I say brightly. “But I know you. You’re KaraMila Ninety-Seven.”

Her eyebrows arch. She glances from me to Evan and then at the neighboring tables, as if to reassure herself that she’s in a crowded public space.

I laugh in an attempt to dispel her caution, but that only makes her brows lift higher. “I saw you posted a video here and wanted to meet you. Our office is right around the corner,” I explain.

“She follows you on TikTok,” Evan clarifies.

The woman’s mouth purses, but I can tell she’s flattered to be recognized. She tilts her head. “Gen X, right?”

Caught off guard, I nod.

She glances at Evan and twirls a strand of hair between her fingers. “My mom’s a Gen Xer. She once chased down a golden retriever because she thought it was HowlingHarry.”

I have no idea who HowlingHarry is, but I laugh. “My son sends me cat videos, and I would totally do that if I saw PrettyBittyKitty IRL.”

I glance at Evan. He smiles at me and then at KaraMila_97.

KaraMila_97 is studying us under her lashes. “Okay,” she says. I think the mention of my son has calmed her a bit. People are rarely suspicious of moms. They think we can’t be anything else. “How can I help you?”

“So, KaraMila Ninety-Seven,” I begin.

She laughs and twirls her hair again. “Just Kara,” she says.

“Kara,” I repeat. “My name is Kelly Williams.” I hand her my card. “I’m a private investigator. And before Friday night’s shooting, Sarah Owens hired me to investigate someone she believed was stalking her.”

I wait for the look of surprise, a sign of shock that Sarah had a stalker, but Kara only gazes back at me evenly.

I swallow. “So far, my leads have turned up nothing, but I showed Remy and Janelle your video.”

“Eve and Lilith watched my content?” Kara shrieks, spilling her drink in her excitement. She pats down the top of her shirt, still staring wide-eyed at me.

“They did,” I begin.

“I’m dead.” She laughs. “That is so cool!”

“The thing is,” I say slowly, “they weren’t sure how you got the footage. Apparently, the videos were from Remy’s digital camera.”

Kara’s shoulders go up. “I didn’t steal it,” she says.

“I’m not saying you did.”

“But that’s what you’re implying.” Her eyes narrow and she folds her arms over her chest.

“Initially,” Evan says, “we thought you found it online—”

“But,” I interject, “Remy said she never uploaded the videos. She didn’t even realize her camera was missing until after the shooting.”

Kara’s eyes dart from us to the street and back again.

She lowers her voice. “Someone sent it to me, okay?”

“Who?” I ask.

She shrugs and picks at her nails. “It was anonymous. There was no mailing or return address. It was just stuck in my mailbox.”

I scrunch my nose, thinking of the way Sarah’s letters were delivered to my doorstep.

“When did it arrive?”

Kara looks past us, her eyes distant. “After the shooting,” she says, “I was too scared to be alone, so I spent the night with a friend.” She swallows. “It was there in the morning when I got home.”



“Do you think she’s lying?” Evan asks on our way back to the office.

“I don’t know,” I say. “Remy told me the camera was in a box in her room. Only she, Janelle, and Sarah had access. And I guess maybe Juno. But I can’t imagine why any of them would send the footage to Kara. The videos don’t exactly show them in the best light.”

“No,” Evan agrees. “But they do provide context of the band dynamics.”

“Yeah,” I say, checking my watch. “And Thursday night they had a party at their house, where dozens of people could have snuck in and stolen Remy’s camera, including Cole and Tommy.”

I want to voice my theory out loud—that maybe Sarah is still leaving clues, and somehow delivered the video to Kara the same way she delivered her box of harassment documents to me, but that argument doesn’t fit. Sarah was careful to be depicted in the public eye only as Seraph. She would never have wanted those videos getting out—they look too close to her, how she appears without the wigs and makeup.

“Anyway.” I straighten my shoulders. “I think it’s about time I visit Tommy.”
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MONDAY, JUNE 28, 5 P.M.

Tommy’s father’s house is a shadowy blue bungalow surrounded by heavy-limbed oak trees. A creek snakes its way through the front yard and a small wooden footbridge connects the path from the porch to the street. The house looks tidy—front steps swept, grass mowed, bushes trimmed, but there’s an air of neglect in the chipped paint and clover-broken stone.

Janelle said Tommy would never hurt Sarah. And maybe that’s true, but in my brief interaction with him at their party, I sensed something amiss. Now I need to find out what it is.

Tommy arrives an hour after I do. Slouched in my car across the street, I watch as he parks his truck and walks to the mailbox. The black tones in the stone-gray sky have deepened since I left Evan at the office, and Tommy lifts his gaze to the clouds. His shoulders slump as he withdraws a stack of envelopes. He flips through them and then marches to the garbage can at the curb and tosses half into its mouth. The wind has blown the lid open. He slams it and drags the can back to the house, jaw clenching as the wheels rumble over the narrow bridge.

On the front porch, he digs in his pocket, withdraws a set of keys, and lets himself in.

I tap a finger on my steering wheel.

Since the night of Sarah’s party, I had watched that video of them running—freezing the frame on Tommy’s face, his eyes twinkling and cheeks flushed with love, youth, and sunshine—so many times that, in spite of everything, it’s what I’d still been expecting. A jolly golden retriever type of man, big and strong, all bumbling shuffles and easy grins. But this isn’t the man trudging from the door back to his truck, carrying hedge clippers, and pulling weeds from his father’s flower beds. Instead, he looks heavy, like he’s carrying the weight of the world on his shoulders. And I feel a twinge of sympathy, knowing that weight might be guilt, but could also be grief.

A gust of wind tears a branch from a tree and sends it scattering down the street. I unclasp my seatbelt and shift on my hip to grab my sweater from where I’ve thrown it in the back. Outside the car, I tug my arms through the sleeves. My dress blows sideways, and I press down the fabric as I race up the front steps.

Tommy opens the door before my second knock. “The journalist from Sarah’s party,” he says when he sees me.

I nod. “Except I’m not a journalist. I’m a private investigator.” I withdraw my card. “Sarah hired me before the shooting.”

He doesn’t take my card. Instead, his hand moves to the frame. “I’ve already talked to the police,” he says.

“I know,” I tell him.

“Susan,” a hoarse voice yells behind him. “Susan, who is it?”

“I should…” Tommy moves to shut the door.

“The police have given Sarah up for dead,” I say in a rush. “They’re focused on finding the shooter. But I’m trying to find Sarah. Help me.” I step forward. “Please.”

Tommy stares at me a long moment. I can’t place the expression on his face. It’s not hope, not exactly; it looks more cautious and concerned. And for a moment, I fear he’ll say the same thing as everyone else—that Sarah’s gone and my attempts to convince myself otherwise are nothing but a naive optimism, or worse, a result of my guilty conscience.

But instead, he exhales. “I suppose you better come in.”

He turns and maneuvers through a narrow hall, sidestepping a stack of newspapers as he slaps the remaining envelopes from the mailbox against his leg.

In a room to the right, an older gentleman reclines in a worn armchair. A tray of untouched food sits to his left. Blue light traces patterns across his face, but the television is turned down, voices thrumming like distant insects. “Susan,” he murmurs but doesn’t look away from the screen. And as I follow Tommy into a small linoleum-tiled kitchen, I sneak another glance at the bruise-colored shadows under his eyes and the overgrown stubble along his neck. And it strikes me as I take in his slumped shoulders that he’s too young to carry burdens like this.

Tommy tosses the envelopes on a brown placemat. He drags a chair out from the kitchen table and gestures for me to do the same.

“My dad gets mail asking for money all the time.” He flicks a wrist toward the letters. “Scammers pretending to be with Medicare, saying he owes money, and if he doesn’t pay, he’ll lose coverage. Or that he’s won some sweepstakes but needs to cover the taxes. Last month, someone called pretending to be his grandson, said he needed cash and not to tell anyone. Had I not walked in while my dad was trying to find his checkbook, he would have given his bank account number to the guy over the phone. And yeah, he has a grandson, but he’s two and doesn’t speak in full sentences yet.” Tommy shakes his head. “But my dad’s lonely and confused, and will sit down and write a check to anyone. He keeps giving away money he doesn’t have. I try to get to the mailbox before he does, but there’s not much I can do about the calls. My sister wants to disconnect the service, but what if he needs me or an ambulance?” Tommy stares at my face as if I might have an answer, but my loved ones were gone before they had the time to develop such ailments. When I open my mouth and shut it again, he shakes his head. “My sister asked him to move in with her, but he won’t do it.”

It occurs to me that Tommy’s oversharing. Maybe he just needs someone to listen, or maybe he’s nervous. Either way, I know how to keep a conversation going.

“How often do you visit?” I ask.

Tommy slumps in his chair. “Every day. Sometimes twice a day.”

“And Friday night?”

He nods like he was expecting the question. “I work at that big furniture outlet—out in Donelson?” He cocks an eyebrow at me to see if I know it.

I nod. I bought a dresser for Dean half-off at one of their summer sales. It’s been empty since he took his clothes with him to college but once overflowed with extra-large sweatshirts and long tattered jeans.

“I was in the warehouse when I got the call.” From the way he adds this detail, I know he’s gone over the timeline before. “Anyway, my dad took a walk. Forgot which house was his. He was trying to break into the neighbor’s place saying someone switched the locks. They wanted to call the police, but I talked them down. Said I would stay.”

“What time was this?”

“Five or six.”

“That’s when the neighbors saw you?”

“Yeah.”

“And at nine?”

He looks toward the living room where his father sits. “I was here,” he says. “Didn’t find out about Sarah until Cole called.” He nods toward his father. “We watched Matlock together. My dad loves the whole good-old-boy-went-to-Harvard thing. You can ask him, but”—he waves his hand in the direction of the living room—“he’s just as likely to tell you Joanna was here as me.”

“Joanna?”

“My sister.”

I nod slowly. “And who’s Susan?”

Tommy exhales, his breath lifting the hair from his forehead. “My mother. They’ve been divorced for years, but sometimes he forgets.”

“What was on Matlock?”

Tommy’s brows fold in confusion.

“What was Friday’s episode about?” I press.

His brows deepen. “I don’t know. Something about a television journalist. He was accused of killing his ex-wife.”

“Did he?”

“What?”

“Kill his ex.”

Tommy looks at me. “No.”

In the silence that follows, I hear the hum of the old yellow refrigerator in the corner, the click of the boxed air-conditioning as it cuts on and off again.

“People think I did it,” he says finally. “They’re campaigning for my arrest. Saying I was obsessed with Sarah. Jealous of her success. The police told me not to leave the area, so I’ve been staying here.” He slumps in his chair, and there’s something so familiar about the movement—Dean after a bad report card grade, Dean after his first breakup—that I want to reach over and pat his hand.

“They don’t know what to think,” I tell him. “And Sarah and her roommates have been harassed for years.” It’s not a competition, of course, but I wonder if he was aware of the abuse. If he might have been the author of some of it.

“The notes,” he says. “The police told me.”

“The notes,” I repeat, “and other incidents. Like a broken window.”

Tommy shifts. “The notes were from her cousins,” he says.

I drum my fingers on the table, noting how he failed to address the window. “What can you tell me about them?”

“Zeke and Danny?” Tommy rubs the bridge of his nose. “When we were in Golden Summer, they’d come to our shows.” He looks at the ceiling, remembering. “They never did anything, but it was weird.” His eyes return to me. “Aggressive.”

It’s the same story Janelle and Remy told. But it’s not a crime to watch your cousin play live, especially at an event open to the public. “Were there any physical altercations?”

“No, nothing like that. In fact”—he smiles a little sadly—“I always thought they were scared of her.”

I lift an eyebrow, and he laughs.

“Yeah, I mean…” He sits back, his face animated with new emotion. “They’d show up late and leave early, like they wanted to be seen but not interact. Danny, especially. I remember once—this was in Knoxville, I think—Sarah yelled at him. She called him weak.” Tommy shakes his head. “He ran out of the door like a dog with his tail between his legs.” He smiles.

“You said Danny was afraid of her. What about Zeke?”

Some of the brightness fades from his face. “Zeke made Sarah’s life miserable.”

“When they were kids?” I ask.

He nods. “Then. Now. If you’re looking for who’s responsible—”

I shake my head. “They have alibis for Friday night.”

“Yeah, the police said that too. I think they thought I’d go after them or something.” He chews his cheek. “And maybe I would have. I don’t know.” He stares at his hands.

“Tell me more about tour,” I say, leaning forward. “Five people sharing a small space. Tensions must have been high.” I want to get to the band breakup but don’t think I should push him yet.

Tommy senses the implication anyway. He folds his arms over his chest. “You sound like that detective.”

“I’m not accusing you of anything.”

“But you think one of us was involved with what happened. If not me, then Cole. If not him, then Janelle or Remy.” He looks me straight in the eye. “We would never hurt Sarah. We loved her. We were a family.”

“You were a family,” I say, not unkindly but with an emphasis on the past tense. “And you just suggested that her own family did this. Plus,” I continue when Tommy opens his mouth, “Janelle said you’d barely seen each other since the band broke up.”

He shakes his head. “It wasn’t like that.”

I study him. “Then what was it like?”

A muscle works under his jaw, and he presses his palms flat on the placemat. “You know that moral dilemma,” he says slowly, “where you’re given a black box with a red button, and if you push it, it will save one person but kill someone else?”

I nod, my eyes never leaving his face.

He shifts in his chair. “I always thought of course I wouldn’t push it. I could never take a life, even if it meant protecting someone I cared about. But now I know different.” He looks at me evenly, red-brown hair falling across his forehead. “If I could push a button and have Sarah with me, I would do it. Every single time.”

I lean back. “What about ten people?” I ask.

“What?”

“What if you could bring Sarah back but ten people died in exchange?”

His eyes meet mine. Then he seems to understand what I’m asking. He nods. “Yeah.” He runs a hand over his mouth. “Ten people.”

“Twenty?” I ask. “A hundred?”

“I would burn down the whole world,” he says slowly, “with everyone else I loved in it, if it meant I could pull her from the ashes.”

We regard each other evenly. And it hits me that Tommy is just as much a wordsmith as Sarah.

“You would do that for her,” I say, “even though she broke up the band.”

“It wasn’t that simple.”

I lift an eyebrow.

“Look,” he says, hair falling in his face again, “Sarah always wanted her music to be heard by the world, for people to see her genius. And she knew what we were doing wasn’t the thing that would get her there.”

“You make it sound like it was all about her, but there were four other members in the band.”

He shrugs. “There can only be one star.”

“I don’t know.” I turn to the window and gesture to the dimming sky. “I think you’ll find there can be millions.”

Tommy exhales through his nose, and we sit in silence.

My phone buzzes and I dig through my purse, where I find a text from Evan.

Adam and Brett confirmed Ross was with them Friday night.

Right, I think. So if Ross’s alibi is solid, who does that leave?

With my phone still out, I pull up the footage that KaraMila_97 may or may not have stolen, and scroll through images of Sarah and her friends in the van, Sarah glowing like a star at an underground basement show.

Tommy’s eyes lift. “Is that…” he begins.

I find the recording I want and press play.

“I remember this,” he says, sitting a little straighter and leaning toward my screen. “For our Golden Summer tour, Sarah had us make these ‘home movies.’ Drove Cole crazy. But Remy ended up being really into it. Sarah said it was good she had a task. It gave her purpose.”

Tommy watches as Sarah applies lipstick and then winks at the camera. He gives a sad smile. “We were so young,” he says.

On the screen, Cole flicks Sarah off behind her head.

I find another video. A bonfire on a dark night. Cole and Sarah on their knees screaming into each other’s faces.

Tommy’s eyes never leave Sarah.

“What did Cole think?” I ask.

Tommy furrows his brow, his eyes still on the screen.

“About the band breakup,” I clarify.

His gaze moves to Cole. His hazel irises look greener now—brighter, too.

“He must have been mad,” I press.

“Cole would never hurt Sarah,” Tommy says firmly. But when I glance at him, he looks away. “The Brother Jade thing,” he says, scratching his beard. “It’s been good for us.”

But I catch it—the lie—the way he covers his mouth and won’t meet my eye. I don’t think Cole was okay with the arrangement at all. Brother Jade has nowhere near the level of success the Garden Snakes have. And I remember the way Cole glared at Sarah during the dinner party. There wasn’t just anger in his expression—there was hate, too.

“So Cole didn’t mind Sarah making the decision to break up the band without you? And watching from the sidelines as the Garden Snakes skyrocketed to fame?”

Tommy’s mouth twists. “It was fine,” he says, looking away again.





KARAMILA_97

The screen transitions to a dimly lit room. Remy’s hands adjust the camera, and she looks behind her before pulling an object in front of the lens, as if to obscure it from view. When she glances back, the camera catches a thin line of mascara that’s dripped down her cheek.

“This should have been a group decision,” she says, her body half-hidden as she sits across from Sarah at a small bistro table.

They’re at Ben’s place—a sliver of background revealing a tattered sofa and an edge of a faded rug.

“Did you ever consider that Janelle and I might not want to be a three-piece? That we might actually like playing with Cole and Tommy?”

Janelle sits next to Sarah. She runs a finger along the edge of her wineglass.

“Oh,” Remy says. “I see.” She glances between her and Sarah. “You talked about this already.”

Janelle chews her lip. “The thing is,” she says, “the guys were a distraction. Cole was always showboating. And Tommy had other priorities.”

“Other priorities?” Remy throws up her hands. “Not everyone lives, sleeps, and dies music. And maybe if Sarah didn’t play with his emotions—”

Sarah leans forward. “We thought you’d be happy. We knew you felt left out with everyone coupled up.”

“But everyone wasn’t—” Remy glances at Janelle.

Janelle grimaces. “It was only twice. Once in Asheville and once early in the morning in Richmond.”

Remy lets out a strangled cry. “But you don’t even like men.”

“I like men,” Janelle says softly. “Sometimes.”

“They were holding us back,” Sarah says patiently. “With them, people would always speculate who was in love with whom. Who was sleeping together. Who was jealous. The three of us, we can be something different, something better—an all-female band for the modern era.”

Remy folds her arms over her chest and glares at Sarah.

“So what? We’re never going to talk to guys, go on dates, get our own shot at romance?”

“This new project,” Sarah says, “it would be bigger than us.”

Remy shakes her head. “It wouldn’t. We”—she points to herself and Janelle—“are living, breathing humans. You’re prioritizing your vision, fame, whatever, over your friends. What we’re making is”—she purses her lips—“just music.”

Sarah squeezes her hands into fists and releases them slowly. “It’s more than that,” she says. “Our songs will hold a mirror to society. We’re going to flip the script on the stories we’ve been told. Instead of fixating on our bodies, the media will have to talk about what we create with our minds and hands.”

“So let me get this straight—to avoid the media discussing our sex lives, you’re giving them control over it?” A muscle clenches in Remy’s jaw. “You know that by not dating, you’re allowing them to dictate what we can and can’t do with our bodies.”

“I’m controlling the narrative.” Sarah takes a breath. “I’m not saying we can’t date; we just shouldn’t be public about it.”

Remy rubs her forehead. “We could have done all of this with Cole and Tommy,” she insists.

Sarah shakes her head. “We couldn’t.” She gazes out the window. “We have to push boundaries, control the narrative. We have to tour.”

“We did tour.”

“Tommy’s father’s sick,” Sarah says.

Remy blinks.

“It’s not the kind of sick you can ignore,” she tells her. “He needs to be here. And when he and I are together, our art will never be seen for art. It will always be perceived as some lovers’ display of romance.”

Remy folds her arms across her chest. “Don’t you think he should be the one to make that decision?”

Sarah shakes her head, and her mouth twists. “Tommy would follow me to the end of the world if I let him.”

Remy clenches her jaw. “What about Cole?”

Sarah exhales. “Cole will be the downfall of us all.”

Remy crosses her arms. “Don’t be dramatic.”

“We should have talked to you beforehand.” Janelle lays a palm on Remy’s hand. “It all happened so fast.”

“But we want to do this right,” Sarah adds. “It should be the three of us. Together. Living, breathing, and creating music.”

“What do you mean?”

“With the advance Ross offered us, we want to buy a house. We want to live together while we’re working on the new record. It’ll be like the Stones living in the South of France or the Red Hot Chili Peppers in Laurel Canyon.”

Janelle looks at Remy. “It would mean a lot to us if you said yes.”

Remy is quiet. “I feel like you’re asking me to choose between you and Cole and Tommy,” she says finally.

“The boys are forming their own band,” Sarah tells her. “It’s a duo. Ross drew up a contract for them, too.”

Remy sucks in a breath, her face frozen like she’s been slapped. Her eyes fill with tears, and this time, she doesn’t blink them back.

Janelle reaches out. “But we’ll be a trio. Sarah. You. And me.”

Remy exhales. “It sounds like the decision’s been made for me.”

“I know this is hard,” Sarah says. “But I know what I’m—”

Sarah rocks back in her chair. Janelle covers her head, and Remy drops to the carpet.

From outside reverberates a crash so loud it sounds like a gunshot.

And then Sarah’s on her feet, racing to the door. Janelle is right behind her. Remy follows, swiping the camera off the table. The screen jostles as she slips on the entry rug and comes to a stand beside Janelle, the front door still reverberating from the force of Sarah having ripped it open.

There’s shaky footage as the group runs through long grass, dodging broken pavers, until they come to a standstill in front of the street.

Janelle presses her palm to her mouth, brown eyes wide. Sarah braces her hands on her hips and stares at their van. A brick lies discarded on the asphalt.

The camera zooms in on the driver’s window where bright shards of glass form a jagged ring around a hole the size of a fist.
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MONDAY, JUNE 28, 7 P.M.

Rain pounds against the windshield, blurring street lines and sending the tires of my little red Mazda skidding. I flick my wipers. The blade thuds against the glass, thumping out a rhythm like a slow-beating heart.

The address Tommy provided takes me to an old mill converted into a mixed-use space. There are half a dozen beat-up cars in the parking lot. As I wait, a door opens and a dozen or so people filter out. Some hold umbrellas, and others race to their vehicles with arms over their heads. Cole is the last to emerge. Lean and angular, he has a rolled mat tucked under his elbow and wears a frayed T-shirt over loose maroon pants. He fist-bumps a white guy with dreads and then heads to an old Honda parked under a streetlamp.

I unstrap my seat belt.

“Cole Atkins,” I call, dragging an umbrella out from beneath my seat.

He holds a hand to his brow and squints.

I stride toward him, shaking open the umbrella. Part of the fabric catches, leaving my coverage lopsided and rain streaming down my side.

“Kelly Williams,” I say, giving the fabric a tug. The umbrella pops open.

Cole exhales. “Tommy said you might be coming.”

Lightning splits the sky, and I hunch my shoulders as the clouds unleash another heavy burst of rain.

“Is there a good place where we can talk?” I ask.

Cole tosses the mat in the back seat of his car and shakes a key ring at me. “I know the owner,” he says.

He opens an exterior door into a windowless room with a shiny wood floor and walls painted a shade of dark eggplant. There’s a stack of foam blocks in the corner and thick blankets piled high in a woven basket.

“When Tommy said ‘studio,’ this isn’t what I was expecting,” I tell him.

Cole shakes water out of his hair like a wet dog and throws me a blanket. He gives an impressed nod when I catch it.

“Yoga’s good for the soul,” he says. “A place for peace in the midst of our chaotic existence.” He gestures at the blanket in my hands. “To dry off,” he clarifies. “And sit on.”

The blanket emits musky scents of lavender and sweat as I wipe down my arms and chest. Cole does the same and then sits cross-legged on the floor, his thin but muscular arms clasped around his knees.

I kick off my heels. There’s an art to sitting on the ground in a short dress, and I shift on my hip.

Cole watches my struggle with amusement.

“So,” I say, “tell me about the van window.”

It’s a guess. But I know I’m right from the way the smile slides off his face.

The window never fit with the other harassment. The notes were thought-out and time-consuming, full of meaning and religious symbolism. The W burn, too. The window, on the other hand, was reckless and impulsive. It was the first incident Sarah recorded, and it came not long after she broke up the band.

Cole closes his eyes like he’s settling into a meditation. His chest rises and falls with his breath.

“You know I visited Tommy,” I say slowly. “You should also know that I spoke to Ross. He told me Sarah split up the band without talking to anyone first.” I choose my words carefully. “It must have been hard”—I lean forward—“to have the news sprung on you like that.”

Cole rocks back on his hips and presses his forefingers to his lips. I can tell he likes the idea of Sarah as the villain, the way I blame her for his actions. I think somewhere beneath all his namaste head bows and lotus-seated position, he’s raging.

Finally, he opens one eye to look at me. “I don’t see how it makes any difference,” he says, opening the other. “But yeah, fine. It was me.” He tugs at a thick stitch on the blanket. “I was pissed. Sarah was always making unilateral decisions, telling us what songs we would sing, which venues we’d play, even where we should stand onstage—but to meet with Nolan behind our backs and break up the band after how hard we’d worked?” He shakes his head. “So I got drunk. Went to Ben’s place. I wasn’t planning on doing it. I was just going to—I don’t know—yell at her or something. But the lights were on in the studio, and from the yard I could see the three of them sitting at the table. They were holding hands. Even Remy.” He clenches his jaw. “And it was clear they were all in on it, you know? When I went back to my car, I saw a brick lying on the pavement. And I thought—” The thread snaps under his fingers. “But that was years ago.” He holds my gaze. “Anyway, she got what she wanted.”

Indignation creeps into my voice. “Shot?”

Cole shakes his head. “Her name on everyone’s lips. Garden Snakes’ album sales tripled overnight. Did you know that?”

I stare at him. His words remind me of Remy’s accusation that Sarah prioritized fame over everything else.

“What about Janelle and Remy?”

“Oh, you know. They’re witches.” He wiggles his fingers over his face in an imitation of fright. “They have orgies and drink men’s blood. They’re jealous of Sarah and hired an assassin.”

I cross my arms. It’s freezing in the studio. I’m wet and shivering, and I don’t like his tone. Heat rises to my face. “I didn’t say that.”

“They were onstage with her,” Cole says with an eye roll. “Look, Janelle’s probably the coolest chick I’ve ever met.” He smiles faintly, catches me looking, and glances away. “She doesn’t take shit from anyone. But Sarah has—had,” he corrects, “her wrapped around her finger. Janelle always made excuses. ‘She has abandonment issues,’ ‘never learned how to love,’ ‘her mom died in front of her,’ wah, wah.” He makes talking, beak-like movements with his hand. “For her, Sarah could do no wrong. They were close, but it was all give from Janelle, all take from Sarah.” He rocks back, gripping his knees. “Have you seen her?”

“Janelle?” I ask.

“Yeah,” he breathes, face flushing as he glances at me from beneath dark eyelashes. “Is she…” He runs a hand through his hair. “Is she okay?”

I stare at him. “No,” I say.

He flinches at my bluntness.

I rock forward. “If you care, you should call.”

He opens his mouth. Shuts it. “I can’t.”

“Why?”

He exhales. “It’s complicated.”

“It always is.”

He shakes his head and looks away.

I think of the relationship rumors. Sarah and Tommy. Cole and Janelle.

“What about Remy?”

Cole squeezes his legs to his chest. “Great bassist.”

“And?” I press.

“And…” He blows out a breath, releasing his knees. “I don’t know. I mean, we got along great. She was like a little sister.”

I wait. My grandmother always said “great” is like “nice”—an empty word that masks what someone’s really thinking. And Cole’s said it twice now.

“But?”

His lips twist. “But she was super insecure. About her talent. Playing onstage. Being the youngest.”

“Okay,” I say, straightening my shoulders. “Remy struggled with being the youngest member of the band. That’s understandable.”

Cole fiddles with a hair near his ankle. There’s a strange intimacy to sitting here in our bare feet, wet clothes clinging to unmentionable places, and the awkwardness makes me want to keep talking. But now’s not the time to be chatty, so I clamp my lips shut and wait.

It seems Cole is even worse at practicing restraint than I am, because after a few heartbeats, he says, “I mean, I’m not telling you anything that’s not completely obvious.”

I nod. Mouth shut, mouth shut, I tell myself.

“But she was jealous,” he says. “Of Sarah. Her fame. Her relationship with Janelle. With Tommy.” He hesitates. “Janelle’s relationship with me.” Color snakes up his neck.

“And?”

“And that’s it. Just normal band-jealousy shit.” He looks at me. “I might have to seriously reconsider your intelligence if you believe any of this assassin bullshit.”

He settles back into his seated pose, legs crossed loosely in front of him and hands open on his knees. But I hear the implication. See it in the way he scans my hair and chest: Dumb blonde.

“Fine,” I say. Maybe he’ll think I’m so dumb, he’ll confess something he shouldn’t. “Tell me about NashFest.”

Cole exhales. “It sucked, obviously. There was supposed to be A&R from Columbia for Brother Jade Saturday night. But Sarah fucked that up, too.”

“By getting shot?” I throw up my hands and almost topple out of my modest legs-clasped position. I steady myself with my palms. “You can’t be serious.”

“Yeah, well, whatever happened.”

“What about conspiracy theories and lack of intelligence?” I shake my head. “You think Sarah planned her own shooting?”

He gives a humorless snort. “With Sarah—who fucking knows.”

“I was there,” I tell him. “She was shot. The bullet didn’t pass through. And without medical attention…” I still can’t bring myself to say it.

Cole studies me. “Sarah was always good at getting what she wanted,” he says. “Meanwhile, I had to change my number and am crashing at a friend’s because her fans are camped outside my place. They’re saying I killed her.” He clenches his jaw. “Someone tossed a bucket of red paint on my car. Even my parents have gotten threats.”

I’m silent, watching his face. The anger that builds there before it’s replaced with a practiced calm.

“Once,” he says slowly, “in Nashville—this was before our tour, before anyone was watching, when we were just starting Golden Summer and had about a hundred fans—Sarah built herself a chrysalis.”

“A what?”

“A chrysalis,” he repeats. “You know, the casing a butterfly develops in? It was this delicate thing crafted out of paper. She made Remy wrap it around her. It took hours. Remy had to wet and paste each piece to Sarah’s body and go slow, otherwise the paper would rip. Then Sarah stood onstage before everyone arrived—she was a pale, luminescent cocoon in the middle of the room. You couldn’t even see her breathing. People trickled in, maybe twenty or thirty for the set. When we came out onstage, Janelle counted off the song, and Sarah broke out of the chrysalis. She had these luminescent wings—and, I mean, it was cool. The audience loved it. But she spent all that time for this moment that lasted maybe five seconds. Because she had decided she wanted to do it and then made the rest of us participate too.” He pulls his hair back and gauges my reaction. “Another time, she kept going on and on about glitter. Tommy and I told her no fucking way. We were not wearing glitter onstage, and she’d have to be crazy to think otherwise. So she set off a glitter bomb in the van. She said it wasn’t supposed to go off until we were at the venue, but we were picking glitter out of our hair for days, and I don’t think Janelle ever managed to vacuum it out of the seats. For weeks, it looked like we’d been sleeping at a strip club. Or,” he continues quickly when I don’t react, perhaps realizing that wings and glitter don’t sound all that bad, “one night she set off the sprinklers mid-set. She didn’t warn us. Nearly destroyed my board. I had to remove every screw, wire, and hinge to dry out the keys.” Cole clenches his jaw. “She kept saying it wasn’t a big deal. That the crowd loved it. When really it was because I did a solo without getting her approval first.” He shakes his head. “That’s the type of person Sarah was. Controlling. In it for the fame. The spectacle. The story, even. So if she wanted to fake her death, she would do it. And she would do it better than anyone else. And if she wanted to disappear afterward, no one would ever find her again.”

“It must have been frustrating,” I say, slowly. “With Sarah calling the shots.”

His jaw works. “Lead singers always think they’re in charge.”

“But then the decision-making should have been shared between Sarah and Tommy.” I observe. “And Tommy agreed to whatever she wanted.”

Cole sits back. “I know what you’re doing.”

I match his body language, rocking sideways on my hip. “We’re just having a conversation.”

He points at his nose. “Don’t think this pretty face makes me an idiot.”

“And don’t think this blond hair makes me one either,” I say. “Where were you Friday night?”

He folds his arms across his chest. “Getting shit-faced in Germantown.”

“Not at NashFest?”

“No,” he sneers. “Since Ross traded our spot for Saturday, I didn’t have much of a reason to be there.”

There’s bitterness in his voice, and I hold back my retort that he could have gone to support other artists, like his friends in King Neon Yellow. But now that I think of it, both Tommy’s and Cole’s absences from the festival is conspicuous.

“What bar?” I ask. “And who with?”

“Mother’s Ruin. No one. I sat downstairs. You can ask the bartender.”

“I will.” I jut out my chin. “How late were you there?”

“Until Sarah got shot, same as everybody else.” He closes his eyes. And I know that no matter how removed he pretends to be, he’s still troubled by Sarah’s death. Even if his response is nothing more than the staggering realization of his own mortality, he understands that if Sarah could die young, so could he.

“So what’s your theory?” I ask.

He frowns at me.

“If Janelle and Remy aren’t assassins, did Sarah organize the shooting? Was she shot by a crazy fan, a critic, Ross Nolan?”

He takes a breath, and a sad smile plays on his lips. “You know what happens to stars, don’t you?” And when I continue to stare, he says, “They explode.”

I glare at him. But he doesn’t laugh like he’s delivered the punch line of a joke. Instead, he meets my gaze evenly.

“If you don’t believe me, ask Janelle and Remy. Sarah was always eccentric, but the success and fame made her paranoid. Manic. She was going crazy.”

I study his face—the arch of his eyebrow, the slight curve of his lip—and I know that he has it in him. That under the right circumstances, he could react in a fatal way. As a private investigator, you develop a sense for these things. And I don’t mean the rough-and-tumble, yeah, the guy’s been in a brawl or two and has the tattoos to prove it. I mean the woman shaking in rage after her son’s been assaulted, the executive assistant who swears if he has to send one more fudging email, the guy on the corner in desperate need of his next fix. It’s different than Tommy’s black box scenario, because when pushed, who wouldn’t sacrifice the world for the person they loved? We all have mama bears hibernating within us. But Cole isn’t the type to wait patiently, to strategize and shoot from a distance. He’s the one who throws a punch and is surprised when the guy falls and breaks his neck, who gets out of his car waving his fists, who grabs a knife from the table and gives it a quick twist. If he killed someone, it would be because he snapped, not because he planned it, which means he may have broken the van window, might have even wanted to do more, but he didn’t.

“Ask them,” Cole prompts again.





KARAMILA_97

Janelle, Remy, and Sarah sit in the back of an SUV dressed as Lilith, Eve, and Seraph. The tinted windows turn the world outside a hazy shade of gunmetal gray. Sarah tugs at her wig and tightens the belt of her tunic. Her eyes droop beneath false lashes. She blinks to force them open.

“There must be a thousand people out there,” Janelle says.

The camera sweeps over the line outside the window.

“Breathe,” Janelle says.

“I can’t.” Remy doubles over in her seat, the camera moving with her.

“Ready, Seraph?” the bald-headed driver asks.

Sarah nods, one short head bob, and the doors open. Light streams in. And then come the voices. Men and women scream. Girls with silver halos and boys with jewels pasted on their eyelids cheer.

“We love you, Seraph!”

Hands reach from behind the barrier. Lights flash. Elbows press in.

“Seraph, will you sign my—”

“Will you take a photograph?”

Fingers caress Sarah’s clothes.

“You saved my life.”

“I love you.”

“You’re a goddess.”

Sarah touches a woman’s hand, and the woman holds her fingers to her lips. Her friend weeps like she’s been blessed.

Janelle signs a T-shirt. Remy scribbles the word “Eve” one-handed on a napkin. The camera shifts to selfie mode as a woman presses her cheek against Remy’s. She’s shuffled left, then right.

“Move,” a voice instructs, loud and urgent close to the camera.

“Hey!” Remy shouts.

The pen drops from her hand. In front of her, a muscled arm covers Sarah’s head, and they’re hurdled forward. Sarah reaches for Janelle. But her fingers slip from her grasp.

Doors open to a waiting SUV, and Remy’s knees slam into a dark seat. Janelle follows, her hand clutched to her forehead.

“Whore.” The word echoes behind them.

A door slams.

A muffled “Burn in hell.”

“Seraph.” Fists pound the window.

“Are you okay?” Sarah peels Janelle’s fingers away from her skin. A small cut blooms above her eyebrow.

“I th-think so,” she stammers.

“We love you.”

“We know you can hear us.”

“Slut.”

“We know you’re in there.”

“Drive.” Janelle’s voice comes in a staggered burst. “Jesus. Just drive.”

A gruff “They’re blocking the vehicle.”

“Seraph. We need you.”

Remy squeezes her head between her knees. The camera drops as she clasps her elbows over her head.

“Fuck this,” Juno growls.

The vehicle jerks forward and stops again.

Remy lifts the camera.

Bodies scatter. A paper cup explodes against the windshield. Red sludge drips down the glass.

Remy’s voice: “Is that blood?”

“It’s a slushy,” the driver says and starts the wipers.

Remy hiccups.

Sarah laughs and the camera shifts to her as she reaches a hand to tug at her lashes.

“Stop.” Janelle places her palm over Sarah’s fingers. She turns to the driver. “What happened?”

“Venue security spotted a man with a weapon. The signing line’s being dispersed. I’m taking you around the back.”

“What kind of weapon?” Remy asks weakly behind the camera.

“What kind of man?” Sarah echoes.

The driver honks.

Hands hammer the windows.

The screen goes black.
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TUESDAY, JUNE 29, 9 A.M.

Remy opens the door and folds her arms over her chest. “No doughnuts?”

“I have more questions,” I say. I wanted to speed over to the house right after my conversation with Cole but didn’t think she and Janelle would respond well to a late-night visit, so instead I bided my time until morning. I spent the evening watching more videos, pausing the screen on Sarah’s face, looking for the craziness Cole indicated but seeing only a woman trying very hard to be taken seriously for her music.

“Of course you do.” Remy turns and walks down the long hall, leaving the door open behind her.

I pull it shut and twist the lock with a firm click.

“Hi, Juno!” I yell.

“He’s not here,” Remy growls.

“Where is he, then?”

“In the security room watching the cameras.”

I stop. “You have cameras?”

“He installed them after the shooting. They’re live feeds. No recordings. Nothing that could be saved and shared with anyone else. We trust Juno, but”—Remy chews her lip—“Sarah always said there’s no temptation greater than money—except maybe fame.”

I follow Remy to the kitchen, where Janelle sits at the counter. She’s wearing the same black-and-white kimono she’s worn since Friday. Her hair’s pulled back beneath a silk scarf, and today she doesn’t hide the fact that she’s drinking. She empties the last dregs of wine into a water glass and lets the bottle clatter into the sink.

“Speaking of fame,” I say, “I found KaraMila Ninety-Seven.”

Remy furrows her brow. “Caramel who?”

“The influencer posting videos from your camera. She said someone mailed it to her.”

I open the app and press play on the most recent video.

Remy watches with a pinched expression.

“Did they ever find the man with the weapon?” I ask.

“What?” Remy doesn’t look at me, distracted by the images on the screen. “No.” She shakes her head. “Can’t we do something about this?” She gestures to my phone. “This Kara person doesn’t have our permission to share.”

“I’ll talk to our lawyer,” Janelle says. “See if we can get the videos taken down.”

We’re silent. Outside, birds chirp and a lawn mower hums in the distance, all sounds of life continuing without Sarah.

“I spoke with Tommy and Cole,” I say.

Remy folds her arms across her chest. “And?”

“And”—I choose my words carefully—“Tommy said he’d burn down the whole world for Sarah.”

Remy coughs, covers her mouth with her hand.

I study her. “Cole said she was crazy.”

Janelle shakes her head. “Sarah was a lot of things,” she says slowly from the counter. “But she wasn’t crazy.” She rubs her temples. “She was meticulous. Every outfit, everything we did, everything we said had to reflect the album. Our lives were a giant art project. The amount of organization involved, the level of planning and care—Sarah was demanding, obsessed, even, but she wasn’t crazy. I loved her,” Janelle continues, “but sometimes she was exhausting.” Pain streaks across her face, and I know that she’s replaying whatever fights they had.

“Some people think Sarah orchestrated the shooting,” I say slowly. “That she planned the whole thing as a media stunt.”

Janelle looks at me evenly. “They also say Remy and I hired an assassin. That we’re witches who stole her body for a reincarnation ceremony.” She squeezes her eyes shut. “And as much as I want to believe that Sarah faked it, or, hell”—she gives a tired laugh—“that she had the power to rise from the dead, Sarah was only human. And humans are fragile, easily broken creatures, aren’t we?”

We stare at each other. Me with my crow’s-feet, and Janelle and Remy with bags under their lashes. All of us with slumped shoulders and bloodshot eyes.

“And yet she still performed after being attacked,” I say, shaking my head.

Remy’s eyes widen, and Janelle’s brows fold in confusion.

“What do you mean, attacked?” Janelle asks.

“The burn on her side.” I point to my ribs.

Remy looks away, and Janelle glares at her. “What burn?” she hisses through her teeth.

Remy stirs in her seat. “I found her early in the morning,” she says. “She was passed out on our doorstep. She wouldn’t let me take her to the hospital.” She swallows and gazes down at her hands. “And it was bad. Really bad.”

Janelle’s taking slow, practiced breaths, but her eyes are fire. She grits her teeth. “What did this burn look like?”

“Bloody?” Remy offers. “The edges were raw and black.”

“It was a letter,” I tell her. “A W. Sarah said it stood for ‘whore.’”

Janelle presses her lips together. “And this letter,” she says, “did it have a circle around it?”

I close my eyes. Think. “Yes,” I say. “It was faint, not all the way around, but there was a thin outline, stronger on one side where it pressed against her ribs.”

“Motherfuckers,” Janelle swears.

Remy flinches, and I stare at Janelle.

“They branded her with a hot iron like she was a fucking animal.” She stands, paces the floor. “W for ‘whore.’” She shakes her head. “W is their family name—Winter.” She breathes through her nose. Glares out the window. “Sarah would have known. When we were kids, that mark was on all their cows.”

I blink.

And then I grab my car keys.

The brothers might have an alibi for Friday, but this is the proof I need for the attack on Monday.

I race to my car, hands shaking as I hit numbers on my phone.

Detective MacKenzie said the Winters’ truck was spotted outside a church in Rock Bridge Friday night. But street cameras aren’t infallible. Neither are alibis. And if one—or both—of Sarah’s cousins was responsible for taking a hot iron to her skin, what was to stop them from shooting her?

I can picture it clearly: one brother with his finger on the trigger while the other waited in the wings. Him short-circuiting the power and using the darkness and confusion at the amphitheater to drag Sarah from the stage.

But why didn’t Sarah tell me? If the brothers wrote the letters and then attacked her with their family brand, it’s a clear sign their violence was escalating. And if Janelle’s right, Sarah would have known the brand belonged to her cousins, regardless of whether or not she could see her assailant’s face.

When Detective MacKenzie’s cell goes to voicemail, I call Detective Sharma. And when she doesn’t answer either, I leave a message about the brand, the Winters’ farm, and my suspicion Sarah might be there.
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TUESDAY, JUNE 29, 10 A.M.

I drive to Rock Bridge with my foot slammed against the gas. The sun has lifted behind the trees, and the pines glow in a hazy red silhouette. A turkey vulture lifts from the road, circles, and then falls back to pick at the dead.

With my heart in my throat, I open the car door.

I’m halfway up the creek when my ankles wobble.

My sneakers are in the trunk of my car, and I’m still in heels. But I can’t turn back. Not now. Not when I’m so close. Not when every second might count if Sarah’s in need of medical attention.

The chain remains in the gravel where the brothers left it. No one’s returned since Saturday. I try not to think about what that means as I push open the barn doors.

Inside there’s the scent of old hay and rusted metal. Everything’s just as I remember, except now I’m seeing the space from the ground floor. I move quickly, searching behind the hay bales first, peering in dark corners for a closet or hidden door. But there’s nothing.

Just to be certain, I start at the wall and work my way in. I let my hands trace the rough boards, and my fingers brush the empty places where the shotguns had been. I do a full circle, letting my eyes sweep the room until they land on the drum set. My gaze drifts to the house. Could Sarah be inside? Might she have been there the whole time I sat in Gail’s living room on Saturday?

My eyes land on the drums again. The barn’s not climate-controlled, and a Tennessee summer can reach almost a hundred degrees—it’s the last place you’d want to store your drum kit. I glance between the house and the instruments, knowing time is ticking, that I have a choice and need to decide quick. My eyes drop to the dusty rug beneath the drums.

Just a minute more, I think.

I kneel and run my hands over the fabric, moving from the outside to the center, biting back a sneeze. And I feel it—just before my hands reach the bass drum—a slight change in the floor beneath my palms.

Something is here.

I kick off my heels, needing the stability of my bare feet. Then I grab a pair of cymbals. They clang together, a bone-jarring sound that I feel in the back of my teeth. My shoulders go rigid, and I stop to listen if there’s any responding noise outside. When I’m certain there’s nothing, I move the next stand, clamping the bell and rim firmly together and lifting the legs above my ankles so I don’t trip. I drag everything else off the rug and then roll it back inch by inch, until I’m staring at a door in the earth.

A prickle of fear draws a finger across the back of my neck. But when I glance behind me, there’s no one. With a giant heave, I pull the door up and open. It falls to the side with a thud.

I bend down. “Sarah,” I call softly.

There’s no answer.

I fish my phone from where I stashed it beneath my bra strap and shine its flashlight into the dark.

There are no bloody clothes, scraps of food, or other signs of a human presence. Instead, I’m staring at boxes and boxes of weapons.

“Shit,” I swear.

And then I hear it.

I incline my head and click off my flashlight. My ears prick at the sound of voices. A thundering guffaw and clipped response.

There’s no time to put everything back, so I leave it as is and scramble up the loft, my bare toes catching jagged splinters in the wood. Footsteps cross the gravel just as my feet leave the last rung. I pull my legs into my chest and hold my breath.

“Fuck,” a voice swears.

I know what they’re seeing. The rug rolled back, hole exposed, and instruments scattered across the floor. I exhale quietly and try to steady my breath. I need to think, but my thoughts flutter and beat heavy wings around me. I can’t grasp a single one.

“Fuckin’ pigs.”

Boots rush forward, and I hear a thud as someone drops into the cellar, the disjointed sound of boxes being shuffled.

“Shit.”

“What is it?”

There’s a clatter as a heavy object falls to the floor.

“Guns are here, but the cash is gone.”

Another voice. “Damn cops must have took it.”

More stomping and shuffling, but the next voice I hear is unmistakably Ezekiel’s.

“Nah.” He spits on the ground. “If this was the police, they’d have hunted my ass to West Virginia. And they wouldn’t have left the weapons.” He’s quiet for a moment. “Whoever did this just found it. And you know what?” He gives a harsh, humorless laugh, and I hear the whoosh as he sweeps up the strap of one of my heels. “I think she’s still here.”





PART III

[image: Black and white graphic of a pair of cowboy boots. The black features white cutout designs of flowers and flying birds.]
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WEDNESDAY, JUNE 30, TIME UNKNOWN

When I open my eyes, the world is black. And not the inky blackness of a city night stitched together by hazy streetlamps, but the deep, impenetrable darkness you find only in the country—nightfall thick as molasses and so opaque you can’t make out the shape of your own hand in front of your face. Except I’m not able to test this theory because my arms are bent at the wrong angles and tied behind my back. My surroundings come to me in sensations—a throbbing at the base of my skull, a metallic taste in my mouth, a rope biting into my ankles and wrists.

It doesn’t take a genius to put the pieces together. I remember quick scurrying feet. Cold sweat on my neck as I tried to make myself small and pressed my back flat against the loft. No place to run as two men climbed up the ladder. No place to escape but down—out the window I’d climbed in only days ago. Onto the ground I’d just left. If I was lucky, I’d end up with a broken leg like my grandmother’s cousin. Not so lucky, a broken neck. I rubbed my trusty thumb ring and decided to take my chances with the men.

One was tall with a thick black beard and greasy strands pasted across his forehead. The other was built like a mountain troll with a patchy goatee that grew over his lips. Both smelled of dirt and sweat.

“What do we have here?” The tall, bearded one stood over me. “Awfully pretty to be hiding in the hay.” He grabbed my elbow and dragged me down the ladder. My ankles hit every other rung before my shins slammed into the ground.

Ezekiel Winter stood by the hole in the earth, his thumbs looped in the pockets of his blue jeans.

“Search her,” he said.

When the tall man reached for my waist, I jammed my thumbs into his eyes. Then I pressed the side of my ring and sprayed a thick stream of capsaicin into his face.

He dropped to his knees and gripped his head. “Bitch,” he yelled and grabbed for me blindly.

I dodged his arms and ran. My foot had almost touched gravel, when my head snapped back. I fell, and the side of my hip collided with the ground. The man with the goatee loomed over me, strands of blond hair hanging from his fist.

“Where’s my money?” Ezekiel’s voice was like low rumbling thunder.

I stared at the little swirls of hair gathering above his shirt collar. “I don’t know.”

Ezekiel moved to the side and the goateed man hit me across the face.

Jesus, Mary, and Joseph. I blinked as my eyes filled with tears. That hurt.

I tasted blood on my lip.

“Not so pretty now. Are you, bitch?” Goatee Man said.

“Pretty is as pretty does, handsome.” I tried for a wink, but my cheek felt like it had swollen to the size of a melon.

“Search her,” Ezekiel said again.

The goateed man’s hands were rough and lingered when his fingers found the phone stashed in my bra. He smirked and handed it to Ezekiel.

“Password?”

“Zero, five, three, one,” I told him, not seeing much sense in getting hit again. It’s Dean’s birthday and my password for almost everything.

As he scrolled through my contacts, his eyes narrowed. He’d found Sarah.

He leaned low. “She send you?”

I swallowed. “I thought she was here,” I told him. A sick feeling gathered in the pit of my stomach.

“Careful,” Zeke said as the other man lifted his fist. He waved his hand toward the floor where red snot dribbled from my nose. “Blood is evidence.”

My mouth went slack.

Ezekiel dropped my phone and shattered it with two hard stomps.

The goateed man moved, and there was a sharp crack. Searing white pain. Then black.

When I came to, I was still on the ground, but my hands were bound behind my back.

“How do you know she took it?” the tall man asked. He rubbed his eyes with both fists.

“Because.” Ezekiel grunted as he lifted a heavy box. “She knew it was here.”

“What about Danny?”

Ezekiel swore. “He wouldn’t dare.”

They’d driven a truck up to the barn entrance. And as they lifted boxes from the earth, I saw the scope of their artillery—semiautomatic centerfire and assault rifles. Shotguns, handguns, and a stack of high-capacity magazines. There was a machine gun, a box of grenades, and three disc-shaped devices.

“All of it,” Zeke said.

When the goateed man caught the slit of my eye open, he hit me again.

Rough hands grabbed my knees and elbows, and for a moment, my body was weightless, falling not so much like a feather, but like a rock tumbling from a cliff, and then my shoulders collided with the earth. The square of light in the floor above my head disappeared, and I was swallowed by darkness. A truck engine revved and the sound faded.

When I woke, I screamed. When no one answered, I screamed again.
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WEDNESDAY, JUNE 30, TIME UNKNOWN

The dark is disorienting. I feel like a driver who’s crashed over a bridge and jerked awake just as her car fills with water. I see stars at the edge of my vision and dream I drown in black liquid swimming the wrong direction in search of the sky.

How long has it been? Hours? Days? Weeks?

Don’t be dramatic, I tell myself. It’s probably only been thirty minutes.

I roll onto my side and scoot with my legs tied together like a beached mermaid.

Dean always hated that movie. Ursula with her octopus legs and unnerving gray skin. Ariel, voiceless above the surface. Dean, I think. What will he do without me?

Nope. We’ll have no more of that. Pull yourself together.

I scoot along the edge of the room in search of a knife, a nail, something that has escaped Ezekiel and his friends, something I can use to free myself, but there’s nothing but me and the darkness.

I scream.

At some point, I must nod off again.

Minutes? Hours? Later, a noise wakes me.

My ears prick, catlike, and I twist toward the sound. There’s a heavy grating over rocks and a patter of footsteps. A soft voice mutters words I can’t understand.

“Help,” I wheeze, my throat dry and empty.

I try to swallow but can’t form any spit.

“Help.” I kick my mermaid fins.

The footsteps stop.

“Hello?” The speaker’s tone is incredulous, as if the person feels foolish talking to an empty room.

“Down here,” I call, my voice wavering. Blood surges through my legs as I try to right myself. “There’s a door beneath the drum set. Beneath the rug.”

“Beneath the rug,” the voice repeats. “Oh, Jesus. Bless me, Jesus. Oh, Lord Jesus, protect me.” She’s closer now, muttering and sighing as the rug shifts and shudders overhead. A sliver of light blooms around the square edges. The door heaves and falls away.

“Oh my lord.”

Gail’s face is puffy, and her hair is backlit. She’s breathing heavily, staring at me with her mouth open. “Oh, help us, Jesus,” she says, wringing her hands.

“Can you untie me?” I roll onto my hip so she can see my hands bound behind my back.

She steps away from the door and moves out of sight. “Lord Jesus, bless me, Father. Forgive us for our sins.” A jumbled prayer recedes into the dark, and I have a sinking sensation. But there’s a scraping in the corner, and Gail returns in the square of light holding a pair of curved garden shears. She descends the ladder cautiously, with both feet moving onto each rung before she steps onto the next, one age-spotted hand clutching the side rail.

She kneels and peers at my face.

The sides of her mouth droop, and her voice is hoarse. “I thought you were her,” she says, disappointment sagging in her cheeks.

Her hands shake as she cuts the ropes from my ankles. I wince when the blade slides against my wrists. She raises into a half crouch and looks around the cellar, eyes wide, as if she doesn’t recognize it.

I blink in the mottled gray light and see what she sees: Rows of metal shelves. A few empty boxes and a lone bullet that’s rolled to the corner, missed by my earlier searching. And of course, there’s me. Still lying on my side, covered in dust, lip split and face swollen, with bits of hay stuck to my hair.

Color drains from her cheeks.

I sit up slowly and rub my wrists.

She takes a breath. “You’re that investigator.”

I nod.

“How did you—” She stops. Looks at me hard.

And then she moves with surprising speed, racing up the ladder while I struggle to my feet. She releases the door over my head, and I lunge upward. The rough board slams into my shoulder.

I gasp in pain as she stumbles back and tries to shut the door again. There are pins and needles in my legs, and my feet feel like balloons, but I pull my chest across the hole’s edge and drag myself to my knees. My fingers find the shears she dropped to the floor.

Gail steps back and lifts her hands. “I don’t know what came over me,” she pants.

But as I study her outstretched palms and disheveled gray-brown hair, I do. I think that in that split second she registered me on the ground, she had a flash of how I got there. She was trying to protect her boys the only way she knew how.

I feel the sun at my back as light streams in from the barn entrance. Breathe in green grass and hay and motor oil. Hear birds tittering in the distance.

Gail may have just saved my life. But Ezekiel will face the consequences. And I wonder if the possible alternatives are flashing through her mind now. A body discovered in the barn. Ezekiel carted off for murder. A cluster of bones buried in the dust. Ezekiel gets off free. Did she know about the weapons hidden beneath the rug? Or did she really believe her sons used this place as band practice?

She sags to her knees.

“I thought she was here too,” I tell her.

And then I walk out the barn doors into the sweet, hot breath of a Tennessee summer. The afternoon light illuminates a verdant field. Daisies ripple beneath jagged pale clouds—all of it staggeringly and heartbreakingly beautiful. The sun is hot, blistering, and gorgeous against my skin.

I’m alive, I think. But Sarah …

The barn was my last hope. Too much time has passed. And I realize I’ve been waiting to tell Sarah about how the world reacted to her shooting. All the heartache and tears, and the girl placing a stuffed bear at the stage, the song the crowd sang, the memes and conspiracy theories. I’ve been saving them up like little gifts for whenever I found her. But now I know I’ve lost my chance. Sarah’s gone to a place where likes, memes, and cultural commentary can’t reach her.

She’s gone. The thought lodges solidly in my stomach as if someone’s landed a fist there. I double over, feeling sick from the force of it. I take a shallow breath as another thought slams into my chest. That Sarah, if not outright lied, certainly misled me. She knew her cousins sent those letters, that one or both of them assaulted her with their family brand. And in withholding that information, she put not only herself in danger but her bandmates too. Her reticence almost orphaned my son. This more than anything makes me angry with Sarah. Cole said Sarah was selfish, but it’s worse than that. I feel manipulated, used for some purpose I don’t understand. My eyes fall on the barn. And now Ezekiel and his friends are armed with semiautomatic weapons.

I hear a dull thrum, engines sputtering, and tires scattering gravel as they turn too fast. Blue lights flash off the side of Gail’s house. And I limp, barefoot, with my heels clasped in my hands, to meet them.
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WEDNESDAY, JUNE 30, 4 P.M.

Detective MacKenzie’s hands are gentle as he lifts my chin and examines the back of my head. His face is pale, but splotches of color return to his cheeks as my eyes follow his finger.

“I’m all right,” I tell him. “I’m—”

He crushes me into a hug, and I feel his heart hammering against my chest.

“Ow.” I wince as pain shoots through my shoulder.

He releases me and steps back, hands dropping to my elbows before he lifts them away entirely.

“I’m just glad you’re okay.” His face flushes.

I tilt my head at him as I sit on the back lip of an ambulance while a young guy with bright eyes and crooked teeth checks to make sure I’m alert and responding to verbal cues. The EMT shines a light in my eyes and asks if I’ve experienced any blurred or double vision.

“Headaches? Nausea? Vomiting?”

I shake my head as I stare down Detective MacKenzie. His relief is sweet, but I called him and Detective Sharma over twenty-four hours ago.

“What took you so long?” I ask, flinching when the EMT touches the tender spot on the side of my cheek.

MacKenzie runs a hand over his beard. Today it looks more gray than silver. There are bags under his eyes, and his shoulders sag. He makes a determined effort to meet my gaze, but when I raise my brows, his eyes skitter away.

“I told you the truth,” he says slowly.

I frown. Truth speaks for itself, my grandmother always said. Never trust someone who tells you they’re telling it.

“Earlier,” he clarifies, “when you asked about the Winter brothers. A street camera captured their truck miles outside of town the night of the shooting. But the footage didn’t catch who was driving.”

I gape at him. “But you said—”

“I told you we spotted their vehicle.”

“A half-truth, then,” I say, folding my arms across my chest. “Or more accurately, a lie by omission.”

The EMT looks between us like a kid eavesdropping on an argument between his parents—gleeful and slightly embarrassed—but when MacKenzie gives him a pointed glare, he ducks his head and goes back to prodding my shoulder.

“We put out an APB with their names as persons of interest in the shooting just in case they tried to leave the state.” MacKenzie pauses as if debating how much to tell me. Then he sees my face and decides now is not the time for withholding. “A Tennessee trooper picked up Daniel Winter last night. He was ten miles from Alabama, driving a maroon Toyota Camry registered to his mother and speeding over ninety miles an hour. That’s reckless driving, punishable by a fine of up to five hundred dollars and six months in jail. According to the state trooper, Daniel started to cry before he approached the vehicle.” MacKenzie shakes his head. “That’s why it took us so long to hear your message. Detective Sharma and I had Daniel in the interview room for hours. But we didn’t have enough to hold him. We let him go about thirty minutes ago.” He gazes at the field and shriveled garden next to it. The barn and the heavy chain in the gravel. “Now I wonder if Daniel got himself picked up on purpose so we’d be occupied when Ezekiel returned for the weapons.”

The medic touches my scapula, and I almost jump out of my skin.

“Sorry,” he murmurs. “They got you good there, huh?”

I grimace and roll my shoulders, eyes still on MacKenzie. “Why did you tell me the Winter brothers had alibis?”

“They did. Six men confirmed they were at the church that evening.”

I frown. “Then why the APB?”

MacKenzie clenches his jaw. “Because you can get six men to lie for you six days a week, especially if they think it’s in their best interest. And”—he looks at me and away again, blowing out a breath—“the documents examiner was able to lift a partial print off one of the cut-out magazine letters.” He pauses. “It belonged to Gail Winter.”

I glance toward the woman sitting on the ground in front of the barn.

“You think Gail—”

MacKenzie sighs. “Fingerprint analysis has its limitations. Her print tells us she handled the source material, but not that she was the one to cut it out or mail the notes.”

“Meaning—”

“Meaning it’s possible one of her sons did too.”

I rub my temples. My whole body is sore, my head hurts, and no one in this investigation seems capable of telling me the truth.

“And instead of sharing that information, you made it sound like you ruled the Winter brothers out.”

“They’re dangerous.” Detective MacKenzie rocks back on his heels. “There was no reason for you to come back here.” He gestures to the house and then to the side of my head where I’m sporting a bump the size of a robin’s egg.

“You don’t get to decide—”

“Lift your arm, please,” the medic breaks in. He slathers my rope burns with so much antibiotic cream, my wrists turn slick. “All right,” he says, stepping back to admire his handiwork. “If you experience any headaches, vertigo, dizziness, or problems communicating, see your doctor.”

“So I’m good to go?”

He nods.

I hop off the lip of the ambulance and leave MacKenzie staring after me.

I head toward the house and watch as TBI officers swarm the property. Detective Sharma cuffs Gail’s wrists. Tears leak from her eyelids. I try not to feel bad when I see her stumble on the way to a police vehicle. After all, Gail wanted to lock me in the barn again. But she was trying to protect her sons. That’s an impulse I can understand.

A woman with long dark hair in a tight ponytail introduces herself as Special Agent Velázquez and has me go over a timeline of events. She pulls up photos of various gun models on a tablet and asks me to identify the ones Ezekiel unloaded.

Her shoulders straighten when I identify the machine gun.

“Check to see if it’s registered with the ATF.” She snaps her fingers at a colleague. “I want a list of the Winters’ other properties. I think we’ve got enough probable cause for a search warrant, but this will speed up the process.”

“Other properties?” I repeat, but Agent Velázquez ignores me as she swipes through the weapons again.

When I finish, my hands are shaking, but I refuse Detective MacKenzie’s offer to drive me back to the station.

“You sure?” he asks.

I train my eyes on the field and avoid the reflection of my battered face in his sunglasses. I nod.

He exhales. “All right. If you change your mind—” My look stops him. “Sharma can drive you.” He gestures to the porch, where Detective Sharma now leads a team of officers through the house.

I wait until his car turns onto the main road before I walk barefoot up the gravel, heels in my hand, and greasy wrists outstretched so I don’t get antibiotic cream on my dress, which is ridiculous, really, given the state of it.

I climb the splintered front steps gingerly. But an officer stops me at the door. “Police only,” he says.

“I’ll just wait here, then,” I tell him, gesturing to a pollen-coated rocker. “Need to sit a minute before I put on my heels.” I flash a grin, cracked lip splitting and revealing the blood on my teeth.

The officer grimaces. His shoulders sag with relief when Detective Sharma emerges from the house. She has a set look around her mouth and stops when she sees my face.

“A word,” she growls at the officer, gaze still on me as she passes.

“Something I said?” I murmur.

The officer’s eyes follow her warily. “Better see what trouble you’re in.”

I move the chair with my foot, remembering the rocker in Dean’s nursery. The thought is soothing, and I close my eyes in the sun. What now? I think. Ezekiel’s escaped with a truckload of weapons. Sarah’s not here and has essentially misled me since we met. Gail’s been taken in for questioning. And Daniel’s just been released from the station. It’s been five days since the shooting. Can I really keep convincing myself Sarah survived without medical attention? That the Winter brothers are holding her at some other property and Ezekiel was only pretending not to know where she is?

When I open my eyes, Detective Sharma stands in front of me with her arms crossed.

The afternoon light hits the puckered skin on the side of her bicep, and I recoil. In the days since we met, I’d forgotten about the angry red scar. Detective MacKenzie said it was an injury she’d received as a beat cop. That a man threatened to kill his girlfriend and stabbed her when she stepped in.

And even though her preference for sleeveless blouses seems to stand in defiance of the injury, she brushes a hand over her arm—a small act of self-consciousness that makes me feel guilty. She notices me looking and drops her hand.

“You’re lucky I don’t arrest you for trespassing,” she says.

Luck feels like an odd word choice given the state of my face. And I know the only thing preventing me from being escorted back to the station is the fact I was able to identify so many of Ezekiel’s weapons.

“Phone?” Sharma shakes her cell at me. Since bits of my own are stuck to the bottom of Ezekiel’s boot, I understand the gesture for what it is: a modern-day olive branch.

I hold out my hand.

When Dean doesn’t pick up, I text him, letting him know the person calling from the unknown number is me.

The phone rings.

“I left you something like twenty messages,” Dean sputters. “Your phone went straight to voicemail. I’m at your office with Evan.” His voice rises. “I came to return your laptop, and he told me he hadn’t seen you since Monday. So I called Linda. She said a man has been creeping around the house and you didn’t come home last night.”

“Hi, Kelly,” Evan’s guilt-laden voice hums in the background. “Glad you’re okay.”

“I’m sorry,” I say to both of them. “Some men took my phone. But I’m safe now.”

“That’s not—” Dean huffs. “You shouldn’t have—”

A handful of expletives, so loud and creative, even Detective Sharma’s eyebrows lift. I sigh. You try to avoid swearing in front of your children, but they pick it up anyway.

I sink back into the rocker and press the phone to my ear. “I know, honey,” I say. “I love you, too.”

I hang up after multiple reassurances that I’m taking my safety seriously and a promise I’ll get a new phone as soon as I can.

When I look up, I find Detective Sharma watching me.

“Why are you loitering?” she asks, slipping the phone into her pocket as the last officer drives away.

“Detective MacKenzie told me you picked up Daniel Winter last night but had to let him go.”

Her mouth twitches. “He gave us nothing, and we had no grounds to hold him.”

I nod. “MacKenzie said he cried when he was pulled over for speeding.”

Detective Sharma shrugs.

“And I was thinking about a boy who cries easily, who wept after his cousin was shot, and where he would go after a night being questioned by a couple of mean detectives.”

Her mouth twitches. “So far to a gas station and then to a Waffle House.”

“You think he’ll lead you to Ezekiel?”

She studies me. Then she blinks with understanding. “You think he’ll come here.”

“I think after a night like that a boy would want his mama.”

Sharma’s brows lift. “Gail Winter doesn’t strike me as the warm and fuzzy type.”

I shrug. “She’s still his mother.”

Sharma exhales. “And hypothetically, what would you do if he came here?”

“Is the door still unlocked?” I ask.

She nods.

I stand. “Then I thought I might bake cookies.”
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Twenty minutes later, the smell of caramelized brown sugar and chocolate makes my stomach grumble. I haven’t eaten anything, after all, and now that the adrenaline from the barn has worn off, I’m starving.

Like a true Southern woman, Gail has every ingredient I need. And an abundance of things I don’t. Bags of dried beans, plastic-wrapped beef jerky, cans of evaporated milk. When I poke through her pantry, it looks like she’s been preparing for the end of days. I don’t think this ending—with herself arrested and her sons possibly in prison—was what she’d had in mind. But I do wonder if the weapons Ezekiel stockpiled might have less to do with Sarah than a prepper’s belief in a coming apocalypse. I shut the door once I dig out the flour and sugar. I add a dash of cinnamon, the way Dean likes it.

Detective Sharma drags a chair out from the kitchen table and watches me with restrained amusement as I open the refrigerator, humming Dolly’s “Berry Pie” and mixing baking ingredients.

“So you think Daniel’s going to take one bite of your cookies and tell you everything?”

“No.” I slide the pan into the oven and bump the door shut with my hip. “I think we all need a little love and comfort. And since his mama’s not here to give him that, I can provide some good food and a listening ear.”

Sharma shakes her head, but I see the smile on her lips. “I think you’re wasting your time. The chances he’ll come here—”

She pauses.

I heard it too—the sound of a car rumbling.

Surprise flashes on her face, but she motions to the pantry. “I’ll be right here.” She opens the door and swears when she finds the space full of cans. She sidesteps a twenty-four-pack of water bottles and lifts her foot over a stack of packaged noodles. “Find out where Ezekiel went,” she says over her shoulder. “And what he plans to do with those weapons.”

I nod, but I don’t care where the weapons are or what Ezekiel’s planning. My sole focus is on finding Sarah.

I lift the cookies from the baking pan and slide them onto a plate. Then I squeeze my fists to steady my hands as Daniel’s feet pound up the front steps.

When Daniel reaches the hall, he’s shaking so badly, it looks like he might not make it to the kitchen. He gives a start to see me standing in his mother’s apron.

“Who are you?” His voice is hoarse, and his eyes dart around the room.

“Your mama’s gone out for a bit,” I say, not entirely lying.

Daniel perches on the edge of the same couch I sat on when I first visited the house and runs his hands up and down his arms. I can tell he knows something’s wrong, but he’s too exhausted to place what it is. His skin is ashen in color, and his hair is a greasy mess.

He flinches when I drop the plate of cookies on the coffee table.

“They’re best while they’re hot,” I tell him. I pick up a chocolate-laden, gooey one and gesture for him to do the same.

I know once I eat, the fatigue will crash over me, but I take two greedy bites, not bothering with a napkin.

Daniel watches beneath heavy lids but doesn’t move from his perched position on the sofa.

“Not hungry?” I ask through a mouthful of chocolate.

His eyes skitter over my face. Before I started baking, I washed it in the bathroom sink, so I know the bruises look even worse now than they did this afternoon.

He shakes his head.

“You sure?” I nudge the plate toward him.

He looks between me and the cookies, then picks up the largest.

“So, Daniel,” I say conversationally, “my name is Kelly Williams.”

I hesitate and resist the urge to glance at the cracked pantry door. As a private investigator, I don’t have the power to arrest or detain a suspect, but I am allowed to make contact with witnesses and suspects in an investigation. And I can conduct interviews, so long as Daniel understands that his cooperation is voluntary.

“I’m not associated with the police or the TBI,” I continue slowly. “I’m a civilian, like you. And I run a private investigation firm. Your cousin Sarah Owens hired me.”

Daniel glances up at Sarah’s name.

“I’ve been investigating the harassment she experienced before Friday’s shooting.”

He flinches.

“And I’d like to ask you some questions.” I take a breath. “But I want to be clear that I’m not accusing you of anything and you don’t have to answer unless you want to. I’m just trying to gather as much information as possible so I can find Sarah, and I hope you can help. Can you do that?”

Daniel blinks once. And then twice. “She hired you?” His voice is gruff but curious, too.

“She was scared,” I tell him.

He furrows his brow.

“Someone had been sending her threatening letters,” I say. “And I think that same person attacked her a few days before NashFest.”

Daniel looks down at his feet, cookie forgotten in his hand. His body begins shaking again.

“Did you know she was attacked?” I ask softly.

He hesitates and then shakes his head. And perhaps it’s because I’m so attuned to being misled at the moment, but I catch the lie in his movements, the way his eyes slide away from mine.

“It was bad,” I whisper and withdraw the paper copies of Sarah’s harassment evidence from my purse. While the cookies were in the oven, Detective Sharma was kind enough to walk down to my car to grab my bag. “I took a picture,” I tell him, thumbing through my files until I find the image of Sarah’s ribs, skin burnt and bloody, flesh peeling back. I place it face up on the coffee table between us.

He glances at the photo and then away again.

“She didn’t go to a hospital,” I say. I nudge the paper toward him with my fingertip. “It was worse up close. Makes you wonder what kind of person would do that to another human. Someone who had done it before—to an animal, maybe,” I speculate. “Seen the pain and thought: It’s not that bad. But cow flesh and human flesh are different. And this guy—because we do think it’s a man,”—I tap the page again, trying to get Daniel’s attention— “he tracked Sarah down like an animal. So maybe he’s a hunter, too.” I think of the deer stand at the edge of the Winters’ field. “He stalked her. Cornered her. Held her to the ground.” I lean forward. “Did she fight back?” I ask. “Those are some pretty nasty scratches on your cheek. And on your arms, too,” I say when he reaches a hand toward his face.

Daniel looks down, and his eyes land on the photograph. His mouth hangs open, and he stares at the image, mesmerized by the dark crisscrossed patterns of tissue on Sarah’s ribs.

“Do you know who did this?”

He makes a sound between a cough and a gag and presses his fist to his mouth. A sob catches in his chest.

“See here.” I point, studying his face. “Sarah would have carried those scars forever.”

He looks away. Then he glances back again, as if he can’t help himself from examining the harm he’s inflicted.

I find the photo of Sarah with her cousins on the farm. “I bet this little girl never imagined something like that would happen,” I say. “See how trusting she looks?” I tap the younger boy. “They seem like good friends.” I glance at Daniel, gauging his reaction. “Allies—like they’re ready to take on the world.”

Daniel shakes his head.

“No?” I ask.

The childhood photo has loosened something in him, and he lets out his breath in staggered bursts. He glances wildly around the room and his knees pulse beside the table.

“The thing is,” I say, tucking a strand of blond hair behind my ear, “the burns were bad.” I touch the picture in front of Daniel. “But that’s not the worst thing that happened to Sarah recently.” I find the image of the dark pool of blood streaked across a snake-covered stage.

Daniel flinches back in his seat.

“Oh, Jesus, n-no,” he stutters and trembles so violently that his chair rattles on its legs. He shakes his head. “That’s not real. It’s—” He blinks rapidly but doesn’t look at the photo again. “Corn syrup and creamer,” he says weakly.

“No,” I tell him, remembering my conversation with Detective MacKenzie. “That’s real blood. It’s AB negative, the same as Sarah’s. And she lost a lot of it.” Daniel shakes his head again, but I keep talking. “And after this happened, someone stole her body.” My eyes fix on Daniel’s face. His brows scrunch, and his mouth pulls down, like he’s fighting back tears. “Moving her right after she was shot wouldn’t have been too difficult. The lights went out; the amphitheater was in chaos. Sarah’s bo-dy”—I enunciate each syllable, seeing the way, every time I say the word, Daniel gives the same shuddered reaction—“would have been light and limber. But without medical treatment, a wound like this would be fatal. And a few hours after death, rigidity would set in.” I flick back to the photo of young Sarah. “First the stiffness around her eyelids. Jaw.” Another stab of my finger. “And neck. Then it would spread through the rest of her body.” I draw a line down the photo. “Chest. Arms. Legs. She would be difficult to move at this point. Her fingers hooked. Toes crooked.”

Daniel presses his lips together.

“Her skin would become purplish, gray, almost. It would be cold to the touch.”

These details are cruel, I know, but Daniel gives a strangled sound that might be a sob or a hiccup. He presses his knuckles against the table and rocks them back and forth, so they turn white, then pink; white, then pink.

I pick up another photo. Sarah crumpled onstage, her leg bent at an awkward angle.

Daniel glances at it and then slams back in his chair. “N-no,” he stutters. “That’s n-not—” He chokes on his breath. “Not real.” He heaves.

“Breathe,” I remind Daniel. “That is real,” I say calmly. “Both images are real. They were taken seconds after Sarah was shot.”

Daniel blanches.

“That’s her blood.”

He shakes his head again. “I didn’t want…”

“Didn’t want what?” I lean forward, heart thumping in my chest.

When he remains silent, I say, “Did you shoot Sarah Owens?”

I’m barely breathing, my whole body tight, trying not to move, not to breathe, not wanting to distract Daniel from the moment he’s reliving.

“No,” he sputters. Tears stream down his cheeks. “I would never—” He swallows. “I just—I wanted her to stop playing. To come home.”

“So you shot her.”

“No,” he says again.

Color rises to his cheeks. “I would never hurt her.”

I examine his face. “But you did,” I say slowly. I tap on the photograph of the W seared into Sarah’s skin. “You burned her.”

Because I know. It was either him or Ezekiel. It had to be.

Daniel’s eyes flash. “She wrote that song.”

“What song?”

He exhales a harsh breath, and some of the timidness he displayed earlier vanishes. “Everyone thought it was about that Nolan guy. But it wasn’t.”

I scan my memory. “‘Unnamed Mortal Woman,’” I say, a flash of Ross in his office maintaining he never touched Sarah. “You think it was about you?”

Daniel clenches his jaw. “I know it was. Ezekiel, his friends, everyone here”—he gestures to the windows, meaning, I suppose, the rest of Rock Bridge—“they knew it too.” Sweat drips from his forehead. “She said I was weak.” An angry flush creeps up his neck.

I pull out my photo of the liner note.

“‘Down in a desert of your own making, you think this body is for the taking,’” I read, skimming ahead. “‘You’re a weak man for sure. Cast me into the sand. Hide behind the door.’”

Daniel clenches his jaw, and my eyes fall on the last lines.

I read them out loud. “‘You use my body. You use my body, don’t you? You’ve got the violence. You’ve got the violence in you. It’s true.’”

I stare at Daniel. If the song really was about him, Sarah’s not only suggesting he’s weak, but that he’s violent, too. I think of the liner note placed in Sarah’s box of evidence, the original taped to the police station entrance in Gallatin. Rock Bridge is too small for its own station, the one in Gallatin would be the closest to the Winters’ farm. Was the location significant? Was Sarah pointing the finger at Daniel? At Ezekiel?

My lips tighten. “So you thought you’d prove you weren’t weak? Is that it? By burning her?”

“She wouldn’t stop,” he repeats, drawing his arms around his waist.

“So you shot her.”

Daniel’s head moves from side to side.

“But you burned her? Sent the messages?”

I pull out my copy of the note with pasted letters: Depart from me, you cursed one, into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels.

And another: If you do wrong, be afraid. For I am the servant of God, an avenger who carries out God’s wrath.

Daniel looks away, eyes drifting to the floor beside the sofa where a wood magazine rack sits.

I stand and pick up the stack of glossy papers. Thumb through the pages, see the ones ripped out, the jagged edges they’ve left. I turn to the front cover, and find Gail’s name listed as the recipient. Did she read through them before Daniel got his hands on them?

He dips his head, not sheepish, not exactly, but not proud of his actions either. I can almost picture him as a child, lashing out in anger and then remorseful, crawling into his mother’s lap. A cycle that repeated over and over again until he was a man. His body larger, hands capable of more violence.

“And then after Sarah released ‘Unnamed Mortal Woman,’ you attacked her with the brand.”

“She wouldn’t stop,” he says again.

I sense Sharma stirring, but she doesn’t move to interrupt. And I know it’s because the brand and messages aren’t enough. She’s still waiting for Daniel to confess to Sarah’s murder.

I’m silent, allowing space for him to fill, but he doesn’t. He stares at the floor and rocks back and forth on the sofa.

“What about Ezekiel?”

Daniel’s eyes bulge.

“Did he shoot Sarah?”

Daniel blinks and his gaze moves wildly around the room. “He—”

I know what he wants to say—that Ezekiel wouldn’t—but the words stick in his throat. Because if Daniel pictures the same man who found me in the barn yesterday, then he knows Ezekiel has the propensity for violence. My guess is he also knows about the stockpiled weapons and Ezekiel’s heavy-handed friends. One of them might have even driven the Winters’ truck to that church in Rock Bridge, providing Ezekiel with an alibi. I can see all these thoughts flash across Daniel’s face, just as I suspect they’re flying through Detective Sharma’s mind in the pantry. That if Daniel didn’t shoot Sarah, maybe his brother did.

“Did Ezekiel ever say he wanted to hurt Sarah?”

Daniel’s lips twist.

“That she’d be better off dead?”

He opens his mouth. “Zeke wouldn’t.”

“Are you sure?”

“He knew that she—” Daniel takes a breath. “She—”

I lean forward. “She what?”

“She was mine,” he growls.

I blink.

“I loved her.”

I shake my head, revulsion streaking across my skin. “What you did,” I say firmly and tap the W burn again, “that’s not love.”

Daniel clenches his jaw, and a deep flush creeps up his neck. I suddenly become aware of his physicality, the nearness of our bodies. And Sharma still in the closet, not nearly close enough if he snaps.

I take a breath. “Did your brother shoot Sarah?”

“No.”

“Did you help him move her body?”

“No,” he insists.

I stare at him. I don’t see how anyone could have shot Sarah from behind the barrier and then pushed through the crowd fast enough to pull her from the stage. I don’t know how one person could have done both—shot her and moved her—without the help of another. But if it wasn’t Ezekiel and Daniel, it could have been Ezekiel and one of his friends.

“I knew,” Daniel moans. “The way she fell”—his eyes bulge—“I knew something was wrong.”

I try to keep my voice level. “You saw what happened? Were you at the amphitheater the night Sarah was shot?”

“Yes,” Daniel whispers. “But I didn’t shoot her.”

I lean back. Daniel may not have confessed to shooting Sarah, but at least we can place him at the scene of the crime. That’s circumstantial evidence. And if he was there, maybe Ezekiel was too.

Daniel blinks when Detective Sharma enters the room and withdraws a pair of handcuffs. His shoulders slump, but then his gaze turns to me, eyes wide and alert, desperate for someone to believe him.

“I loved her,” he says.



Detective Sharma puts Daniel in the back of her vehicle and joins me on the porch. The sun has dropped behind the trees, casting the field in shades of orange and pink.

“So Daniel was at the amphitheater Friday night.” She shakes her head. “If only every case could be assisted with cookies.” She gives me a wry grin.

“We still don’t know if he shot her,” I say. “Or where she is.”

“Daniel admitted to being at the crime scene,” Sharma says firmly. “He took responsibility for the messages and the brand. We’ll keep pushing until he confesses to the rest.”

I look doubtful. “Daniel seemed shocked by the images of Sarah’s body onstage. And Ezekiel acted like he didn’t know where Sarah is.”

Sharma exhales. “The brothers had access to plenty of weapons,” she reminds me with a nod to the barn.

“Yeah,” I agree. “But look at him.” I gesture to Daniel behind the windshield. His head is cradled in his arms and he’s weeping openly.

“Maybe he regrets what he did,” Sharma suggests. “Daniel doesn’t strike me as the type who thinks things through. He might have thought if he couldn’t have Sarah, then no one could.” Sharma’s eyes drift to the fields beyond Daniel. “Or maybe he suspects Ezekiel’s responsible. He’s processing that his brother might have murdered his cousin. Or maybe he simply doesn’t want to go to prison.”

I glance at Daniel again.

“I know he admitted to the burn and the notes. But with the shooting—there are just so many coincidences—the song Sarah was singing, the liner notes still appearing…” I think of the words Janelle used yesterday. “It’s like one giant art project.”

Sharma lifts an eyebrow. “You still think Sarah faked the shooting? That she’s out there somewhere, hiding, and letting her fans—her friends—believe she’s dead?”

“I don’t know,” I say, because spoken aloud, it sounds ridiculous, like some perverse kind of wish fulfillment.

Detective Sharma’s watching me, her lips pursed like the next thing I say will solidify her judgment of my sanity.

I stare at my hands, the rope slashes crisscrossed around my wrists, and think of Ross explaining how Sarah always had to push boundaries and wow the crowd, but she was competing for attention with so many other artists. Cole described how Sarah would devote hours to a performance that would last only seconds. Her fans expected more pageantry, more clues, more spectacles. I think of Marilyn Monroe, Kurt Cobain, and Jim Morrison. In the public’s eye, they’ll always be young and beautiful. Their names hold a kind of reverence not just because of their talent but because of their early demise. I think of Sarah not telling me the whole truth and why she might do that.

“Maybe Seraph, the Garden Snakes, it all became too much,” I say. “Sarah wanted fame but couldn’t live up to her own iconography. Maybe she was running low on ideas and she didn’t see a way out.”

I suddenly have the image of Sarah as a bright-eyed girl in rollerblades. Hair flying behind her, leading a pack of kids up the highest hill, cheering them on. I see her hesitate at the top, but she can’t turn back because she’s the one who threw out the dare, and so she’s flying down the hill at breakneck speed, too fast to slow the events already in motion, grasping on to car mirrors and road signs, reaching out for pedestrians, taking everything and everyone else down with her in the attempt to stop a descent she orchestrated.

I chew my lip. “Maybe Seraph had to die so Sarah could live,” I say.

Sharma sighs. “I understand why you want to believe she’s still out there. I really do. But Sarah’s blood was on the stage. She lost a critical amount. And Daniel has now admitted to being at the amphitheater that night. It’s quite possible his brother was too.”

“What about Ezekiel’s missing cash?” I press.

Sharma runs her hand through her hair. “What about it?”

“Ezekiel thought Sarah stole it.”

Sharma’s eyebrows lift.

“Sarah had been back in Nashville for a week,” I continue. “She grew up here. Ezekiel said she knew about the space beneath the barn.” I furrow my brow, thinking. “She could have stolen the money before the show. Used it to skip town.”

Sharma sighs. “Just because she planned on leaving, doesn’t mean she did. And if anything, Sarah stealing Ezekiel’s cash gives him motive.” Her look is sympathetic but resolved.

“You think I want Sarah to be alive so I’m latching on to any theory that points in that direction.”

“Something like that.” She glances at me. “Are you?”

I turn my gaze to Daniel and think of the photos in my bag—Sarah’s body, fallen and twisted; Sarah in a green field; Sarah onstage, encircled in gold light; Sarah, Janelle, and Remy, arms wrapped around each other. I think of the first client I lost, how our evidence couldn’t keep her ex in jail. I think of how often authorities dismiss women in violent situations as lost causes. It would be easier to admit Sarah was gone, that the search has transitioned from a missing person, to a dead one, and to let that take away some of the urgency. But I can’t give up. Not when everyone else has.

“Maybe,” I say. “But maybe she was shot and managed to crawl offstage. Maybe a fan helped her. Maybe a fan’s holding her hostage. Or maybe she’s out there somewhere, injured, hiding from Daniel and Ezekiel.”

Sharma tilts her head. “Or maybe she’s a great escape artist, who orchestrated the shooting for her own notoriety and is on a beach sipping mai tais?”

“Maybe,” I say, even though I hear the sarcasm in her voice. “But we won’t know for certain until we find her.”
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“Someone’s here for you.”

Janelle stands in front of the sofa, where Sarah sits piled beneath woven blankets, flipping through a well-worn copy of illustrated Greek myths.

“Sarah,” Janelle says, waving a hand to get her attention.

Sarah flips a page without looking up. “Who?” she asks irritably.

“Guess.” Janelle rocks back on her heels.

“Nolan,” Sarah grumbles.

She looks up, but Janelle shakes her head. Then she smiles. It’s just a faint curve at the edge of her lips, but Sarah straightens.

“Ross must have given him our address.”

“So much for keeping it a secret,” Sarah mutters, but she bites her bottom lip.

“He says he won’t leave until he sees you.”

“For Lilith’s sake,” Sarah mutters.

“No,” Remy says behind the camera.

“Circe’s sake?”

“Just say ‘for god’s sake’ like a normal person,” Remy huffs. “Jesus.”

“Mary.”

“Sarah!” Janelle gestures to the hall and the door beyond it.

“Fine.” Sarah slips the book from her lap onto the cushion beside her.

“Be nice,” Janelle warns.

“I always am.” Sarah looks at the camera. “Stay here.”

She flattens her hair on the way to the hall. Without her wig and false eyelashes, she looks like a softer version of herself. At the door, she takes a steadying breath and turns the handle.

Beneath the entry light, a man stands a few paces back from the welcome mat, his big hands at his sides, beard scruffier than in the earlier videos.

“Tommy,” Sarah says.

Tommy rocks forward onto his toes, arms and chest stretched tight as he scans her body, and then—finding her unharmed—his shoulders sag with relief.

Sarah steps toward him and shuts the door behind her with a firm click.

Remy waits a beat and then follows.

“Remy,” Janelle whispers.

“I want to hear what he says,” Remy murmurs, her voice a hushed breath behind the camera as she moves to a room off the foyer and tugs aside a curtain. On the front step, Sarah and Tommy stand across from each other.

“You’re okay,” Tommy says, his voice muffled behind the glass.

“I’m okay,” Sarah echoes.

“I heard what happened in Atlanta.” Tommy runs a hand through his hair. “And Janelle said you were fine, but I just…” He hesitates. “I had to see for myself.”

Sarah lifts her arms and turns from side to side. “I’m fine,” she tells him. “Are you…” She hesitates, as if running through a range of adjectives. “Okay?” she says and then winces as if knowing the word is inadequate.

He nods. They stare at each other.

“If that’s all…” Sarah moves to the door.

“I listened to ‘I, Jezebel,’” Tommy says.

Her step falters.

He smiles cautiously. “I thought it was genius. Everything you wanted to do with Golden Summer but couldn’t.”

Sarah rocks back on her heels. Their eyes meet, and she nods.

“And I think I understand…” He takes a breath, looks at his feet. “Why you did what you did.”

Sarah sinks to the doorstep and draws her knees into her chest.

Tommy sits on the bricks next to her, but keeps his distance, leaning his elbows on his knees and staring at his hands.

“Before,” he says slowly, “I didn’t get why the rumors bothered you so much. I thought you were embarrassed by the idea of us being together.”

Sarah opens her mouth.

“But now I understand,” he continues. “It wasn’t about me. But if I was by your side, no one would listen to what you were saying.”

Sarah glances sideways at him. His eyes are on the trees, face contemplative.

“What did you think?” she asks.

“Of ‘I, Jezebel’?” He scrunches his brow. “It was haunting. And sad.”

She nods. “That’s how I felt writing it—haunted and lonely.”

They’re quiet, watching fireflies loop lazily in the grass.

“We were happy, weren’t we?” Tommy asks. “Back then. The five of us. Writing songs at Ben’s place?”

Sarah tilts her head. “Yes,” she tells him. “And no. I always wanted more. And wanting—” She takes a breath. “Wanting means you’re never content, even when you should be.”

“And now?” he asks.

“Now…” She hesitates. “I still want more.” She glances at Tommy and then away again. “You’re content, though, aren’t you?” she asks. “Making music with Cole?”

He looks at her. “Yes,” he says. “And no.”

They’re silent. Sarah digs her fingernails into the mortar between bricks. Tommy picks up a fallen leaf and twists it between his fingers. “Do you want to know what I think?” he says.

Sarah lifts an eyebrow.

“I think, and I know it will sound cheesy or romantic or whatever, but I think what you really want is—love.”

Sarah lets out a low laugh.

“Unconditional love,” Tommy presses. “The kind a parent has for a child or what you see in those old couples who’ve been together fifty years and still call their partner their best friend. You didn’t get to experience that as a child, so you’ve been searching for love in every interaction, every person you’ve met ever since.”

Sarah draws her legs closer to her chest but remains silent.

Tommy sighs. “I know you think because you survived that car crash and your mother didn’t, you have to make up the balance.” He holds up his hand when Sarah opens her mouth. “But you don’t owe the world anything. You don’t have to move through life alone.” Tommy grinds his boot into the earth.

“I’m not alone,” Sarah says. “I have Janelle. And Remy.”

Behind the camera, Remy swallows. Her hands shake as she zooms in on Tommy.

“You know what I mean,” he says.

Sarah looks at him. And he looks at her.

He moves closer. Just an inch.

“I can’t.” Sarah swallows and sits back. “It would be just like before. The lyrics, the performance—they wouldn’t care about the music.” She gestures between them. “I don’t want this to be the story.”

“You’re allowed to write your own story,” Tommy says. “Songs or no songs, you’re enough.”

Sarah shakes her head.

Tommy sighs. “They don’t deserve you,” he says, his eyes on the trees in the distance.

“I’m sorry.” Sarah utters the words like they are the only apology she will ever give him—for breaking up the band, for choosing fame over love, for writing a story on her own instead of together. “I can’t.”
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WEDNESDAY, JUNE 30, 9 P.M.

By the time Sharma drives Daniel back to the station, my hands are steady enough to get behind the wheel of my Mazda.

At home, I take a shower. Let the water pour over my skin and try to loofah away the smell of hay and sweat. I wince when the hot water stings my wrists but keep scrubbing until the scent of the barn fades down the drain. I move slow, careful not to get the bandage on my head wet, and sit on the edge of the tub when the room begins to spin.

It’s up to Detectives Sharma and MacKenzie now. They’ll continue their hunt for Ezekiel and will press Daniel for more information. They’ll isolate Daniel and let him think hard about concealing evidence. Then they’ll come back and appeal to his love for Sarah, his family. They might even offer a lesser sentence if he tells them where Ezekiel is.

I turn off the water and fish a piece of straw out of the basin. Lightheaded, I sit on the rim. So much still doesn’t make sense.

This whole time I’ve felt like I’ve had one eye on Sarah’s stalker—a gloved hand delivering messages in the dark, a shadow of a man holding a W made of flame—but the other has been fixed on the woman herself. That determined set of her jaw, the inquisitive way she studied my face in the garden. In my mind, she’s always had her arms outstretched, her presence obliterating everything, making it impossible to focus on the note-writer, shooter, body stealer, or anyone else. And even with Daniel admitting to being at the amphitheater on Friday, I feel my thoughts pulled in multiple directions. Because yes, he was at the scene of the crime, but I believed him when he said he didn’t shoot Sarah. His shock was real. So was his grief—even though it felt wrong in a man who’d already caused so much pain.

As I slip into bed, I run through different possibilities in my head.

The first and most obvious: Daniel killed Sarah. This is clearly what Detective Sharma is thinking and, if she can get a confession, will make for an open and shut case. But I still don’t believe Daniel is capable of organizing the shooting and disappearance on his own. If he’s responsible, he must have had help.

So the second possibility is that Ezekiel shot Sarah, and Daniel is covering for him. Maybe he didn’t know Ezekiel planned to do it but now suspects his involvement. Or maybe Ezekiel shot her and instructed Daniel to steal her body. They’re keeping her wherever Ezekiel moved the weapons. She’s alive and in critical condition, or she’s already dead and they’re trying to conceal their involvement, which would be obvious to the authorities once they saw the brand.

Assuming that somehow Sarah did indeed steal Ezekiel’s cash, in the above instances, she wouldn’t have had the chance to use it, which would mean it’s possible the money is still hidden.

Or—

My preferred theory, the one Detective Sharma thinks is so far-fetched: option number three. Sarah faked her death. She stole money from Ezekiel. And then she ran, taking the cash for herself.

In any case, the cash is important. Detective Sharma told me there hadn’t been any large withdrawals from Sarah’s bank account prior to the shooting. But there wouldn’t be a cash withdrawal if she didn’t want it to look like she planned her disappearance. And unable to use credit cards, Sarah would need money to leave her life behind. If Ezekiel knew Sarah stole from him, that might be enough motive for murder. It would also mean Sarah never got the chance to use the money and that the cash should still be around somewhere. But if she took it, let her cousins believe she was dead, and ran, then there wouldn’t be any stacks of money left behind.

Of course, there’s also the possibility Sarah didn’t plan on leaving her life at all, that someone else found Ezekiel’s money, and that Sharma’s right, and I’m latching on to any theory that will allow me to believe she’s still alive. But Ezekiel’s cash is an unanswered question, and I won’t know the answer until I search every inch of Sarah’s house and maybe the rest of Nashville.
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THURSDAY, JULY 1, 9 A.M.

When I step out of my car the next morning, I straighten my skirt. I haven’t bothered with lipstick or concealer to hide my bruises. The large head bandage makes any attempt to mask my wounds useless, which is made immediately clear by Remy’s face when she opens the door.

“What happened to you?” she asks.

“A run-in with Sarah’s cousin,” I tell her.

“Which one?”

“Ezekiel.” I touch my face self-consciously. “Daniel’s at the station.”

I don’t tell her that he’s confessed, but her shoulders slump as if I’ve said it.

“I’d like to see Sarah’s room,” I say.

Remy straightens. “The police already searched it.”

I nod. “But they didn’t know what they were looking for.”

“And you do?” Her voice arches.

“I think so,” I say, gazing past her into the house. “But I hope I don’t find it.”

She looks at me quizzically but opens the door without any more questions.

I follow her to Sarah’s room.

Thick purple curtains shroud the space in darkness. I flip the switch of the lamp on Sarah’s desk and see a stack of notebooks next to a small wooden box with a metal clasp. Guitars line the far wall. There’s a chaise lounge in front of tall windows with books stacked on either end. The sheets of Sarah’s bed are still disturbed with sleep, and another guitar lies across the mattress. The sight makes something in my throat catch.

Remy remains in the hall.

“Are you coming in?” I ask.

She blinks at Sarah’s unmade bed and shakes her head. “Shout when you’re finished,” she murmurs.

I listen to her footsteps fade and then move to Sarah’s desk.

The items Sarah left behind are normal things—an antique brush with fine blond hair curling around the bristles, a phone charger plugged in at the base of a nightstand, false eyelashes, and a drawer full of makeup—but each object feels finite. Her bed, with its sleep-creased sheets. Underlined sections in books of poetry. Assembled biographies of Nina Simone, Billie Holiday, and Joni Mitchell. I touch each item with reverence, feeling like a tomb raider pilfering a queen’s grave. There’s a handwritten copy of “Albatross” by Judy Collins. A quote by Janelle Monáe. Thumbed down pages in a Joan Baez memoir. A King James Bible. A copy of Ovid’s Metamorphosis. Homer’s Iliad. D’Aulaires’s Book of Greek Myths. All dog-eared with notes in the margins.

I pick up a book with marked-up pages. The spine is cracked at the center so that it falls open in my hands, and I see the myth of Jason and the Golden Fleece, the story of a sorceress who kills her brother to help her lover escape.

In the margins, Sarah’s written, I’m a woman you can’t know. I’ll do as my heart commands. And The sword glitters in my hand.

I recognize the lyrics from the song on Sarah’s lips when she fell.

I put the book back on her desk. It’s an old roll top. My grandmother had one just like it. The curved wood always stuck when she tried to close it, so at some point, she left it open—the mess of her life exposed to her frequent guests. I run a palm over Sarah’s papers. To the left is an article on a philosopher and architect who declared with her painter-partner that they had decided not to die. I touch an image of a cavernous staircase with dark purple walls that lighten as they approach the ceiling. Next to it is a postcard-sized print of a turquoise-hued man wearing a flower crown. And another of a woman with chain mail draped over her face, a gold sun encircling her hair.

I shake my head—thinking of the orphaned Sarah in Rock Bridge, the indie goddess Sarah in Golden Summer, Seraph in the Garden Snakes. She wasn’t like a child plucking dandelions, puffing her breath and watching to see where the fronds landed. She created her persona out of shifting sand. Blow one way and she’s this; another and she’s that—a mermaid, a castle, a pirate ship—all the while waiting for the tide to come in and sweep her away again. Crafting a new identity isn’t easy, but she’d made it look effortless. I feel that stab of betrayal again—knowing that Sarah withheld so much from me—but also a sense of sadness, wondering if she ever let people see the woman under the surface.

I put the photo back and run my hands over the desk again. So if Seraph was a performance, where did Sarah hide her true self?

My fingers snag on something. A slight gap where the top of the desk doesn’t meet the base. I flatten my palm against the wood and slip a pinkie inside. I feel the slick edge of something incongruous with the rough board.

I drop to my knees for a closer look and see a sliver of something but can’t get my fingers around it.

I glance behind me. A door slams down the hall. I count to ten. Then I jam my palm against the desk. Cough as I hit it again, and the bottom board gives entirely. I gaze into the desk’s exposed underbelly, reach up my hand, and withdraw an envelope from within. I shake its contents onto my knees and stare at a small slip of paper, alongside a fistful of cash.
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THURSDAY, JULY 1, NOON

My hands shake when I put the keys in the ignition. The cash sits on the seat next to me. The slip of paper hidden in the envelope beneath it.

I taste bile in the back of my throat.

No, I think.

There must be another explanation. Because if the cash in Sarah’s desk was stolen from Ezekiel that means it’s been here this whole time. That Sarah did steal it, but she never came back for it. That she never had the chance.

I swallow. See a woman lit by stage lights. Hands open wide.

That means …

Shoulders jerked backward, body crumpling, leg bent beneath her.

I shake my head and try to clear my mind of the images. A pool of blood. Sarah lying on a garden bench.

“No,” I say, out loud for the cameras.

“No.” One final performance.

Yes, comes a whisper.

I put the car in drive, glance in the rearview mirror, and see my eyes are wet.

Daniel killed Sarah. Or maybe Ezekiel did. Or a random fan. But I can’t keep convincing myself otherwise.

Sarah was shot. And without medical attention, at this point, she must be dead.



“I thought you were staying home today,” Evan says when I open the door to our shared office. “Getting some well-deserved rest.”

It’s only noon, but at some point over the last week, the rules of our sublet arrangement have changed, and we’ve begun using the space regardless of daytime or nighttime hours. Evan’s strumming something familiar and looks up from his guitar.

“What’s wrong?” he asks.

I see his hair is mussed, and the bags under his eyes have deepened.

I shake my head. “I’m fine,” I say. “You okay?”

He frowns, not ready to change the subject. “What happened?” he asks.

I pull the envelope from my bag.

Evan’s eyes widen as I fan out the cash. “You’re rich,” he says.

“It’s evidence.” I tell him. I explain my return to Sarah’s house, the desk with the gap at the bottom, and my suspicion about the money’s origin.

Evan exhales but doesn’t look surprised.

“You knew she was dead,” I say dully.

He lays a gentle hand on my arm. “I think we both did.”

I drop into the chair behind my desk and pull up my email. With my phone destroyed, Dean knows it’s the only way to get in contact. But I don’t see his name as I scan my unread messages.

I sigh. I suppose I’ll have to contact Detective Sharma, too, but an email from a sender named kara.smith97 snags my attention. The subject line has only one word: help.

I click the message.

Can you meet?

I’m not feeling particularly sociable at the moment, but I type out five letters: Where?

Kara responds instantly.

Frothy Monkey? Now?

Be there soon, I type.

“I have to go,” I say to Evan.

“You just got here.”

I put the cash back into the envelope. “Mind keeping an eye on this for an hour?”

He squints at me.

“You sure you’re okay?”

I nod. “Just need some caffeine and some fresh air.”



Kara’s sitting at the same table as where we first met, but her palms are clasped, and she scans the sidewalk impatiently. She jumps up when she sees me.

“You have to talk to them,” she says before I sit.

“Who?” I ask, tugging my purse off my shoulder.

“Eve and Lilith.”

I blink, confused.

“They’re suing me,” she exclaims and then puts her face in her hands.

“For what?” I lean forward and pat her on the back.

“The videos.” She pulls out her phone and holds the screen in front of my face. “They sent me a cease and desist.”

A cease and desist is not the same as a lawsuit, but Kara seems unaware of the distinction. I study her. Over the years I’ve learned that people are more likely to fess up to the lesser wrong if it keeps them out of trouble for a bigger one. And being caught in a lie is nothing compared to the threat of legal action.

“Are you ready to tell me how you got that footage?” I ask.

Kara’s shoulders slump.

“Did someone really send it?” I prompt.

“No.” She twists her hands. “My friend works at Seraph’s label. She found the camera.”

My eyes widen.

“She didn’t steal it,” she says quickly. “It was just sitting on a chair after the band came in for a meeting. And—she was going to return it, but they never asked, and then after the shooting—” Kara balls her hands into fists. “We felt like we had to post it. I mean, there were those creepy guys at her first show, and Cole was an asshole, and Eve seemed jealous. Any one of them could have been suspects. And we thought, you know, the public could weigh in and get the police to act.”

“And all the new followers didn’t hurt,” I say, unable to keep the bitterness out of my voice.

A part of me had hoped Kara being sent the video meant Sarah was out there somewhere. That she’d delivered her the camera and me the box of harassment. But Sarah’s not leaving liner notes or evidence. She’s gone.

Kara flushes, but she doubles down. “We’re helping find Seraph.”

I lean forward. “Your friend works at FireGrass.”

She nods.

“Ross Nolan’s assistant, Mia?”

“He’s such an asshole,” she spits. “He can’t even get her name right. It’s Mila. We love the Garden Snakes. That’s part of the reason she wanted to work at FireGrass. KaraMila Ninety-Seven is our shared account. I’m the face, but she has the inside knowledge.” She hesitates. “Ross would fire her if he knew she was posting about Sarah. Please don’t tell anyone. She’s already sacrificed a lot for this job.”

Something twists in my stomach.

“Has Ross—”

“God, no.” She waves a disgusted hand. “But he makes her work crazy hours, pick up his dry cleaning, even lie to his wife when she calls the studio.”

I remember how soon Kara learned Sarah’s body was missing. “Was Ross keeping tabs on the investigation?”

She nods. “He has friends at Nashville PD. Mila heard them talking about the abandoned ambulance.”

She pulls out a camera. It’s scuffed and dented, battered from years of use.

“There was only one more video,” she says. “I was going to post it today, but then the cease and desist came…” She lets the sentence linger.

I maneuver out of my seat and slide next to her on the bench.

Kara looks behind her shoulder, cups the camera in her palms, and presses play.

Remy fiddles with the camera, looks down into the lens, and then swivels it around the kitchen.

Janelle drops a card on Sarah’s notebook.

“This is getting out of hand,” she says.

Sarah’s sitting at the kitchen table. The pool glitters outside the glass, but the doors are pulled shut.

Remy puts the camera on the marble counter, giving a wide view of the room.

She’s dressed in flannel pajamas and when she sits back down, she plucks idly at her bass. Sarah wears leg warmers beneath a pink tulle dress. She tugs at the hem and chews the side of her pen.

Remy reaches for the card. “‘Go, cursed ones, be afraid. For I am an avenger who carries out God’s wrath. I will tear open your chest and devour you like a wild beast,’” she reads out loud. “Gross. Who even comes up with this shit?”

“You know who,” Sarah says. She seems unaware of the camera. She pulls her notebook to her chest. “Rip me to pieces,” she hums. “Tear me to shreds.”

“You find inspiration in the strangest places,” Remy mutters.

Janelle shivers and tugs her kimono tight across her chest. “I don’t remember your cousins being nearly this creepy when we were kids,” she murmurs.

“Yeah, well, you never met my uncle.” Sarah shakes her head. “It’s kind of funny when you think of it—all these big grown men, scared of little ole me.” She lifts the edge of her dress in a mock seated curtsy.

Janelle taps the table with her finger, trying to draw Sarah’s attention. “We should go to the police.”

Sarah shakes her head. “It’s just Zeke and Danny,” she says. “They’re harmless.”

Janelle waves the note at her. “This is harassment.”

“They want a reaction,” Sarah insists. “Remember when they left that pile of dog shit on your parents’ doorstep?”

Janelle rolls her eyes. “I remember that after I got out the fire extinguisher, you wouldn’t stop laughing.”

Sarah grins. “You kept saying, ‘It’s human,’ which made me laugh harder.”

Janelle’s eyes lift into a smile, but then the expression weakens. “This is serious,” she says.

“I have it under control,” Sarah tells her.

Remy presses her palms over her ears. “It’s like hearing parents argue,” she moans. “Either kiss and make up or at least don’t fight in front of the kids.” She points at her face. Then she grabs the note from where Janelle dropped it on the table, crumples it into a ball, and throws it into the trash.

Janelle turns to her. “You’re scared too.”

Remy lifts her hands. “Don’t make this about me.”

“I heard you.”

Remy scrunches her nose.

“Last night. After we went to bed. You got up and checked the locks. I saw the pool lights go on.” And when Remy opens her mouth: “You were making sure no one was there.”

“Well, can you blame me? You’re so fucking paranoid.” Remy leans back. “It’s no wonder I’m on edge.”

Sarah rubs her knuckles under her eye sockets. “It’s fine,” she says.

“We could get a dog,” Remy suggests.

“No,” Janelle and Sarah say simultaneously.

“And it’s not fine.” Janelle leans forward, trying to draw Sarah’s gaze. “I had a dream last night that we were canoeing down the Amazon river, and this huge snake landed on our boat. Our guide jumped ship and swam to shore, but we kept paddling, even as the weight of the snake rocked the boat. And then it opened its jaws and swallowed us whole.”

Sarah blows out a breath. “I don’t know how to respond to that,” she says. “Stop watching nature documentaries before bed.”

“It felt prophetic.”

“Humans create prophesies.” Sarah shakes her head. “We don’t have to believe them.”

“Or maybe it has to do with all these crazy notes. Why won’t you just report them?”

“We get thousands of hate messages,” Sarah says.

Janelle leans forward. “This is different, and you know it. They know where we live.”

“We’re family.”

Janelle throws up her hands.

“The police won’t care.” Sarah’s fingers move to her eyelashes.

“Don’t.” Janelle places her hand back in her lap.

Sarah stares at her palms. “I’ve reported them before.”

Janelle furrows her brow. “You have?”

“I felt safe with them, you know.” Sarah gives a stifled laugh and shakes her head as if she herself can’t believe it. “It was a strained, strange kind of safety—the kind a rabbit must feel when adopted by a pit bull—but the Winters opened their doors, made a bed for me, fed me, and just when I was starting to find my footing, when I no longer cried myself to sleep, Danny asked if I wanted to see something in the barn. He said it was a secret, and I imagined bright, sparkly things, something he had found with his father’s metal detector, some treasure he might share.”

Sarah swallows, and Janelle reaches out a hand.

“He cried after. But that didn’t stop him from doing it again. When Ezekiel found out, he locked me beneath the barn as punishment. He said Danny was learning to be a man. And I was a slut.” Sarah clenches her jaw. “At first, Aunt Gail didn’t believe me. And then, when it kept happening, she blamed me. She didn’t mind taking me in when she thought I was a weak baby bird to nurse back to health, but as soon as I began to stretch my wings and squawk and say things she didn’t want to hear, she turned on me like an outsider in her nest. Her sweet Danny would never do those things.” Sarah chews her bottom lip. “He’d never push up against me, put his hands under my dress, dig his fingers into my skin. And if he did, I was the problem. I was the corrupting influence.”

Janelle squeezes Sarah’s fingers, but Sarah shakes her off. She straightens as if steeling herself for what she’ll say next.

“I skipped school. Hitched a ride to the police station in Gallatin. They said it was a misunderstanding.” She clenches her jaw. “Even when I showed them the bruises, they said the Winters were good people, raising good Christian men.” She swallows. “I’d always hummed to self-soothe, and when Aunt Gail heard me, she enrolled me in choir practice. Thought the extra time at church would do me good. And it did. Singing saved me. Singing got me out of the house. People began to recognize me as the choir girl instead of the girl whose mom drove off the bridge. It was the first time I realized I could reinvent myself. That having an audience gave me power. And so during my first solo, I stood in front of the congregation. I clasped my hands behind my back and told them what Danny did.” Sarah looks from Remy to Janelle. “It was my first performance in front of an audience,” she says. “And I loved it.”

Remy makes a noise in the back of her throat.

“I know what it sounds like,” Sarah hisses. “But I did. My aunt and uncle were ostracized. Congregation members used to drive out to the farm and leave with jugs of unpasteurized milk. They’d buy eggs and produce from my uncle’s subscription box, which my cousins would deliver every other week to their doorsteps. After my accusation, sales dried up. My uncle defaulted on his loans. He left, unable to handle the shame. That’s why they hate me.”

“It wasn’t your fault,” Janelle says.

“I know that. But don’t you see?” she asks. “The police wouldn’t help. I had to take matters into my own hands.”

Remy’s eyes flicker to the camera. But Sarah’s gaze is on Janelle.

“What you did was brave.” Janelle squeezes her hand again. “And you shouldn’t have had to navigate that alone.” Her grip tightens. “But we’re here now. And I want you to promise, the next time we get a message, we’ll go to the police.”

Sarah hesitates and then nods, not quite meeting Janelle’s eyes.

Janelle fishes the crumpled note out of the trash, gives Sarah a hug, and leaves the kitchen.

Remy wavers. She turns as though she might follow Janelle but moves to the counter and slips the camera into the pocket of her pajama pants. The screen darkens against fabric.

“I know there are a million things you might be worried about.” Remy’s voice is muffled. “But whatever it is—let me help. If it’s your asshole cousins, we’ll figure it out. If it’s Nolan—”

“It’s not,” Sarah says quietly.

“Not what?”

“Any of them,” Sarah says.

“Let me help,” Remy says again.

The recording ends.

Kara and I are both silent.

“You should have given this to the police.”

“I know.” Kara swallows. “But—I mean—” She wrings her hands. “We weren’t supposed to have it. And Mila could have gotten into big trouble.”

“Sarah was shot,” I say firmly. “And this Danny person”—I tap the camera—“might be responsible for what happened to Sarah.” I can’t tell her what I know, but had the police seen this sooner, they might have investigated the Winters more closely, might have discovered the weapons beneath the barn, might have found Sarah.

Kara lifts her chin. “I’ll post the video. We’ll find her cousins. What’s the power of a police force compared to millions of fans?”

“What about the cease and desist?” I ask.

She shakes her head. “This is for Seraph.”






31


THURSDAY, JULY 1, 3 P.M.

“Nice walk?” Evan asks when I return to the office.

“Not really,” I say, shoulders sinking when I think about Sarah and what she endured in her childhood. The missing footage that might have helped.

“Hey.” He stands, and I allow him to fold me into his chest. He’s sweaty but warm and smells faintly of amber and sandalwood.

I step back. “Can I borrow your phone?” I ask.

He clears his throat. “Of course,” he murmurs, placing the device in my palm.

I glance sideways at him, but he only waves. I open the back door and sink onto the steps.

His phone feels heavy in my hand. For a moment, I consider calling Detective MacKenzie, but then I remember how he withheld information, and dial Detective Sharma instead.

“I found the cash,” I say when she picks up.

“The cash?” Sharma repeats. In the background, I hear the fast talk of excited voices, phones ringing, the energy of the police station resounding in stark contrast to the quiet parking lot behind the bungalow.

“The cash Ezekiel thought Sarah stole,” I remind her. “It was at her house, hidden in a secret desk compartment.”

“Sounds like something out of Nancy Drew,” she muses.

“Yeah,” I say numbly, unable to find any humor in the connection.

“She really stole the money?” she asks.

“I think so.” I take a breath. “And if she had escaped, she wouldn’t have left it behind.”

“Can you bring it to the station?”

I glance at my feet. The paint on my big toenail is chipped, a minor casualty from Tuesday evening.

“Can you come to my office instead?” I ask. “I’m in the parking lot.”

The phone shuffles under Sharma’s ear as she holds a muffled conversation. “Be there in ten,” she says.

It feels like her arrival takes longer than that. I return Evan’s phone and then sit with my arms wrapped around my knees on the back step. I’m humming one of Sarah’s songs—“Ask Daphne,” I think—when a police vehicle materializes on the asphalt in front of me.

I slide onto the passenger seat.

“Williams.” Detective Sharma doesn’t comment on my smudged traces of mascara.

“Ten thousand dollars,” I say as I dig the envelope out of my bag. “Mostly in hundreds, but there are some smaller bills too.”

She takes the envelope. “Enough for a motel room and food for a while if Sarah was careful,” she says. “But not forever.”

“No,” I say. “And ultimately not at all.”

I see the worried flicker of her eyebrow.

“There was something else with it.” I withdraw the slip of paper. “It’s the liner note for ‘Very, Circe,’” I tell her.


Very, Circe / They say you’re stronger than all, / You’ve struck down mountains. / Torched villages, burning / For your own sins. / In the night, / Just you and I. / Take my hand / And rest awhile. / No one knows / The strength you hold. / Power born or completely wild. / Will you tell me / Your secrets, your weakness / Before I let you go? / There should be no / Secrets between us / If you love me so. / I love your secrets. / I love your weakness. / I know you love, / You love your secrets. / Bound your legs, / Tie your hands. / Do you love me? / Let down your guard, / Hold my hand. / Do you trust me? / In the night, / Just you and I. / Take my hand / And rest awhile. / Will you tell me / Your secrets, your weakness / Before I let you go? / Your weakness is secret. / Secrets are weakness.



My throat tightens when I read over the message again: Tell Janelle and Remy I love them.

Sharma bends over the page, her mouth forming the words I’ve already memorized.

She blinks. “I don’t understand. This sounds like a goodbye. Like Sarah knew her cousins would kill her.”

I sigh, remembering MacKenzie’s suggestion that Sarah anticipated what might happen and was organizing a case against the Winter brothers. “If so, she still performed—even knowing the threat.”

I think of the way Sarah’s eyes sought the crowd. That small private smile before her body ripped backward. I think of the world she pieced together—as beautiful and fragile as a city in a snow globe. And Daniel or Ezekiel or both took the crystal orb of her life and smashed it to pieces.

Detective Sharma’s phone rings.

She picks up. “On my way,” she says, and the car accelerates.

“What’s going on?” I claw at the side panel in search of a seat belt.

“They traced Ezekiel Winter to a location just outside Gallatin,” she says, taking a left on Sixteenth Street. “The TBI are headed there now and requesting backup.”

She looks at me. “Shit,” she swears, as if just realizing she has a civilian in her vehicle. “You’ll stay in the car,” she says as she turns again and speeds down Wedgewood Avenue, sirens blaring.

We pass signs for the outlet mall. Long stretches of brown-green grass, trucks parked in front yards. American flags and Confederate ones too.

Just past Hendersonville, Detective Sharma slows and turns off the highway. Soon the open fields close around us and the road narrows into one lane. She veers down a dirt drive and stops in front of a brown slat house with sinking steps and a large metal cross nailed to the door.

“The chapel,” I breathe.

There’s a NO TRESPASSING sign tacked to the porch. It’s no surprise this didn’t come up on my search.

Half a dozen cop cars surround the house. Trees loom in the distance casting shadows across the lawn. Officers crouch behind doors opened like metal shields and signal wordlessly to one another.

Something drops in the pit of my stomach. I think of all those rifles removed from the hole beneath the barn. The ammunition and explosives.

Detective Sharma parks behind the row of police vehicles. A few guns swing in our direction and then, seeing the glint of white and blue, turn back again.

I glance at Sharma, eyes wide. “They’re heavily armed,” I warn.

Blue uniforms and suit jackets strain across the shoulders of the men and women in front of us, their arms stiff, as they train guns on the house’s door and windows. The K-9 unit is here, dogs pulling against their leashes. I catch a slip of movement between pine trees as officers fan out in the woods.

The door creaks open and there’s a shift as all attention moves in that direction. A hand emerges from the darkness and waves a white shirt in the wind.

“Don’t shoot.” The words boom like a command.

Ezekiel Winter steps out onto the porch, both hands lifted above his head. He’s wearing jeans and is bare-chested, his arms tan and stomach pale. He clenches his shirt in his fist and walks purposefully down the blistered front stairs before he steps into the sunlit grass.

“Stop,” an officer yells.

Ezekiel drops to his knees.

He’s given up too easily, I think.

An officer handcuffs Ezekiel’s fists behind his back. Ezekiel clenches his jaw but doesn’t resist. The remaining officers keep their guns trained on the door.

“How many are in there?” the officer with the cuffs asks.

Ezekiel glowers at him. “Three,” he huffs.

“Tell them to come out.”

Two men exit with their arms above their heads. Their eyes skitter across the grass, but they comply with the officers’ commands.

“We’re within our constitutional rights,” mutters the tall, bearded guy I gouged with my fingers.

“You’re making a mistake,” growls the goateed troll who gave me the nice bruise on the side of my head.

The last man emerges with a cane. His beard is long, skin weathered like leather. He hands over his cane wordlessly to an officer, who helps him to his knees.

“Who is that?” I whisper to Detective Sharma.

“Sarah’s uncle. Samuel Winter.” Her eyes move from me back to the man.

“He’s alive?”

She nods. “The TBI had just gotten the tip about this place when you called.”

Ezekiel and his men haven’t moved. The one nearest us is still in the crouched position he was handcuffed in, his palms pressed behind his skull, shoulders tense.

I scan the yard again as more agents approach the house.

“Don’t come any closer,” Ezekiel warns. He can’t move his arms, but his head tilts in the direction of the ground.

“Priscilla,” I say, my voice rising. Now that I’ve noticed one brown pile of raised earth, I see a second and then a third.

Detective Sharma opens her door.

“Stop,” she yells.

But I’m the only one who hears.

The sound is deafening. There’s a bright flash as the landmine explodes and the world collapses. Still in the car, I duck and cover my head.

“A—y—okay?” Sharma’s mouth moves but I can barely make out what she says. My ears ring like church bells, and through the windshield, I see only smoke and debris.

The officers closest to the house move with dazed expressions. Those farther away recalibrate, hunker behind their vehicles, and scan the yard. When the smoke clears, I see a body lying a few feet away. It’s a police officer covered in grass and dirt. He’s not moving.

Ezekiel and his men remain on their knees. Not a single one has used the moment of chaos to run. They wear the same hardened expressions. The crouched man lifts his shoulders and surveys his new surroundings.

A low rumble grows from the ground. As it increases, my eyes scan the yard for the source. And that’s when I see Samuel Winter. He’s rocked onto his haunches with his head thrown back, beard covered in clumps of earth and grass, and he’s laughing.
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THURSDAY, JULY 1, 6 P.M.

Back at police headquarters, officers carry boxes of weapons, shuffle papers, and field calls from reporters while I try to stay out of the way like a kid on Take Your Child to Work Day. Before we left the property, two TBI agents loaded out every firearm and piece of ammunition from Samuel Winter’s house, piled them on a tarp, and took photographs.

Tennessee has some of the laxest gun laws in the country. An adult can carry a handgun, open or concealed, without a permit. And the state recently dropped the legal age to carry a gun from twenty-one to eighteen. Ultimately, it’s the machine gun that will get the Winters—it’s one of the few weapons illegal to possess under federal law. Detective Sharma told me the guns and ammo will be kept for evidentiary purposes and then sold at auction to raise money for the county.

The police contact the hazardous device unit, and the K-9 outfit sends cadaver dogs to scour the surrounding woods. I don’t need Detective Sharma to tell me what that means.

It’s not until after six that Ezekiel is set up in an interview room. There’s an excited hush as two officers march him through the station. Dirt is caked to Ezekiel’s shins and knees. His white shirt is back on, but it’s wrinkled from being clenched in his fist.

At this point, everyone has seen me around enough not to question my presence. Maybe they think I’m an undercover operative. Or a chief informant. But no one stops me from stepping into the observation galley, where through the two-way glass I see Detectives MacKenzie and Sharma sitting side by side across from Ezekiel. The other men are being questioned in neighboring rooms. They’ve already changed their stories and admitted to providing Daniel a false alibi for Friday. But they insist Ezekiel was at the church the night of the shooting. The detectives believe that without their shared truck, Daniel likely drove his mother’s Camry. They’re looking for it on traffic cameras from that evening.

Special Agent Velázquez requested Samuel Winter. Detectives MacKenzie and Sharma seemed fine with that. They wanted Ezekiel.

Now Ezekiel squares his shoulders and glares openly at Detective MacKenzie. He doesn’t look at Detective Sharma at all.

Detective MacKenzie begins. “We recovered twenty-seven high-powered rifles, nine handguns, one machine gun, one sawed-off shotgun, a box of grenades, and three buried landmines at fifty-four Bond Bridge Road, property belonging to your father, Samuel Winter. You were present, along with Samuel Winter, Warren Hunter, and Curtis Prescott. We also discovered maps of the city of Nashville, as well as the locations for the NashFest stages and a timeline of the events scheduled for the weekend of June twenty-fifth. Does that date mean anything to you?”

Ezekiel shifts forward, elbows on the table and cuffs jangling between his wrists. “In the last days, there will be troubles,” he says. “Great earthquakes and famines and pestilence. Terrors and signs from heaven. False prophets shall arise and lead men astray.” His voice echoes through the galley. “But the day of the Lord will come like a thief. The earth and everything in it will be laid bare.”

Detective Sharma claps slowly, with her hands raised in front of her chest to make sure she has Ezekiel’s attention.

“Wow,” she says, a sarcastic lilt to her voice. “I haven’t heard a sermon that good in ages. What about you, Detective MacKenzie?”

It only takes MacKenzie a second to recover. He’s just as surprised by her response as Ezekiel. But that’s the point. Sharma saw the quickest way to get under Ezekiel’s skin and went for it. And I see what she sees: Ezekiel is not a man accustomed to being mocked. His shoulders have gone up, and he scowls, acknowledging her for the first time since I walked in.

“He could give my pastor a run for his money,” Detective MacKenzie agrees, nodding.

I look between them. Here, there’s no good cop or bad cop. Detectives MacKenzie and Sharma have decided to take Ezekiel down a notch, to treat him like a joke, and it’s working. A dark flush rises up Ezekiel’s neck and a muscle moves under his jaw.

Detective Sharma leans forward. “Where were you the night of Friday, June twenty-fifth?”

Ezekiel makes a display of examining her from head to toe.

Sharma looks unimpressed. “Let me tell you what we found when we went into the Bond Bridge House,” she says. “Napkins marking the buildings of downtown Nashville. Cups for the location of the stages. And four little green men stationed around what looks like the Honky Tonk on Broadway.” Detective Sharma lays out the festival lineup, printed a month earlier in the Nashville Scene. “I see in playing GI Joe with your insurrectionist friends, you circled the events for Saturday,” she says.

Ezekiel’s mouth tightens, but his eyes flicker to the paper.

“Which was the night the Garden Snakes were scheduled to perform. But Sarah requested a change at the last minute.”

“I don’t give a shit about that bitch.”

“And yet”—Sharma wags a finger at him—“you saved the flyer for her performance.”

“For NashFest,” he corrects, enunciating each syllable, “where we planned to exercise our First Amendment right to assemble.”

“And by ‘we,’” Detective MacKenzie interjects, “you mean your father, Samuel Winter, your brother, Daniel Winter, and your friends, Warren Hunter and Curtis Prescott.”

Ezekiel waves his hand. “Dad’s too old. But me and the others, yeah. And we were within our rights to protest.”

“To protest,” Detective Sharma repeats. “With a machine gun and semi-automatic AK-47s?”

“Evil comes upon those who do nothing,” Ezekiel says, looking pointedly away from Sharma and at MacKenzie.

“And the landmines?” MacKenzie asks.

“They were on private property,” Ezekiel growls.

MacKenzie leans forward. “It’s illegal to possess destructive devices under the National Firearms Act,” he says.

Ezekiel folds his arms across his chest. “You were trespassing.”

“In the state of Tennessee, signs are not considered specific and individualized notice. You did not ask the officers to leave. And they did not enter for unlawful purposes.” MacKenzie speaks with the tone of a person explaining something obvious to a two-year-old, but I hear the anger underlining his words and remember the officer’s unconscious body lying in the grass. There have been whispers he might lose his leg. “It is illegal to bury landmines in Tennessee, as well as in the rest of the country.”

Detective Sharma leans in. “But we don’t care about the landmines,” she says, and MacKenzie sits back. “Did you conspire to murder your cousin Sarah Owens?”

Ezekiel glares at her and turns to Detective MacKenzie. “I won’t be answering any more questions without my lawyer present,” he says.

“Oh, have a lawyer on retainer, do you?” Detective Sharma laughs.

Ezekiel opens his mouth, scowls, and shuts it again.



Sharma and MacKenzie leave Ezekiel in the interview room while they arrange for him to call a lawyer. I’m discovered in the galley and told, in Sharma’s firm and nonnegotiable tone, to go home. When MacKenzie offers to drive me, she gives him a “don’t even think about it” stare and asks another officer to escort me instead.

“You did good work, Williams,” Sharma says. “It’s over. Go home.” Her voice is stern but kind. “Don’t worry, we’ll get a confession and find out where they took Sarah.”

She doesn’t say “her body,” and I suppose I should be grateful for that.
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FRIDAY, JULY 2, 1 A.M.

By the time I’m dropped back at my office, it’s after midnight. My little red Mazda sits where I left her when I returned with Sarah’s cash. I realize with a jolt that that was only this afternoon. I’m too jittery to go home. Instead, I fumble for my office keys.

The parking lot is dark and so is the small window of my shared basement room.

Wind rustles the tree leaves, and I look over my shoulder. I resent the movement, the feeling of eyes on the back of my neck that has haunted me for over twenty years. But I learned early to be careful. Once I’m certain no one’s there, I slip my keys into the lock.

I throw my bag on the coffee table. Stagger back when I hear a sharp inhale on my left.

“Hello?” I flip on the light.

Evan jerks awake on the sofa, a pillow tucked under his head and a blanket pulled up to his chin. He wipes the side of his mouth self-consciously. “I think I was drooling,” he murmurs, voice thick.

I stare at him. Finding him a single morning like this is one thing, but the early hours, the damp towel in the bathroom, and the water in the claw-foot tub suddenly snap into place.

“Have you been sleeping at the office?” I ask.

“It’s…” Evan begins. And then he gives a hollow laugh and runs his hand through his hair. “I was going to say it’s not what it looks like, but I guess it is.” He rolls onto his elbow and sucks in the side of his cheek. “I couldn’t keep paying double rent, and the studio is cheaper than my apartment, so I’ve been crashing here.”

His smile falls at the look on my face.

“Don’t feel sorry for me,” he says, sitting up properly now. “I would rather live out of a box and make the music I love than live in a penthouse and work at a job I hate.”

I nod. Not every artist finds Sarah’s level of success. Financial stability is one of the many sacrifices creatives have to make in pursuit of their passions.

“I was going to tell you,” Evan says. “I just…” He takes a breath. “I was embarrassed.”

I sit at my desk and touch the photograph next to my laptop. It’s Dean at five years old, his arms wrapped in a tight hug around my neck.

“I haven’t been completely honest with you, either,” I say, tugging off my heels and sighing as I flex my toes.

“I know.” Evan gives me a meaningful look.

I blink.

He scratches his head. “You’re so secretive. And I get it,” he says quickly when I open my mouth. “That’s to protect your clients’ privacy. But you never use your name on anything. Most packages are addressed to me, and it’s only when I open them that I realize that they’re meant for you.”

I chew the side of my nail, taste the harsh chemicals of the polish, and force myself to stop.

“You pay for your part of the rent in cash,” he says.

“Because that’s how my clients pay me,” I reply quickly.

“Exactly.” Evan nods like I’ve made his point.

“If a woman thinks her husband is cheating on her, she can’t charge payment for a private investigation firm on her credit card.”

Evan lifts his hands. And I almost hear my grandmother’s voice: Too many protestations give away guilty faces.

“And then I told you about that guy banging on the door,” Evan says. “And you got really quiet. You didn’t make a joke or a funny quip or say anything.” He glances at me. “You froze.”

I almost laugh—that after all these years, all the push-up bras and heels, nail salon appointments and costly dye jobs, it was my silence that gave me away.

“Anyway.” Evan becomes preoccupied with folding his blanket. “I know I don’t know you that well—”

“But I haven’t shut up since we met,” I say, mind spinning, already knowing where he’s going with this.

“So I googled the name of the woman he was looking for—Katie Lovatt.” He offers me the kind of look a friend might after catching you cheating on an assignment—both curious and a little embarrassed. “You look like her you know. Even though your hair is blond, and you seem—”

“Older,” I say.

“I was going to say ‘happier’—than in the photos.”

I snort. But it’s true. Even though I’ve been hiding my identity for over two decades, fearing this very thing—being found out—I’m happier than I’ve ever been.

“There was an article in the Louisiana Herald, it said you—Katie—were a recent LSU graduate and had disappeared.”

He’s avoiding my gaze, not sure whether I’m Katie or Kelly, and hearing him stumble, I realize it’s time to admit that both of those identities are me.

“It’s true,” I say.

And I feel the weight of those two words, the burden of that admission, drop like a boulder from my chest. All those years of lying and pretending to be someone else—so much so that my own son doesn’t know my real name—they fall from me then, and the difference feels so real, so tangible, it seems like the change should be visible on my face.

I take a breath. “I had an affair with a man at my college internship. It was at a law firm,” I say, letting the memory of that year—all the legal research, updating records, and the late-night drinks with my boss—bubble up around me. At first, I didn’t realize what had happened. I chalked up my missed period and sudden bouts of nausea to stress. “When I told him I was pregnant, he gave me a check and the name of a doctor who would perform a late-term abortion. But two days later, he had adoption papers. He’d come clean to his wife. I didn’t know he was married. But they couldn’t have children and wanted to take Dean”—I form quotation marks with my fingers—“‘off my hands.’” I swallow the indignation that still rises after all these years. “In either option, he wasn’t giving me a choice. I quit the internship. But he started coming by my apartment, waiting by my car, watching for any opportunity to ambush and intimidate me. He said I was young and had a future to think of. I was young and a slut, how would I know how to parent? He was a lawyer with connections in law enforcement. He’d seen the vodka tonics I’d thrown back after work before I took the pregnancy test. What judge would grant me—a twenty-two-year-old with a drinking problem—child custody over a well-respected attorney in the community?” I clench my jaw. The betrayal no longer stings, not like it did then, but I can feel the tiny puncture wound it left in my chest.

Evan’s look is sympathetic, but I wonder if he can really understand what it was like to be put in that position. The shame. The anger. And the fear.

“I was young. Didn’t know that there’s a type of person for whom lying is second nature.” I purse my lips. “Now I can spot these people a mile away—most of the time, anyway.” I rub the bridge of my nose. “So I ran. From Louisiana to Georgia to Tennessee.” I close my eyes, thinking of the first time Dean’s father almost found us. His car parked outside the motel where we’d been staying. I left all our things, including Dean’s stuffed rabbit. He cried for weeks. “My grandmother had died the summer before, and left me a little money. It wasn’t much, but enough to change my name and start again. I chose ‘Kelly’ because it would turn my head and ‘Williams’ because it’s so common. It’s funny…” I stretch my fingers. “It’s the same thing so many of my missing persons do and why I’m so good at finding them. It’s also why I’m picky about the clients I take. I know that some people want to stay missing. And it might not be a bad thing.” I swallow, thinking of Sarah. I may never discover why she lied and will always grieve that she didn’t trust me enough to help her, but I’m certain she had her reasons. I glance at Evan. “But now I think Dean’s father has found me.”

Evan’s eyes widen.

“A blocked number has been calling for weeks,” I tell him, giving voice to the fear that’s haunted me since I saw the call. “And my neighbor spotted a man who looked like him outside my house. Then you saw the man sneaking around our mailboxes. I thought he might even be involved with what happened to Sarah.” I put my head in my hands. “I’ve been so careful. I don’t know what happened.”

Evan studies me a moment. “I might,” he says.

I peer at him through my fingers.

“When Dean returned your laptop, and we were waiting for you to answer your phone”—Evan gestures to the couch, and I have a flash of guilt when I imagine them hunched together, anxious and worried—“he told me he did a genealogical survey for one of his classes.”

My eyes widen.

“He said you never talk about his dad, and he was curious.”

I rock back in my chair, not sure whether to laugh or cry at the irony of it. After so many years lying to protect Dean from his father, Dean’s search for the truth ultimately brought him here.

I shake my head.

“What are you going to do?” Evan asks.

My eyes rove over Evan’s guitars, the photograph of Dean on my desk, the printed-out pictures of Sarah.

I exhale. “Dean’s an adult now. His father can no longer take him from me. So if Dean wants to meet him”—I take a breath, steeling myself—“he should.” I run a finger along my keyboard. “And at the end of the day…”

I had dreamed of being a lawyer, of big cases, and maybe even a little bit of notoriety in my field. But by the time I realized I was pregnant, I was only given two options: an illegal, and not to mention dangerous, late-term abortion or delivering my baby into the arms of a callous and dangerous liar.

I think of pushing Dean on a park swing, his head thrown back in laughter, lighting candles for his birthday cake, watching him walk down the stage at his high school graduation.

“My life was different than I planned. And I’m not saying every woman in my position should make the decision I did. But for me, running was worth it.” I glance at Evan. “Lying’s not always a bad thing,” I say, realizing that with my own admission, I’ve forgiven Sarah. “Sometimes it’s the only way to keep living.”

We look at each other then, the space between us charged with everything we’ve spoken.

My face heats.

“Speaking of secrets,” Evan says, clearing his throat. “Another liner note of Sarah’s was found today—on the Musica statue.”

I picture the bronze sculpture in Music Row—nine nude figures, dancing in a circle.

“At the traffic rotary?” I ask.

He nods.

I swallow. Yesterday, I might have taken this as a sign that Sarah was still here—in Nashville—hiding clues. Today I don’t have that luxury.

“It was taped to the tambourine.”

He pulls up the photo on his phone, and I incline my head.


Eve / Dancing in the garden, / Hanging from the branches, / Calling out my name. / What is this temptation? / Barely concealed elation, / It’s not fortune or fame. / Come a little closer. / Whisper in the clover, / It’s what you always wanted. / I can’t claim innocence / If wanting is a sin. / I’ll take all the blame. / I’ll always take the blame. / For you, for you, / I did it for you. / For you, for you, / To know what’s true, / To know what’s on my mind. / Knowledge is the gift I offer you, / To know what’s real and what’s construed. / You said you wanted more than this garden. / Well, if that’s true, / Knowledge is the gift I offer you, / To climb the tree and see the view. / Come and see the stars now, / Know that they’re not painted, / They number in the billions. / We understand our place now. / Our tenuous existence, / Makes this all more precious. / Heaven’s not a place up in the sky. / It’s right here, it’s you and I. / This is the gift I offer you: / We all live, and then we die. / So live and love all that is true. / Live and love like I love you. / For one brief moment in the sun, / We are eternal, we are one.



“But the secret comes thrice last,” Evan says when I finish, deciphering the clue.

I swallow. “What do you think it means?”

“I don’t know,” he says.

I stare at the photo of Sarah on my desk. I still don’t understand why she didn’t tell me about her cousins. If she had, we might have been able to prevent the shooting. She might still be alive, still making music. Now it’s up to the detectives to build a case around Daniel. Without a body or murder weapon, they’ll have to rely on circumstantial evidence. Sarah’s box of harassment and my photo of the brand will be key pieces of it.

My gaze lands on the flyer for NashFest, and I realize that Sarah was a performer until her dying breath.

I hope her last act was worth it. That when she lifted her hands, she heard Tommy whispering her name, felt Janelle’s fingers as they touched her forehead. I hope she saw Remy’s frown morph into a grin and Cole’s scowl turn into a laugh. I hope she remembered every song she ever sang, and people clapping while she bowed onstage. But mostly, I hope that she will be remembered for her life and not her death. Because I know for certain that if she had lived, she would have gone on to do more, create more, and love more. There would be hundreds of songs and dozens of records that now will never exist. So I hope that when she closed her eyes and sang her last song, she saw a future in which her words lived on through her music.






EPILOGUE


SUNDAY, AUGUST 16, 4 P.M.

It’s August. And just like every year, I’ve forgotten how long summer is, that the humidity will last until October, and I still have three months of tucking my T-shirt under my bra to soak up the sweat.

I climb a step ladder, relishing the comfort of my feet in sneakers. Katie Lovatt would never have worn heels. They’re impractical and no matter how many cushioning insoles and blister pads you cram in, they still hurt. Katie ate as many cookies as she wanted and ran errands in sweat pants. She was a law student with a promising future and no time for superfluous things like mani-pedis and salon hair treatments.

Dean and I had an honest conversation about his father. They met on a Saturday in a very busy public park, where I watched from my car with the engine running. I needn’t have worried. As Dean had reminded me, he was no longer a child. But I still held my breath, as I watched my son walk confidently toward the past we’d been running from for so long. When the man held out his hand, Dean folded his arms over his chest. He told his father that although they might share the same genetic material, he wanted nothing to do with him. He told him to leave us alone. He was shaking when he got back into the car. But I had never been so proud.

I kept Kelly’s name—I’ve spent most of my adult life answering to it, after all. But I’m trying to remember the freedom of walking in Katie’s skin—of not having to calculate my stride, my accent. I’m learning who I am again. And that you can do that at any age: twenty-four, thirty-two, or forty-three.

Now I balance on my toes and clutch a picture of Dolly in my hand. I’ve waited years to make my house feel permanent—to paint and hang photos. But now Dolly will watch over my kitchen table. She’s framed between a poster of Seraph and a photo of me and Dean.

“A little to the left,” Evan says. “I don’t know why you wouldn’t let me do this.” His voice hovers between exasperation and amusement. “I don’t even need a ladder to reach that.”

“There’s a trick,” I say, a nail between my lips, bare feet shifting a few inches on the rung, “to finding a stud.”

I turn my head over my shoulder and laugh.

“You should see your face.” I grin. “And you know what I mean. I don’t need you slamming your hand with a hammer and suing me for dangerous working conditions.”

A month ago, I made Evan’s assistant position official and hired him part-time. After all, he managed to discover my true identity. I could use someone with those skills of deduction. He still has plenty of time to focus on his music. And although hanging photos is not part of his job description, he insists he doesn’t mind helping.

There’s a knock on the door.

A motley crew of musicians and visual artists tumbles in. Evan and his friends come every week for Sunday dinner and repay their full stomachs with songs and laughter and occasionally a work of art they’ve whittled or painted. They’ve even adopted Dean into their mix, although they throw pillows at him whenever he starts waxing about the best programming language or the new software he’s testing. They’re followed by Linda, who came over the first time this happened to see what all the “ruckus” was about and now has a standing invitation.

“Hide the drugs,” someone yells when a tall brunette walks in. She’s carrying a bright bouquet of marigolds, which she places in water before coming to help me at the stove. “Or at least share them.”

Priscilla Sharma laughs good-naturedly and takes over stirring.

“Thanks,” I say. “I’m sweatin’ like a whore in church.”

“Mom,” Dean scolds.

“How do you think you got here, young man?” Linda barks, which makes everyone laugh. Dean flushes.

“I meant that in a strictly metaphorical sense,” I reassure him, Southern accent deepening as I dab a napkin across my face. “You know how toasty it gets in Tennessee.”

Linda grunts, taking the seat beside Dean, and I dole out bowls of rice and beans. It’s really too hot for chili, but it’s my grandmother’s Frito pie recipe, and Evan’s friends request it almost every other weekend.

“This is delicious,” Priscilla says, coming to the counter to help herself to another serving.

“I’m a firm believer that happiness comes from a full belly,” I tell her. As Evan’s friends pile their plates with corn chips and shredded cheddar, I lower my voice. “Any updates on Sarah’s case?”

Behind us, Evan and Dean are debating the merits of math rock, whatever that is.

Priscilla tilts her head as if to admonish me for being so obvious.

Over the past few months we’ve developed, if not a friendship, at least a friendly working relationship. I haven’t given up hope of finding out what happened to Sarah, and Priscilla’s kept me updated on the latest developments.

She sighs, knowing if she doesn’t tell me I’ll hound her all evening. “Daniel still insists he didn’t shoot Sarah or move her body. That he has no idea where she is.” She takes a breath. “Without his help, the chances of finding her…”

She doesn’t have to say it.

Over 50 percent of Tennessee is forested, an estimated fourteen million acres. Agricultural land makes up another 40 percent. No one talks about the possibility Sarah could be alive anymore. The chances of finding her body dwindle every day. Even the Seraph sightings have diminished. The blip of interest in her death has been replaced by a celebrity breakup, a new diet pill, and a mass shooting.

The tourism industry has been pressuring the department to close the case for weeks. All those shiny computers and glossy steel buildings didn’t come for free, after all. And they expect Metropolitan Nashville PD to assure the public and all the new tech megaliths and entertainers pouring money into the city that Nashville is a safe place.

“But we’re building a case against Daniel,” Sharma continues. “The notes, the brand, his presence at the amphitheater that night—it’s not watertight, but we’ll try to gather enough circumstantial evidence for a conviction. Ezekiel and his friends will be charged with your assault. Samuel for possession of a machine gun and destructive devices.”

At the table, one of Evan’s friends strums a guitar. Another tests out a vocal melody.

I move to the oven and check on the cookies.

Priscilla stirs her chili. “We’ve pushed Ezekiel on what happened, too. But he maintains that he and his friends were at that church in Rock Bridge Friday night, that he wouldn’t touch Sarah with a ten-foot pole, and that not everything is about his cousin, except that she stole from him, and he wants his money back.” She shakes her head. “I saw him today, actually.”

“Oh yeah?” I ask.

Dean’s voice raises over Evan’s. “King Crimson is miles ahead of Rush,” he insists.

I meet Evan’s gaze, and he winks. I smother my smile. I know our flirting is just that and will have to stay that way—especially now that he’s my employee. But that’s okay. I’ve been fake-dating, fake-flirting, fake-living for so long, I need time—time to discover the real Kelly and what she wants before I pursue anything that resembles a real romance.

I turn my attention back to Priscilla.

“He wanted to know if we’d found his money,” she says.

“What did you tell him?”

“That since there’s no way of identifying the owner, the money is now the property of the US government.”

I shake my head and open the oven. “You’d think facing twenty years in prison, he’d have more pressing things to worry about than ten thousand dollars.”

“Yeah.” She sighs. “He also can’t count.”

“What do you mean?”

“According to him, the cash Sarah stole was a hundred thousand, not ten.”

I almost drop the pan. “A hundred thousand dollars?”

“He’s delusional,” Priscilla says. “Where would he even get that kind of cash?”

I stare at her, thinking of a family that doesn’t believe in banks. Brothers who tinker with old cars and sell them. Ten stacks similar to the one I found in Sarah’s desk. One left behind to throw us off the scent. I think of all those Seraph sightings. Tommy telling me he’d burn down the whole world if it meant he and Sarah could share the ashes. Sarah moving the Garden Snakes’ performance from Saturday after Brother Jade to Friday evening, when Tommy wasn’t meant to be at the amphitheater. His father serving as a convenient and not entirely reliable alibi. How many times had Sarah started over? Her life with her cousins. Golden Summer. The Garden Snakes. What was to stop her from doing that again—this time with ninety thousand in cash? I should feel betrayed, but instead I feel the first spark of hope since I discovered the money in her secret desk compartment.

Priscilla’s still talking. “In other news, our documents examiner matched the liner notes at the amphitheater and Athena statue to Sarah’s handwriting. Same goes for the one taped to the Musica statue.”

Evan perks up. “Are you talking about the Garden Snakes’ lyrics?” He comes to join us by the stove. “You know there’s a new theory about the ‘Eve’ message.”

Sharma stares at Evan, and he turns to me.

“We didn’t understand it, remember? ‘The secret comes thrice last,’” he recites. “A lot of her fans thought there were more liner notes coming—she never released the ones for ‘Alcestis,’ ‘Very, Circe,’ or ‘Just Medea’—but I was on a message board yesterday—” There are groans from Evan’s friends. “And,” he continues loudly, “one of the commenters suggested we didn’t need another clue.”

He pulls up a music app on his phone.

“‘Just Medea’ was the last song Sarah sang,” he says. “Listen to what she says three times.”

His friends stop talking and bow their heads as they listen to Sarah.


“And I won’t hold on to hope,

I’ll take fate in both my hands.

I’m a woman you can’t know.

I’ll do as my heart commands.

I’m a liar, baby.

I’m a killer, baby.

I’m a hero, baby.

And you never saw me coming.”



I stare at Evan.

“She says ‘baby’ three times,” he says.

“But what does that mean?” Sharma asks.

“No one knows. Tourists have visited famous baby paintings—like Raphael’s Sistine Madonna and Two Cherubs. But no more notes have been found. And all Sarah’s clues have been in the US. Some people went by the Nashville Children’s Hospital to check out the mural, but it was of bunnies, not babies.”

I stare at him. Because it’s not the first time I’ve heard those words from Sarah. I think back to the party when Sarah led me away from the group and pointed out the angels that sat like gargoyles on their roof. She noted their cherubic, baby-like faces and that the one just above her window was her favorite. I remember thinking that even though she was at home, surrounded by friends, she was still performing. I had wondered who the intended audience was. And now I think I know.

It was me.



“I bet you didn’t expect to see me again,” I say with a bright smile. “Don’t worry, no doughnuts. This time, I brought cookies. They’re homemade.”

I expect Remy to scowl, to tell me now that the police have apprehended both Winter brothers, I can turn right back around and leave them in peace. But instead, she gives a small grin.

“I haven’t had anything homemade in ages,” she says, cracking open the door. “Get back,” she scolds. “Sorry,” she tells me, shuffling her feet. “You’re going to have to squeeze.”

I shimmy around the door to find her on her knees, wrangling a highly enthusiastic floppy-eared puppy.

“She’s not quite trained yet, and she’s fast. If she gets loose, we’ll never catch her again.”

The puppy jumps at my knees. “Siren,” Remy says. “Down.”

“Siren,” a male voice calls.

The dog’s ears perk up, and she tears across the floorboards, kicking up the runner in the process.

Remy rolls her eyes and straightens the rug with her foot. “Of course she already likes him best,” she grumbles.

Janelle appears at the kitchen entrance.

“Kelly! It’s good to see you.” I’m glad of the warmth in her voice and hope this means she’ll be amenable to my request.

Janelle turns to Remy. “And you know you’re Siren’s favorite. Cole’s just the fun-loving uncle.”

“Cole’s here?” I ask, unable to keep the surprise from my voice.

Janelle nods, and as we approach the kitchen, I see him chasing the dog around the courtyard. A new fence encloses the pool.

I slide the cookies on the table. Remy grabs two and pushes through the door.

“Thanks,” she calls over her shoulder and then heads toward Cole.

Janelle smiles when Remy gives a small shout and lifts the dog in the air. Her eyes are still crinkled when she turns to me, but I see the wariness in them, too.

“So Cole—”

“Is back in our good graces.” Janelle gives a wry smile. “We’ve even started a new project. A three-piece with him on keys. Apparently, he can sing.”

“Still with FireGrass?”

She shakes her head. “We’ve decided to go in another direction.”

“And Tommy?”

“He needs time. Cole says he’s gone ‘off-grid’ for a bit.” She picks up a cookie. “They’re still warm,” she says. “And as happy as I am to see you, I suspect this is more than just a friendly visit.”

I nod.

Janelle takes a breath. “What’s going on?”

I think of Sarah insisting on not having extra security the night of NashFest. How her plan wouldn’t have worked if she’d been flanked by police. How cautious she was about her image. She always had an escape plan. With the wigs and makeup, she let her stage persona become her false identity. So one day, she could return to her real one. It was the opposite of what I did and required much more forethought, but it worked.

I study Janelle’s face. The new lines and barely concealed sadness. And I’m convinced she doesn’t know.

“There’s something I have to show you.”



Wedged behind the cherub above Sarah’s window is a watertight box.

I wiggle my fingers to pull it loose.

Janelle’s eyes widen in surprise. Then fill with tears.

When I fled, there wasn’t time to leave anything behind. I just took Dean, the little cash I had, and ran.

My grandmother was gone, but watching Janelle now, I realize there were other people who would have missed me. Who were left wondering what happened. And that no matter what Sarah did, this last message is a gift.

I unfold the paper. And together Janelle and I read.

Dear Kelly,

Just like every liner note, I don’t know if my words will reach their intended audience. But if you’re reading this, it means you discovered the final clue, which led you back to the beginning, to the party, the baby, and the fact my life will never be the same.

Everything I told you was true, but some gaps and withholding were necessary. And I owe you an explanation.

I had planned for NashFest to be my best performance yet. It would be a spectacle with costume changes, LED lights, and symbols hidden for my fans.

But then Danny attacked me with that brand.

Remy found me on our doorstep. I was pale and feverish and muttering incomprehensible things about fire and vengeance. She called her aunt, a nephrologist who did not appreciate being woken up in the middle of the night. But she let us into her office, treated my wounds, and ran blood work and other tests.

And that’s when I found out I was pregnant.

Months before, Tommy had come to see me. He’d heard about the man who’d tried to attack Janelle, Remy, and me in Atlanta and wanted to make sure I was okay. He told me that I didn’t have to prove myself and that I was enough. I told him I was sorry, but I couldn’t love him the way he wanted.

The others had this idea of Tommy as a lovesick puppy, his tail wagging every time I walked into a room, spinning in circles, and tying himself in knots to get my attention. But it wasn’t like that. He was still water. A house to come home to. I’d never had that before. Someone who would be there, waiting for me with open arms. I didn’t know why he had chosen to love me, with all my faults and selfish striving. But I knew he deserved more. For him to open his arms and find the gesture reciprocated—not just when it suited the other person, but every day for the rest of his life. I told him I couldn’t give him that. He said he didn’t care. He accepted me for who I was—a woman determined for people to listen to her and her music.

But once I learned I was pregnant, I had to come up with a new plan. Danny was too dangerous. Even my anonymous critics were increasing in their threats. A stolen ambulance, Tommy dressed in blue, a cap pulled low over his head. My blood found onstage, leaked from a pack concealed beneath my dress. I wrote new liner notes, which Tommy hid. I’d acquired enough evidence to point the finger at my cousins. Maybe not enough for a murder conviction but enough that they’d be held accountable for their actions. Tommy delivered my box of harassment. I hoped I’d be given up for dead. There would be no metamorphosis, no return to glory. Instead, Seraph would disappear, and Sarah would live.

Would most people understand this?

Probably not.

Should I have gone to the police and accused Danny from the first hand-delivered message? Or after he attacked me with a brand?

Maybe. But we both know how rarely women are believed. It’s not until violence escalates that our words are taken seriously. And justice for the dead is a poor substitute for protection for the living.

Should I have stayed and argued my case, that women can be lyricists and lovers, musicians and mothers?

Perhaps.

But we have the right to choose our own fates. And I don’t owe the public my body, my future, my baby.

Before we met, I had Juno look into you. And I think you, Kelly—or should I say Katie?—will understand. You traded one life for another and have helped other women do the same.

If I’d had more time, maybe I would have told you everything. But I couldn’t risk you stopping the plans I’d already set in motion. My fans know I hide truth in my songs. They’ve learned to look not just for underlined letters but for the meaning behind the words. They understood, before Ross did, the significance of “Unnamed Mortal Woman.” “Ask Daphne” showed them the importance of friends; “Everyday Helen,” to fight and survive; “Long Live Medusa,” to be true to themselves. The liner note for “Very, Circe” was meant for Janelle and Remy. They always loved that Musica statue. In case it wasn’t found, tell them the truth. And that I love them.

The symbols may not be enough for the police, but they’ll leave hope for my fans. I hired you so that Danny would be held accountable for his actions. You’ve made it your mission to help women leave abusive relationships, and I have faith that you will make sure he and his brother never hurt anyone again.

I trust you to hold my secret, as I promise to carry yours.

Life is too short for complacency.

We have to take our fates in both hands.






AUTHOR’S NOTE


This book has been over five years in the making. I began writing while living with a musician—my husband, Gray—whose passion for music and knowledge of the industry informed these pages. But I put the manuscript aside after his sudden death. I couldn’t write, never mind read what I had written. The project that had felt like a natural collaboration, a fun shared endeavor between us, seemed wrong. I had written about death as if it couldn’t touch me. I had written about death without understanding its total devastation. But as time passed, I realized that these pages were proof of a happy time in our lives, one in which we shared our creative passions and inspirations. They were proof of Gray and the stories he told me—of the summer spent touring in a van, of hours devoted to recording and writing lyrics, of the other musicians he met. Perhaps it should come as no surprise, then, that when I revisited these pages, this book became as much a meditation on legacy—the art and stories we leave behind for the people who love us—as it is (I hope) a thrilling mystery.

And to that end, my dear reader, I leave you a final clue, if your good reason leads you to review what you’ve read. At the end of the day, we should fill our pockets not with fame or fortune but with love and friends.






SERAPH AND THE GARDEN SNAKES



META_MORPHOSIS


Ask Daphne / Running like we’re barefoot, / Chasing one last sunset, / I can’t find my shoes. / Looking past my shoulder, / Starting to feel bolder, / I can’t follow you. / ’Cause you, oh, you, oh, you / Will never be my home. / And you, oh, you, oh, you / Would leave me all alone. / Because I, yeah, I, yeah, I, / Fell in love with friends. / And I, oh, I, oh, I, will stay here till the end. / I know where my heart’s at. / There’s no point denying it, / I can’t follow you. / Dissolve into the water, / Blow until I’m windswept, / But I can’t follow you. / Cause you, oh, you, oh, you, / Will never be my home. / With you, oh, you, oh, you, / I’ve always felt alone. / Because I, yeah, I, yeah, I, / Stand as strong as stone. / And I, oh, I, oh, I, will guard them on my own. / My own, my own, my own / I am on my own / My own, my own, my own / I’m stronger on my own / Alone.

Siren Song / Watch me from your window, / Imagine how we kiss. / You really think I don’t know, / Such sweet sin as this. / See how I undress slow tonight, / Under a moon that glows so bright. / Touch your face as I touch my skin, / The water’s drawn, you’re feeling alive. / Oh my god, there’s nothing as real as this, / A vision in glass fogged by breath. / Oh my god, there’s nothing as pure as this, / A secret that can’t be kept. / Watch me from your window, / Imagine how we kiss. / You really think I don’t know, / Such sweet sin as this. / I’ve got that sweetness, / Sinful sweetness, / Pressed between my lips. / I’ve got your moonlight, / Sunshine starlight, / It’s pointless to resist. / Look how I have no real control, / Under your gaze that sinks so low. / Tell my old lovers they can go, / The damage is done, you think you’ve won. / Want to stroke your body. / I want to wear your skin. / You really think I don’t know, / Such sweet sin as this. / I’ve got that sweetness, / Sinful sweetness. / Pressed between my lips. / It’s pointless to resist. / Resist.

Long Live Medusa / Cast me out like you cast a stone. / You expected sunshine with no shadow. / Turn your back on your friend of old, / But you can’t take the moonlight, the stars of gold. / You can’t change me now. / I won’t turn around. / I have climbed too far / To fear the fall. / I am not one but many things. / I am dark, I am freedom and night. / I am the terror of honest dreams. / I am strong, I am power and flight. / I’m just I. / I just fly. / I’m just mine. / From dust to dust, we’re made of stars. / We could have shared beauty, but you wanted all. / Take my love, take my heart, but you can’t take my soul. / It’s something worth saving, to have and hold. / You can’t change me now. / I won’t turn around. / I have climbed too far, / To fear the fall. / I am not one but many things. / I am dark, I am freedom and night. / I am the terror of honest dreams. / I am strong, I am power and flight. / I’m just I. / I just fly. / I’m just mine.

Everyday Helen / You’ve seen my face, / Took my hand, / Now my time’s come. / Identity, religion, / Where I come from. / A secret life, / Fatal strife, / If I perish, then I perish, love. / Assume the worst, / Ask you first, / Will you dance with me again tonight? / I’m a survivor, unforeseen fighter, / Made of multitudes. / I’m a survivor, unforeseen fighter, / I know my truth. / I know my truth, I know my truth, I know my truth. / I’m a survivor, unforeseen fighter, / Made of multitudes. / They say pride comes before a fall, and / Woman is the fall of man / But I know hatred is the only cause of / Man’s complete and full ruin. / Oh, my heart, when I beg for favor, / Please don’t deny me what I ask. / All I pray, is that your love not waver, / And you support me if you can. / All that fame and all that power, / All that hate won’t save you now. / I’m a survivor, unforeseen fighter, / I know my truth. / I know my truth, I know my truth, I know my truth.

I, Jezebel / I’m all alone, / No god to save me, / Watching the wolves race over the city. / How did we get here? / How did we come so far? / Standing above, / Dressed in my jewelry. / If you want me, you know where to find me. / How did we get here? / How did we come so far? / Bow down to lightning. / And worship the rain. / Where is the priestess? / To take all our pain? / Why do they care / What god I pray? / Where do our words go / When our bodies remain? / I’m not a saint or a sin, / I’m just a woman. / I’m all alone, / No god to save me, / Watching the wolves race over the city. / How did we get here? / How did we come so far? / Standing above, / Dressed in my jewelry, / There’s blood on my hands, and now I’m falling. / How did we get here? / How did we come so far? / I fall. / I fall. / So far. / I fall. / So far. / Wolves in my jewelry, / The ground races to meet me.

Unnamed Mortal Woman / Down in a desert / Of your own making, / You think this body / Is for the taking. / You want my body. / You want my body, / Don’t you? / Rip me to pieces, / Tear me to shreds / You make my body, / A prop after death. / You use my body. / You use my body, / Don’t you? / You’re a weak man for sure. / Cast me into the sand. / Hide behind the door. / To save your own skin. / I see the future, / Body divided. / Twelve tiny fragments, / Inspire violence. / You use my body. / You use my body, / Don’t you? / What is a woman? / If not a lesson? / You treat her violent. / You earn her vengeance. / You use my body. / You use my body, / Don’t you? / You’ve got the violence. / You’ve got the violence / In you. / It’s true.

Very, Circe / They say you’re stronger than all, / You’ve struck down mountains. / Torched villages, burning, / For your own sins. / In the night, / Just you and I. / Take my hand / And rest awhile. / No one knows / The strength you hold. / Power born or completely wild. / Will you tell me / Your secrets, your weakness / Before I let you go? / There should be no / Secrets between us / If you love me so. / I love your secrets. / I love your weakness. / I know you love, / You love your secrets. / Bound your legs, / Tie your hands. / Do you love me? / Let down your guard, / Hold my hand. / Do you trust me? / In the night, / Just you and I. / Take my hand / And rest awhile. / Will you tell me / Your secrets, your weakness / Before I let you go? / Your weakness is secret. / Secrets are weakness.

Eve / Dancing in the garden, / Hanging from the branches, / Calling out my name. / What is this temptation? / Barely concealed elation, / It’s not fortune or fame. / Come a little closer. / Whisper in the clover, / It’s what you always wanted. / I can’t claim innocence / If wanting is a sin. / I’ll take all the blame. / I’ll always take the blame. / For you, for you, / I did it, for you. / For you, for you, / To know what’s true, / To know what’s on my mind. / Knowledge is the gift I offer you, / To know what’s real and what’s construed. / You said you wanted more than this garden. / Well, if that’s true, / Knowledge is the gift I offer you, / To climb the tree and see the view. / Come and see the stars now, / Know that they’re not painted, / They number in the billions. / We understand our place now. / Our tenuous existence, / Makes this all more precious. / Heaven’s not a place up in the sky. / It’s right here, it’s you and I. / This is the gift I offer you: / We all live, and then we die. / So live and love all that is true. / Live and love like I love you. / For one brief moment in the sun, / We are eternal, we are one.

Just Medea / They say I’m like fire and water, / Held together like ice and sand. / A woman of fine conviction, / Smile on my face and sword in hand. / They think I’m like night and sunshine, / An oasis in a desert land. / You may not like my deception, / But beauty lies because she can. / Well, I left my house and land / To find shelter in your arms. / So protect me if you can, / But don’t question who you are. / And I won’t hold on to hope, / I’ll take fate in both my hands. / I’m a woman you can’t know. / I’ll do as my heart commands. / I say I’m too scared without you. / I’ll tell you their future plans. / Say I might die without you. / While the sword glitters in my hand. / I think I’m too good at lying. / No one gives me a second glance. / They say there’s an art to dying. / Here, my dear, have another glass. / Well, I left my house and land / To find shelter in your arms. / Protect me if you can. / But don’t question who you are. / And I won’t hold on to hope, / I’ll take fate in both my hands. / I’m a woman you can’t know. / I’ll do as my heart commands. / I’m a liar, baby. / I’m a killer, baby. / I’m a hero, baby. / And you never saw me coming.



HIDDEN MESSAGES:

Ask Daphne: There was once a girl

Siren Song: Who longed to be a star

Long Live Medusa: She was fooled by fame

Everyday Helen: And it broke her heart

I, Jezebel: Yet she learned how to love

Unnamed Mortal Woman: And hid truth in her songs

Very, Circe: Tell Janelle and Remy I love them

Eve: But the secret comes thrice last

Just Medea: Baby baby baby
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