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			Prologue

			The Morning After the Hurricane

			The thud of my heartbeat roars in the space between my temples. It’s so loud the soles of my feet throb. So loud, I can barely hear the ringtone of the outgoing call.

			“911,” the operator answers. “What’s your emergency?”

			I fight to steady my breath, knowing every word will be recorded and dissected as evidence later.

			My name is Este Walker. I live on Isle of Sicily Road…

			I blink, struggling to speak the words I’ve rehearsed—words I need to say. But my mouth won’t work.

			I take in the scene—the debris littering the lawn, the pool water thick with branches and leaves—and the sinister figure outlined in front of me. The wind and rain of last night’s hurricane did what late-summer hurricanes do, snapping branches and tossing furniture, churning dirt and water into a thick film that covers everything in view.

			There’s a casual cruelty to the wildness of Florida. No matter how pretty the façade, this place has a way of cutting you back down to size. You think you’re in paradise until it shows its teeth.

			People have come to expect the volatility. Residents take storm damage on the chin, tidying the detritus and getting on with their lives. It’s the price we all pay for an endless summer—knowing the wild undercurrent of Florida can unmake you on a whim with all of its heat and its hurricanes and alligators.

			My neighbors have probably already begun the work of restoring order to their homes, gathering broken branches into neat little piles, rinsing their pool decks clean. Reestablishing the polished façade of Winter Park.

			But there’s no putting things right for me. Not now. Maybe not ever again. The thought presses down on my shoulders, heavy and unrelenting until I almost can’t breathe.

			I catch the sickening glint of a Buffalo Nickel coin on a broken chain near the deep end of the pool. And then the operator sighs.

			“What’s your emergency?” she repeats impatiently.

			“My name is Este Walker. I live on Isle of Sicily Road.” I take a breath and squeeze my eyes closed, thinking of the fog of war—how people make reckless mistakes in the heat of battle.

			There’s no time for confusion. You can’t afford to make a mistake right now.

			“Ma’am?” the operator says. “Do you need help?”

			I clear my throat and force myself to focus.

			“Send the police. I…” My voice sounds hoarse and foreign. “There’s a body in my swimming pool.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Fourteen Days Before the Hurricane

			When the first call comes, I don’t hear it. Not because I’m ignoring it. That part will come later.

			But that first time, I’m in my closet. It’s a room so large it could hold two of my first apartments, stacked together. A room anchored at its center by an island. An honest-to-God, custom-crafted, professionally organized island. Sunlight streams through an arched window at the front of the room, and the lake beyond throws glints back. Because I live in the middle of an Architectural Digest spread now.

			I know. Such an unlikable thing to say, but it’s true.

			I’m standing in the middle of my dream life, and my phone is somewhere on the well-appointed closet island, buried under a discarded silk dress. The ring is a muffled hum so low I almost mistake it for the bass line of my husband’s funk-heavy festival playlist—a playlist currently bleeding through every wall of said Architectural Digest spread.

			Every day is like this in our house—our little bubble. The music playing, the sunset spilling over our lakefront view, and Beau charming me like it’s some kind of life mission.

			But I’m so distracted I barely remember putting on the dress I’m wearing.

			I’ve been like this all day. I’m fixated on a plan. A scheme, really. One that involves my best friend, Nora Somerset, and the man who’s been pining for her since the day they met.

			Nora’s been widowed for a year now, and although neither one of them will say it, when no one’s looking, Marcus Campbell and Nora exchange starry-eyed gazes.

			Tonight, he’s hosting an anniversary party for his restaurant, Lemon & Fig. And I have decided it won’t be just a party. It will be the beginning of something.

			All they need is someone to nudge them together. To give them permission to shed the past and fall.

			Luckily for them, I’m known for being a kind of force in the lives of the people I love.

			Because when you’re living your dream life, all that’s left to want is for other people to live theirs, too.

			Nora’s widowhood makes them both skittish, though. For all of the progress Nora has made—setting up her own place, spending hours in her home studio painting, managing to wash her hair on a semiregular basis—I can still see it. The faint shadows reminding me she’s been through hell. She’s a little more willowy, a little bit jumpy. And Marcus keeps acting like she’s made of porcelain.

			I know she loved Will Somerset—and a part of her always will—but Nora deserves a second chance. We all do.

			God knows I’ve had plenty of chances to reinvent myself.

			She and Marcus have the kind of chemistry romantic comedies are built on. Sparks don’t just fly, they pull, like gravity or fate. But Nora fights it as if she’s standing over the yawning mouth of a volcano. Like falling will spell certain doom.

			And if I can get her to relax around Marcus for more than ten consecutive minutes tonight, I’ll consider it a win. Maybe even a turning point.

			I’m mid-daydream as Beau rounds the corner, snapping me out of my thoughts.

			“Almost ready?” he asks, stepping across the threshold of the closet. “Is that grass?”

			I look past the closet island, harboring my abandoned phone, and follow his gaze to the spot where slivers of green blades litter our bathroom floor like confetti. A smile blooms at the memory of grass hissing beneath my feet last night. Stray blades sticking to my ankles, gummed by the humidity and itching where they clung.

			“I took Polly out for some light mischief,” I say, moving toward my vanity, brushing a kiss on his shoulder as I pass. “Baby’s first misdemeanor.”

			Another scheme. I like to keep a few in rotation.

			Beau likes it, too, even as he raises an eyebrow like he doesn’t.

			A few years ago, he sold his company for a sum of money that still doesn’t look real on paper. And everything changed.

			Not us, of course. Not his adoration of me or the way he can still make my pulse race.

			But how we live and what we worry about? Totally rebranded into something luxurious and easy.

			Easy is fun. A privilege. But I find that a touch of friction keeps me sharp.

			Which I suppose is how I’ve found space in my life for neighborhood pranks with twelve-year-old Polly McGinnis.

			The sight of the grass slivers sends Polly’s giggles reverberating in my mind as I recall the way we crept down Isle of Sicily like amateur spies.

			“Anyway,” I say breezily. I give a little flourish, showcasing my dress. “Behold, I’m fully dressed, entirely presentable.”

			Beau doesn’t miss a beat, though, shaking his head with that crooked smile—the one that won me over years ago. Now, it says You’re incorrigible with a hint of I love that about you.

			“You took our neighbor’s daughter out last night to commit a crime?” he asks, but the weight of the words is undone by his playful tone.

			“Don’t look so surprised. You knew what I was when you married me.” I wink.

			He’s right. I’m incorrigible, but only in the name of loyalty. When it comes to someone I care about, I don’t know how to not show up for them. This is and always has been my greatest strength and deepest weakness: I fall hard for people, and then, I’m all in.

			Sometimes long after the smart money would be on getting out.

			“Este, she’s twelve.”

			“Well, she was sad. Ergo, crime,” I insist as if low-level crime is a well-known remedy for malaise.

			Beau knows Polly’s had a tough year. The ESPN-viewing half of the country knows it, too. She’s the daughter of pro golfer Ford McGinnis. Once a wunderkind, Ford is in the final stretch of his prime, and to add insult to injury, he spent last year in a messy tabloid breakup with Polly’s mom, Heidi Nordene, an actress turned influencer. After Heidi posted a vodka-infused Instagram Live tell-all of the details, Ford was awarded sole custody of Polly. He promptly sold their home in Jupiter, Florida, and relocated here, or more specifically, next door in Nora’s old house. Now, Ford is always on the road, licking his wounds and trying to sap the last few drops of his competing years. Which leaves Polly in the care of a first-class killjoy of a nanny named Ms. Dowling.

			“Polly’s the new girl at school, so she got left out of a slumber party,” I explain. “She started crying, saying she missed Jupiter and her dad. I tried to cheer her up by telling her that not getting an invite to a party is one of my favorite pastimes, and how all she was missing out on were the dumb pranks kids play on the first girl to fall asleep. But that only made things worse. She started to worry she’d never get to play a prank, so…”

			“So you decided to remedy that?”

			“Moves are stressful. And her parents split. And making friends here isn’t easy. You know that.” I’m animated now, building my case as if what came next was inevitable.

			Rescues happen to be my specialty, and no one is more in need of rescue than Polly McGinnis. One day, I found her by herself with two skinned knees on the low, narrow bridge at the entrance to our street. I was out for a walk, and she had blood trailing down both of her legs and into her newly scuffed-up Rollerblades.

			“I hate these stupid brick roads,” she had moaned.

			There was something about the loneliness radiating from behind her eyes. It scraped against a feeling I tried not to name or think too much about. I had once been a girl alone in a too-quiet house with the hum of a heater rumbling through the air.

			“They’re a bit much, right?” I agreed.

			We both nodded, though the fact of the matter is people here are obsessed with these roads. Winter Park is a tropical paradise with a New England flair—everything the creative director for a Vineyard Vines summer catalog could ask for. And residents happily shell out piles of cash for the privilege of living here—embracing the posh zip code and the way their tires rumble over uneven brick.

			But that day on the bridge, I flipped the brick roads off with both middle fingers as I helped Polly remove her Rollerblades and offered a couple Band-Aids for her knees. And this small act of kindness triggered the sort of loyalty I might expect from feeding a starved stray kitten. Since then, Polly’s become a familiar presence in my house, palling around like I’m her rich, childless aunt.

			Because at this point, I basically am.

			I don’t tell Beau that helping Polly feels like helping the kid I once was. He’d understand, of course. Beau knows everything there is to know about me. But I don’t like to dwell on that part of my past—I don’t like to dwell on any part of my past, in fact.

			Instead, I tell him about Polly’s wailing over the sleepover and the fear she’d die friendless and uncool without committing so much as a single prank. “And then Polly asked, ‘What if we TP a house?’ ”

			Beau cocks his head to one side. “And then you said, ‘I’m a thirty-five-year-old adult, so I’m going to help you walk this idea back.’ ”

			“No. I said, ‘Let’s roll Carol Parker’s beloved fence.’ ”

			Maybe not my finest moment.

			But Polly needed a boost. And I know what it feels like to be the kid no one notices, the one drifting on the periphery.

			That Carol was the target of our prank was only slightly selfish. If Winter Park is heaven, Carol is its most devoted apostle. She’s also an interminable gossip. Trading on scandal is a social sport around here, and Carol is such a prolific busybody I sometimes wonder if she mutters “You’ll never believe what I heard” in her sleep. And ever since my nouveau riche self parked in “her” spot at the club, she’s had it in for me.

			Beau shakes his head, and his laugh drops to something low and a little sexy. “You TPed Carol’s house…because Polly cried.”

			“Don’t look so surprised. You like my schemes.” I shrug. “And anyway, what else was I supposed to do? It’s not like I’m a licensed therapist.”

			“I guess we’ll talk about that later, because Gemma’s here. She’s in the foyer.”

			Gemma. Another name in my mental roster of dark horses. If Polly’s my pint-size neighbor sidekick, Gemma’s my grown-up project.

			Still buried under a silk dress, my phone starts vibrating again—a low, insistent rattle against the custom wood of the island. But I ignore it, instead grabbing the Neiman Marcus bag on the island and a garment bag hanging by the door. Then, brushing past Beau with another kiss, I head toward the front of the house, where Gemma is waiting.

			“Hey, Este,” she says as I round the corner. “You look great.”

			The designer dress I don’t remember choosing comes into full view now—the shimmer of the satin is too delicate to be practical—and I feel a flare of self-consciousness. Gemma is wearing a button-down shirt and high-waisted navy trousers, crisp and unfussy—her unofficial work uniform. And the contrast between our outfits feels like a fault line. Once we were both chasing a break. Now our lives have split in opposite directions.

			My cheeks heat, and I wonder if she sees it, too. The fork in the road where I got lucky and she didn’t.

			I first met Gemma ten years ago in California, and she’s the only person from my past life I still talk to. Way back then I was an aspiring corporate executive. She was bartending at a place near my office. After Beau and I left the West Coast, I lost touch with everyone from that part of my life. But about a year ago—when photos of Nora and me briefly went viral after Will had gone missing—Gemma found my private Instagram. The new account. The one I made when Beau and I moved to Florida.

			The bar where she worked had closed, and she was looking for a change. Not long after, she moved here, trading L.A.’s cutthroat service scene for something in the Central Florida hospitality industry.

			Tourism and hospitality are sizable economic pillars here, and Gemma has a gift for thoughtful touches so perfect they almost seem subliminal. I helped her land a part-time gig with Marcus, managing Lemon & Fig. Next week, she has an interview with one of the new hotels down by the theme parks. Something that might be the next step on her career ladder.

			I’ve been where she is—hopeful, hungry, and almost there. I like helping her. Maybe I need it more than I want to admit.

			Beau’s money makes our lives feel like a glass-bottom boat. We can see everything happening around us, but we’re insulated. Remote. We skate above the grind of other people’s jobs and skim over gossip.

			That’s the way I prefer it. Or at least, I tell myself I do. Who wouldn’t?

			Beau and I have been in Winter Park for five years now, splashing out our new money on a mansion at the end of an exclusive private drive known to locals as the Isle of Sicily. But we didn’t pick Winter Park for its two country clubs. We picked it because it’s as far away from California as possible without leaving the continental United States.

			All part of our glass-boat lifestyle.

			Restlessness crept in, though. And that’s about the time I started looking for underdogs to rehabilitate—people like Polly and Nora. Maybe it’s because my parents died when I was a teenager, and I know what truly being alone in the world can feel like. Or because I felt orphaned a second time when life in California blew up in my face. Maybe I envy the way people like Nora and Polly still have a stubborn faith in the world. I’m a sucker for anyone who wears their heart on their sleeve. It’s probably all of those things mixed in with a side of unlimited free time.

			Whatever the pathology, I’ve been helping Gemma with her job hunt all summer, reviewing her résumé, making calls to what few connections I have, and practicing interview strategies with her. She’s this close to landing on the next stepping-stone. I remember what it’s like to stand at the bottom of the career ladder, dreaming of reaching the top.

			“This is for you,” I say, holding up the garment bag, swallowing another pinch of survivor’s guilt.

			My lucky work dress. I used to wear it like a suit of armor. Now, I hand her the bag with the dress inside—steamed and waiting to work its magic one more time.

			“It’s vintage Chanel,” I say solemnly. “It’s the last thing I have from my chief of staff days in California, so it’s something of a collector’s item. I’m going to need it back. But”—I proffer the Neiman Marcus bag next—“there’s something in there for you to keep.”

			Gemma’s face ticks with curiosity. “Este, you’ve already done so much. You didn’t have to—” Amidst her protests, she’s lifting the shoebox out, removing the lid, and tearing through the tissue paper. “Jimmy Choo?” She squeals and her face lights, looking between me and the brand-new designer shoes.

			I had seen her admiring my Jimmy Choo pumps at a dinner a few weeks ago, and when she landed the interview, I knew she needed a pair of her own.

			“They’re not exactly sensible for Lemon & Fig,” I say, nodding at her black work mules. She solemnly pulls out the new heel to admire the point of the three-inch stiletto. “But in the right setting, they’ll make you feel ten feet tall.”

			There’s an awed expression on her face as she examines the shoes, like they’re enchanted—or the gateway to a version of herself she’s only dreamed of until now. I know what she’s thinking, because I’ve been where she is.

			This is the beginning of everything.

			Beginnings are rare—electric and intoxicating. Alight with the promise of anything being possible. I’ve always found them preferable to endings.

			“Thank you.” She hugs the shoes to her chest, adding, “I promise I’ll have the dress dry-cleaned and back in your closet the second the interview is over.”

			“It’s not like I’ll need it that quickly, but it’s important to me.”

			I was wearing it the night I met Beau.

			She nods, like it’s a promise.

			“Oh, I almost forgot! Check your email,” I say. “I made you a cheat sheet. It’s a rundown of answers to McKinsey-style interview questions. Things people like to ask to throw you off-balance. Like How would you explain blockchain to a Martian? or How many golf balls would it take to fill a Boeing 737? Curveballs designed to make you sweat.”

			The kinds of questions I used to ace.

			Gemma opens her phone and scans the document. “You annotated this.”

			“It’s color-coded, too,” I say. “I might be retired, but I’m still me.”

			Someone’s going to reach the top of their career track. There was a time when I thought it would be me. I had big dreams of sealing myself off in some well-appointed executive wing—aloof and in control. But now, it feels like it should be Gemma.

			“I better get going,” she says. “My shift starts in about an hour and I still have errands to run. But I’ll see you there?”

			“You will.” I walk her to the door. “I’ll be the one hoarding Marcus’s passed hors d’oeuvres.”

			Instead of her laughing at my joke, though, Gemma’s face softens into something earnest. “I really mean it. I don’t think I would have gotten through this job search without your support. I won’t forget it.” She throws her arms around me, squeezing as if she could transfer gratitude through force. “Thank you so much, Este.”

			“You’re welcome,” I whisper into her hair. She releases me.

			The knowledge that my lucky work dress is off for a new adventure sparks the flicker of a memory, faint but unmistakable.

			There’s a whole world still running on ambition and hustle and the fight to reach some top. And I’m here, in a house half the size of a Los Angeles city block.

			I found the power and control I was after in the bubble Beau and I made together, and don’t tell The Feminine Mystique, but it’s just as good.

			My career went from being my entire life to something I can only barely remember the shape and size of—some vague sketch of a thing. My lucky dress and Beau are the only proof it ever happened at all. And after how spectacularly badly things went toward the end, that’s the way I like it.

			“You’re a good friend,” Gemma says.

			“Careful,” I warn. “If you make me cry, I’m taking the shoes back.”

			“Too late.” She steps back with a smirk. “Me and the shoes are already gone.”

			“Text me if you need to borrow earrings,” I call after her. “But don’t get any ideas about my handbag collection.”

			She blows me a kiss as she disappears out the door.

			And then, the foyer is quiet again.

			Beau is leaning in the archway that leads back toward our bedroom. “Your work dress is going on a job interview?”

			I can hear what he’s not saying. The dress I once wore for forty-eight hours straight while accompanying my boss to conferences on both coasts is going on an interview. This time without me.

			“Do you miss it?” Beau asks, searching my face.

			I don’t miss the stress migraines or eating dinner at my desk. But I ran on the high of being indispensable. Sometimes I still miss the rush of what that was.

			Maybe that’s how I ended up out past midnight with a tween, throwing Charmin on Carol’s fence.

			“I wouldn’t trade our lives here for anything,” I say.

			Beau tilts his head. “What about your Carol Parker vendetta? Would you trade that?”

			“Hey, the TPing story stays between us,” I say with a smile and a wagging finger.

			“Sure. My lips are sealed.” Beau follows me back toward the closet. “I did everything I could to civilize you,” he teases. “But you really are unreformable, aren’t you?”

			“Oh, I’m beyond help,” I agree, matching his flirtatious tone. “But only one of us could be the rich, hot, smart one, and I drew the short straw.”

			Beau steps closer, and his attention carries a charge that’s subtle but unmistakable. His eyes flick over me with a mix of amusement and curiosity, like after all these years, there’s still something about me that keeps him guessing. The slow, familiar pull between us makes my core go a little liquid.

			Beau Walker, I’d choose you again in a heartbeat.

			“Despite my best efforts, you’re a chaos magnet.” He smirks.

			“I prefer to think of myself as chaotic good.”

			“Chaotic good, huh? Dungeons and Dragons? Now, we’re really flirting.” He kisses me slowly, but when he breaks the kiss, his voice softens. “You’re taking Polly out to roll a house, and lending out your lucky dress. You okay? You want to tell me where it hurts?”

			It’s like he has a Doppler radar for when I’m avoiding something.

			Like the twinge of grief I’ve been nursing since I had my lucky dress dry-cleaned for Gemma.

			“I’m okay. I don’t need to talk about it,” I say, smiling through the faint ache in my chest. “I TPed Carol’s house about it.”

			“Well, when you’re ready—or the list of misdemeanors wears thin…” He searches my face, adoration warming his eyes. “You know where to find me.”

			“I’m sure talking about it is what a normal person would do.”

			“Normal’s overrated.” His hands find my hips, and suddenly, I forget whatever it is I’m supposed to be getting ready for.

			“Even when there’s grass on the floor?”

			“Especially then.”

			Beau pulls me into a long, slow kiss before leaning back and saying, “I hate to ask, but is there any chance Carol is going to start a brawl in the middle of tonight’s party?”

			“Maybe she hasn’t noticed,” I kid, not believing it.

			Beau’s brows knit together as if to say Seriously? Then he adds, “Unlikely.”

			I brush a kiss on his jaw and head back to my closet. “I’ll tell you what I told Polly. If—or maybe when—she gets huffy at the party tonight, I’ll apologize and pay her lawn bill. It will still have been worth it to see Polly laugh like that.”

			“Someday, you might not have an answer for everything.” Beau follows me, and I pause midstep, tilting my head.

			“If I had an answer for everything, I’d know how to get Marcus and Nora to finally admit they like each other.”

			Beau leans against the closet island. “Este, they aren’t the dolls you had as a kid. You can’t just put their faces together and make them kiss.”

			“That’s offensive. I didn’t have dolls as a kid. You know that.”

			My parents had been professors. Godless, data-driven types who considered Barbie to be “a gateway to the commodification of the female form.”

			“Have you explored the idea that maybe that’s what this is about? Imagine if you had owned dolls? Maybe then our friends could flirt in peace.”

			But he knows that’s not possible.

			I’m allergic to leaving well enough alone. Always have been.

			I wave him away, hooking a pair of vintage lapis Van Cleef earrings through my ears—armor disguised as elegance. Parties in Winter Park can be something of a blood sport—part pageant, part Mean Girls revival. I don’t care much for the game, but I know the rules well enough.

			From his side of the closet, Beau grabs his bespoke blazer and pulls it on over a baby-blue dress shirt. “Pick a pocket square,” he says, holding up two patterned options. “Paisley or flamingos.”

			“I like the white and blue floral. Matches the shirt.”

			He winks and reaches for my choice, tucking the other options back into a drawer. Under the cuff of his shirt, the bracelet he always wears—a Buffalo Nickel on a chain—catches the light for a moment. He gives me one more kiss and says he’ll wait for me in the living room.

			I take him in as he goes, thinking he’s the one—the guy you save your best outfits and jokes for. The one who can still make my pulse race with his crooked smile. I see the way other women notice him. But he’s mine. And here we are, having it all.

			He disappears in the direction of the living room as my phone vibrates again, reminding me I have a missed call. Sighing, I dig through the clothes on the island. When I finally find my phone beneath a pile of dresses, I see I have a missed call and a text.

			Both from a number with a 310 area code.

			California.

			The text came after the call, and it simply reads:

			4:47 P.M.

			Este. We need to talk.

			My stomach flips.

			The message cracks me open—unearthing a feeling I thought I’d buried. Guilt. Regret. Maybe even fear. It hums insidiously beneath my skin.

			Gemma isn’t just the only person from California I speak to. She’s the only relic from my past life that I allow in my orbit. After my old life imploded, I didn’t exactly disappear, but I didn’t leave a calling card either.

			It turns out leaving isn’t the same as being forgotten.

			My thoughts swim as my heart rate kicks up. As I lock the phone, the screen goes dark, briefly reflecting the panic on my face.

			The memories of Slack pings and phones buzzing at all hours flood my ears, colliding until they sharpen into a single high-pitched whine.

			What if I’ve only been delaying the fallout?

			“You ready?” Beau comes back around the corner.

			His reappearance makes me jump a little, and I look down at the phone I’m still gripping.

			“I’m just texting Nora.” It’s a lie. So I send Nora a text to make the lie true.

			4:50 P.M.

			Beau and I are headed up to Lemon & Fig. See you there.

			As Beau strolls back out of the closet, my heart is still racing. I consider blocking the number.

			Because here’s the thing: Fuck California.

			But I can’t.

			If the past is catching up to me, I need to be able to see it coming.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			
			“So what’s the plan?” Beau asks, glancing at me from the driver’s seat.

			Outside my car window, our street is bathed in the glow of sunset. As we cross the bridge over our private drive, the lake catches the last of the light and throws molten gold across the carefully manicured lawns that knit Winter Park’s ten square miles together.

			I don’t mention the 310 call or text to Beau.

			I can’t. That would make it a Thing. And these days, I only deal with Things that stem from the little projects I pick up for sport. TPing Carol’s house to cheer Polly up is a controlled burn. California is a five-alarm fire.

			Still, Beau’s question has me retreating into my thoughts.

			What is the plan? Coming to Florida and covering up past problems with money and fun was the original plan. Is it time for a new one?

			“Este?” he says, his brow pulled into a concerned frown. “How are we going to get Marcus and Nora together?”

			Right. That plan.

			He’s giving me an opening, the same way he always does when I’m holding something back. Normally, I’d be filling the car ride to Marcus’s restaurant with ridiculous proposals, like locking him and Nora in his wine cellar or rearranging the seating chart so they’re trapped together all night. But the 310 number is still lodged in my ribs, sharp and insistent. I googled the number, but it’s unlisted. Whoever’s trying to reach me wants to keep their information private.

			I have one guess.

			“Sorry.” I shake my head and try to clear the dread creeping up my back. “I was thinking you propose a game, Suck and Blow.” It’s a weak suggestion. Barely funny. “It works on all those Netflix reality dating shows. And that one time on Clueless.”

			Beau gives me a half laugh, the kind that’s more about his love for me than about the joke. His hand slides over to my knee, warm and solid, and for a second I let myself believe he can steady me with touch alone.

			I close my eyes for the rest of the short drive and try not to let the humidity in the air compound my anxiety. Humidity might be the most reliable thing about this place. Even at night. Especially in August. The sticky heat crowds every space.

			By the time we turn onto Park Avenue, home to Lemon & Fig, I decide to lock the 310 number in a mental drawer. This brick-paved street, with its preppy shops and ancient oaks, is a different world than the one Beau and I used to scrape through, so I convince myself California is a place in a movie, and I’m someone who’s never been there.

			I’m so practiced in compartmentalizing, it just might work.

			Beau finds a spot near the park—a block of green space in the center of the low New England–style buildings—and I take a few deep breaths as I wait for him to come around to my door.

			The very first time we walked down this street, a silent sense of judgment hummed beneath my skin as the crowd looked us up and down. If money talks and wealth whispers, the hushed murmurs of Winter Park’s residents read like a hedge fund fantasy draft. Everywhere I looked were soft-shouldered blazers and quiet luxury shoes. People spoke in code. In brands. In generations.

			But I didn’t grow up going to cotillions or calling my dad “sir.”

			Where affable Beau and the money from his storied tech exit were welcomed with ease, I was regarded with more caution.

			It probably didn’t help that I asked if adults could order off the kids’ menu while they were going over our monthly dining minimums when we joined the Interlachen Country Club.

			“You ever wonder what our lives would be like if we’d bought an island when we left California?” I ask as Beau helps me out of the car. This isn’t the first time I’ve suggested we fall off the grid. When we left California, that was my go-to escape route. But Beau had a boatload of fuck-you cash and the kind of moxie that comes with it.

			“Why would we do that? I don’t think you’d like island living.”

			I sigh. “We could be spending our days barefoot and half-drunk in a cabana.”

			“Would you settle for half-drunk at a country club?”

			“With golf?”

			“With golf.”

			“That’s nothing like a cabana.” I laugh.

			Beau reaches for my hand, squeezing it briefly before letting go. “Islands get shitty Wi-Fi, and you’d miss Nora too much.”

			I know he’s right. I wouldn’t last one week on an island without Nora. But I can’t tell her about the 310 number either. She believes Beau and I are this golden couple. And after she lost her husband, letting her imagine Beau and I have never known drama or mess is an act of mercy.

			I’m about to suggest we bring Nora with us to the island as we reach the entrance of Lemon & Fig. The restaurant is already packed, the buzz of conversations drifting through the door. The faint air of old money and new veneers is unmistakable.

			“You ready to face your adoring crowds?” Beau asks cheekily; then he reaches into his pocket and offers me his weed pen. “Want some?”

			A snort slips out of my mouth. “Who’s the reprobate now?” I shake my head at the proffered THC. “If I had told you six years ago that your idea of a good time would be getting high with me, what would you have said?”

			“I’d have said I must have done something right.”

			“You don’t miss being a shark?”

			His head pulls back, slow and cool. “Who says I’m not a shark.” One side of his mouth curls upward. “Sharks can retire.”

			“That’s not how sharks work, actually.” I raise a finger. “They have to keep swimming, or they’ll die. They’re a keystone species, Beau.”

			“Is that why you’re always chasing some freelance mischief or another? Because you’re a shark, too?”

			He means it as a compliment. He doesn’t know I’m still reeling from the resurgence of my past life. “I wanted to be a shark, but I was harpooned,” I mutter.

			He pulls me close, holding me against his chest to soothe the sting, and I can hear his breath rise in his chest as he says, “We don’t have time to debate marine biology. We’re needed inside.”

			I stick my tongue out, and he laughs.

			“You’re my favorite view. Every time.” He presses a kiss to my cheek, and warmth spreads through me.

			Swoon.

			His arms around me are the shield I’m going to need as I brace myself for what I know will be waiting inside.

			After we tracked down Will’s killer last year, we learned that Fritz and Gianna Hall getting tossed in jail for their crimes created a kind of power vacuum that demanded to be filled. Somehow being at the center of the scandal meant Nora, Beau, and I were catapulted to the top of the social food chain.

			Nora and I used to be on the fringes, but now, we’re…beloved. People want to talk to us, invite us places, share their life updates. Which might be enjoyable, except that too many of the social interactions that go on around here are performative.

			Everything’s so polished and curated, like we live behind some kind of TikTok filter.

			People take notice when we walk into almost any room. Which is why my pace slows when we step through the front door of Marcus’s restaurant. I spot Carol Parker and her husband, Art, and I can almost hear his arthritic joints cracking as he offers his elbow to Carol. She smiles, clutching her glass of chardonnay.

			Beau flashes a conspiratorial grin. “Want me to call her over?”

			Not feeling up for a fight with the call from California still buzzing under my skin, I force a shrug. “And ruin the element of surprise? Why would you do that? Let her find me. If she knows, she’ll still be mad an hour from now.”

			“At least she’s consistent. And isn’t it nice to know there are some things in life you can count on?” He jerks his chin in the direction of the party.

			“I’m going to go say hi to Marcus before she notices me,” I whisper to Beau, slipping behind a crowd before he can stop me. I’ve stuffed my California phobias into a neat little box, yes. But I need another minute to get my bearings.

			An hour ago, I would have paid money to see Carol learn I was the one who pranked her yard. Not that I wanted a fight—just a puff of smoke. That perfect moment when you pour vinegar on baking soda and watch the whole thing froth over. A sliver of proof that people here feel something—anything—more than a wistful lust for holiday tablescapes.

			Now, though, the insulated protection of our glass-bottom boat feels compromised. Like something is threatening to crack the hull. As I skirt around the crowd toward the kitchen, I feel almost hunted, glancing behind me to make sure no one’s watching.

			That’s insane. You’re being insane. It was just a phone call.

			I find solace in the hallway. The buzz of the crowd dies away for a beat before I push through the swinging door and into the warm chaos of the back of the house. The low hum of the kitchen hits me instantly—voices mingling with the clatter of dishes and the steady beeps of timers. Bright overhead fluorescent light bounces off stainless steel countertops and commercial appliances. The air is thick with the sizzle of searing meat, the sharp heat of open flames under gas burners, and the rich perfume of oil bubbling in the fryer.

			“Look who finally decided to grace us with her presence.” Marcus smiles from the expo station—the narrow alley of the service area where plates are handed off to runners and side work gets done.

			“Evening, Marcus.” I wave, already scanning the heat lamps.

			“We made you a plate.” He tips his head toward a waiting dish under the far lamp. “Snapper, charred corn, and blistered tomatoes with a citrus beurre blanc.”

			“Oh holy fuck, I love you.” I lunge for the plate and a fork. “I haven’t eaten all day.”

			I was too busy thinking of how you and Nora belong together. But that seems a little less pressing all of a sudden.

			I take a breath and then a bite. Then another. “Oh my God.” I point my fork at him. “This is stupid good. You guys are showing off tonight.”

			“I’ll have Gemma bring you another plate in a little while,” Marcus promises.

			Tori, a server, is at the drink station, refilling pitchers of water.

			“Este!” She smiles. “There’s a drink for you in the fridge.”

			Plate in hand, I open the small refrigerator next to the drink station, where a French 75 is chilling.

			“Divine.” I take a sip, smiling at the fizz of the bubbles in the back of my throat. Then, I drift back to Marcus. “Who’s running the book tonight?”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Marcus glances at the floor and then toward the dining room. “I should go say hello to everyone.” As he pushes through the door, he says over his shoulder, “Don’t spend the entire night back here like last time, Este.”

			I look back at Tori, confused. “What does he mean, he doesn’t know about the book? That’s the whole fun of parties like this.”

			Big events at Lemon & Fig inspire bets from the service team—who’ll get drunk first, how many dishes will be sent back. Riskier gambles involve total catastrophe, like some marital affair being spectacularly outed.

			More than once, I have gotten so wrapped up in the bets and the conversation in the kitchen that I didn’t reemerge for the actual party. I like the way people back here speak plainly and move with purpose. They don’t care about last names or trust funds. As long as I stay out of sight—and steer clear of any kitchen health or safety violations—they look after me. It’s nice to have a place to hide from the drone of party gossip.

			Tori is loading up a drink tray, but she waves a clipboard with her free hand. “He doesn’t like us gambling. Gemma’s running the book. She told him it’s good for morale. He says it’s only good for his morale if he doesn’t know anything about it.”

			She hands over the clipboard, displaying names and wagers scrawled across the page in messy ink, and I scan the sheet, pulling a hundred-dollar bill from my clutch and slapping it on the stainless steel expo top. “Thirty bucks says someone lodges a written complaint about the lighting not being aesthetic enough for Instagram. And another twenty says someone tries to get behind the bar to make craft cocktails—claiming to be an expert because they took a class. Thirty on a passive-aggressive argument about whether the floral arrangements were ethically sourced. And the last twenty? Carol Parker wanders outside and falls in the fountain.”

			“You always bet on that, and it never happens.”

			“It’s called manifesting, Tori.”

			“All right. I’ll tell Gemma.” Tori jots down my wagers—they’re all bordering on preposterous. But I don’t bet to win. I wager for the fun of it, and because the extra cash lines the pockets of the people working in the back of the house.

			“You should get out there soon,” Tori warns. “Before Marcus comes back here and drags you out.”

			I sigh, but I know she’s right. And I want to celebrate Marcus. It’s hard to believe it’s been five years since Beau and I attended Lemon & Fig’s opening night. Back then, I was still a little shell-shocked from the fallout in California.

			I take my plate to the dishwashing station, dodging the puddles near the sink so I don’t ruin my designer shoes.

			Stepping back into the dining room, still carrying the drink Tori gave me, I spot Nora by the window, in a sundress. Tippy Schaeffer is fawning all over her, and I have to bite my cheek to keep from laughing.

			How quickly things change.

			Not long ago, they were at odds, because Nora called Tippy out for a sloppy make-out session with Detective Ardell.

			But Nora went from outcast to urban legend with the slamming of a jail cell door. And now, the country club moms, who were once her harshest critics, practically genuflect when she enters a room. She has everything they admire: youth, beauty, money, and a sensational backstory.

			Tippy had to stow her grievances, knowing better than to punch above her weight class.

			As if she is keeping her eyes out for me, too, Nora’s gaze sweeps the room, and when she spots me, she pantomimes to Tippy that her champagne flute is empty before maneuvering through the crowd to join me, relieved.

			“I’ve been looking for you everywhere,” Nora says.

			I give her a quick hug and say, “I was in the back placing my bets.”

			“You maintain, like, an hourly scheme rate. You know this, right?” Nora snickers.

			Before I can respond, someone passes by, flattering us both with compliments. We smile—Nora more earnestly than I—and then turn back to each other.

			“I’m trying to see how far I have to go before they realize I don’t want the pedestal they’ve put us on,” I tell her. “I’m very ready to abdicate and return to being an outcast.”

			“Oh fuck off.” She smiles. “Isn’t it nice to be off everyone’s hit list for once?”

			“I don’t know. It’s a lot of smiling and waving. What if we get carpal tunnel?” I lift her wrist dramatically. “Don’t you need these things to be in working order to paint?”

			Nora giggles.

			“Speaking of which, how was your thing?” I ask, remembering that the reason I went to yoga alone last night was because Nora attended a visiting artist’s lecture at Rollins.

			“It was good. And the twelve texts you sent gossiping about our yoga class were not at all distracting,” she jokes.

			“Sorry. But the Stanley cup at the mat next to mine definitely smelled like vodka.”

			Nora laughs. “Did you try it to confirm?”

			“Ew. Germs. No.” I wince. “But it’s probably for the best that you weren’t there. I definitely would have made you try it.”

			“Oh, darn,” she says with a flat intonation that makes it clear she’s not at all sad to learn she missed out on blind taste-testing someone else’s spiked sports drink. “I’m going to grab another glass of champagne. Come with?”

			I nod, but I hang back a second longer, watching the way the room seems to shift in response to Nora as she heads toward the bar. A year ago, her biggest fear was that everyone assumed she was an interloper among them. Now, she has an air of untouchable confidence, drawing looks of admiration as she floats through the crowd. I’m on strict orders not to wolf-whistle when she pulls this off, but I’m so proud of her I want to.

			As I’m about to catch up to Nora, Carol Parker steps into view.

			Her eyes find mine. Her nostrils flare. That puff of smoke I wanted? It’s coming out of her ears.

			Oh, Christ. She knows it was me.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			
			Carol beelines for me, jaw tight, eyes locked in like a heat-seeking missile. It’s hard to take her seriously, though, when she’s got a canapé and a glass of chardonnay balanced in one hand like she’s storming the beaches of some cocktail party.

			Honestly, this would have been my idea of fun, before that 310 number left me feeling slightly anemic.

			“I need to speak with you,” Carol says and bites into her appetizer.

			I tilt my head, widening my eyes to feign innocence.

			Me? Whatever about?

			But Carol isn’t buying it. The heat in her cheeks is radiating righteous fury.

			I start looking for a misdirect—a bit of cat and mouse to tug a little more at the seams of her composure. Not to mention give myself a second to pull my defenses together.

			The bathroom will do nicely.

			I slip behind a crowd of people and snake my way toward the bathroom, laughing into my hand. Once I’m through the door, I listen for the usual lamentations that bubble up in crowded bathrooms—aching feet and smeared lipstick. I exhale a sigh of relief when I realize the bathroom is quiet.

			Then, I turn the corner—and freeze.

			Tippy Schaeffer is standing in front of the bathroom mirror, angling her face as she freshens up her makeup. While I think Tippy and I are contemporaries, her exact vintage is a secret only her aesthetician knows.

			But however old she is, she’s never worked a day in her life. She’s an heiress to a statewide liquor store empire—her house is known in the neighborhood as Casa de Tequila. Her husband, Shep, spends most of his time fine-tuning his backswing while they both live off of Tippy’s spirits-soaked trust fund. Shep likes to tell people he trades commodities, but the jury’s out on whether or not he knows what that means.

			I’m hoping to sneak past her, but she stops me.

			“Este,” she says and the way the “s” in my name sluices out confirms that Tippy is…tipsy.

			My smile is guarded. Tippy has a Ph.D. in petty, and she’s not very good at hiding the fact that she thinks she—and her husband, Shep—should have taken Fritz and Gianna’s mantle rather than Nora and I.

			“Nice party,” she goes on. “Your husband was just telling Shep and me about his tech days in California.”

			“Oh?” My shoulders lock at the mention of our West Coast past.

			She nods and says, “Beau is a genius.”

			Beau could sneeze and they’d call him a savant.

			He thrives in any room, effortlessly slipping in and out of conversations, laughing in all the right places. He’s good at it, and most people are so awed by the tech-titan persona they don’t even ask what he did out there. As soon as they hear he was an engineer, they assume the work would be over their heads. Sometimes I catch myself studying their faces, and I like seeing their eyes widen in wonder as they imagine Beau making our money materialize from the perfect combination of ones and zeros. They’re all intrigued to uncover whether he’s an evil genius or a benevolent mastermind.

			They definitely never ask what I did out in California or if I had some hand in amassing our fortune. Everyone’s quick to imagine Beau luring me into a marriage with his piles of cash.

			There was a time when it could have been me, though. It could have been my money that funded our glamorous lives.

			“A genius?” I laugh. “Oh, never tell him that.”

			Not that he wouldn’t deserve the praise. People practically worshipped him in California. But we vowed to leave all that behind us when we moved.

			“Please.” Tippy sniffs. “The rich men in this town don’t need me inflating their egos.” The laugh that follows is a little too sharp, hinting at a deeper truth. I wonder how often she is undercut or vilified because she is a wealthy woman. I’ve seen the way eyes slide past her at parties, giving more weight to her choice of outfit than her influence or power. A rich man is so much more logical with this crowd. They probably don’t know where to place her sometimes, and these people like brands. Something they can name and assign clear value to. Tippy straightens up, righting her smile. “I promise to keep it between us.”

			I move to the sink beside her and reapply my lipstick.

			“Speaking of which.” She clears her throat. “Did I see you last night?”

			Fuck.

			A ribbon of white toilet paper rising in the sky and unspooling as it catches on Carol’s fence flares in my memory. After adorning Carol’s lawn in Charmin, Polly and I saw Tippy slipping inside her house with someone who wasn’t her husband, and I can still hear her flirtatious laugh bubbling through the air. Shep’s a tall, sandy blond. The open car door eclipsed whoever Tippy was with, but the person was notably shorter than Shep. I had hurried Polly along, sparing us both a conversation about Tippy’s life choices.

			Tippy has a reputation for dalliances—both the sneaky and the brazenly overt—and I can never tell if Shep knows and doesn’t care or if he’s too busy with his tee times and scotch tastings to realize Tippy’s antics. Tippy and Shep have been married for nearly a decade, but her wandering eye never seems to slow down. Sometimes I think racking up admirers is a kind of game to her. At the mention that Tippy saw Polly and me out, I freeze and meet her eyes in the mirror. Her reflection is tight with unease.

			“I don’t know what you mean, Tippy.”

			Her mouth twitches. She’s not smiling. But she’s not not smiling either.

			“I got a little carried away with—” Her fingers fumble with the cap of her lip gloss, and there’s a mismatch between her body language and her words. Despite her implied shame, her eyes are bright and eager for an audience. She doesn’t want to hide her secret. She wants to hand it to me.

			But I don’t want it.

			“I’m going to stop you there.” I put up a hand. “I’m not being coy. I really don’t want to know.”

			Her brow arches, incredulous; turning down fresh gossip around here is a cardinal sin.

			“Everyone is entitled to their secrets, Tippy.” My shrug is deliberate, casual, but I’m preparing to insist if I need to. “I don’t need to know yours.”

			Her jaw is still slack when she says, “You don’t want to know who I was with?”

			This feels like a trap.

			Gossip isn’t sharing, and it’s not a game. It’s an arms race. Every secret demands another. And once I start stockpiling other people’s secrets, it’s only a matter of time before they begin hunting for mine. For the version of myself that I buried. The person I used to be.

			She’s long gone now, replaced by a version of me who no longer measures her worth in achievements or promotions. This version is loved by the best guy in the world and finally safe from the things that once hurt her.

			So I can’t think of information I’d want to know less than who Tippy Schaeffer was skirting around the neighborhood with.

			“No,” I promise.

			“Well, aren’t you an original.” She smiles—it’s an almost endearingly hopeful grin, and I get the feeling that even though she didn’t get to tell me her secret, she’s pleased. Because she got something even more rare: a glimpse of someone who will not sell her out for gossip or social status.

			I’m not sure I feel solidarity, exactly. But I do feel something close. Pity, maybe. Or recognition.

			Leaving Tippy to her makeup and her secrets, I reemerge in the dining room, cautiously scanning the crowd.

			There’s no sign of Carol, but I spot Detective Travis Ardell, holding court with a few Racquet Club members near the window. Gemma breezes past him with a drink on her tray, and whatever he says to her as she brushes by earns him a tight smile.

			At the bar, Ford McGinnis is swarmed by wide-eyed fanboys and golf groupies acting like he’s the second coming of Arnold Palmer.

			Or Christ. Although it’s possible Jesus and Arnold Palmer are one and the same here.

			Celebrity sightings around Winter Park aren’t unheard of. This is the kind of place where you could run into some NBA player’s wife at Trader Joe’s, or spot a former boy band member on the Pilates reformer next to you. No one’s ever heard of Winter Park, and yet somehow everyone shows up here.

			Gemma reaches Ford and hands off the drink she was carrying, stopping long enough to make him laugh. And unlike the drooling crowd, she manages to play it cool.

			A passing onlooker notices Gemma and Ford talking and whispers, “I don’t think I’ve ever seen someone try so hard to pull a Nora.”

			My head swivels around, a flash of protectiveness flaring for both Gemma and Nora. I scan the crowd, searching for the source of the snide comment. But they’ve already vanished. I barely have a second to look before I turn right into Nora and Autumn, the country club set’s beloved party planner.

			Autumn’s brows knit, still bristling from the jab.

			Nora’s making a face to object, too. “Why are they saying ‘pulling a Nora’ like it’s some party trick? I didn’t ‘pull’ anything. I met a guy and fell in love. And then, may I remind everyone, he died. Some party trick.”

			Autumn and I both open our mouths, but Nora stops us. “It’s fine. I’m fine. But nobody’s pulling a Nora. That’s not a thing.”

			Pacified by Nora’s reassurances, Autumn slips back into her hostess persona. “You two look beautiful. Are you having fun? Did you try the signature cocktail?” Before we can respond, she sidles up to me and drops her voice to a whisper. “Hey. So do you know of a reason why Carol Parker would be looking for you? Because I just bumped into her and—wow. She is furious.”

			I fake a frown and try not to laugh, feeling like I might finally have the strength to settle the matter of my prank with Carol.

			“What’s going on?” Nora asks, looking between Autumn and me.

			“Este.” Autumn somehow manages to sound both cheerful and exasperated. “I don’t know what this is about, but I am going to tell you the same thing I told Carol: You two cannot fight at my party.”

			If Gemma is keeping food service in order, Autumn’s the mastermind behind décor and presentation—making sure there’s a photo booth in the corner and every tablecloth is draped with symmetrical creases.

			“Este,” Autumn says in a warning tone, all but stomping a foot in protest.

			And the earnest pitch in her voice sends me over the edge; giggles bubble out before I can stop them.

			Nora still looks confused, but I raise one hand like I’m prepared to take some kind of solemn oath. “Autumn”—I’m about to promise something reassuring, like maybe I won’t even think unfriendly thoughts about Carol—when Carol suddenly materializes. I suck in a breath through my teeth.

			So much for my solemn oath.

			Carol’s eyes are blazing like she’s trying to set me on fire with sheer willpower. “You and I need to have a conversation.”

			“Este,” Autumn whines as a vein in her forehead starts to throb.

			Hoping to smooth things over quickly for Autumn’s sake, I turn to Carol with my brightest, most chipper voice. “What can I do for you, Carol?”

			“After a man drove through my fence last year—”

			We all turn as Nora stiffens at the mention of the first in a series of events that would leave her husband dead.

			“I know you’re mad, Carol.” I wave a hand to bring her attention back to me. “But let’s not bring that into—”

			“I had security cameras installed,” she huffs. “And I saw what you did. I know it was you and Polly McGinnis who vandalized my house last night.”

			The idea that Carol has video proof of Polly and me tossing toilet paper rolls onto her oak tree actually stuns me silent, sinking my confidence that I could talk my way out of an accusation. I look around the crowd, panicking a little. If Ford hears this, Polly’s toast.

			Carol is the biggest blabbermouth I’ve ever met—a yammerer to her very core. She makes a Facebook post every time she buys tomatoes at the farmers’ market. But somehow, she kept the security cameras to herself.

			Her cheeks turn red and splotchy—something I’ve seen before when she’s experiencing a level of rage she knows the Garden Club ladies would consider “unbecoming.”

			“It was you.” The volume in her voice spikes. “I know it was, and I have video footage to prove it!”

			People nearby are looking. I see Beau in the crowd. He’s got a knight-in-shining-armor expression on his face, but I wave him off and take a step toward Carol, lowering my voice to a coo. “Perhaps we should find a more private place to work out this misunderstanding.”

			Polly had her fun, and I’ve gotten my puff of smoke. I’m getting ready to ask Carol for her Venmo to buy out the damages when a voice rises in the crowd. “It wasn’t Este, Carol. It couldn’t have been.”

			It completely was, but discovering that someone else is coming to my defense is like finding an escape hatch in the nick of time.

			Tippy steps beside me. “I was driving past your house last night,” she says to Carol, “and I saw a couple of kids there with the toilet paper. Este and Polly were out for a walk, and we all yelled at the kids to go away.”

			Is this détente? Or mutually assured destruction?

			“Tippy,” I say to her quietly. “It’s all right. I deserve—”

			“We’re friends now,” she answers. “I’ve got this.”

			Apparently, my refusal to hear Tippy’s secret in the bathroom has somehow galvanized her to my cause. And if it means settling this without ruining Autumn’s party, I’ll let Tippy take the wheel.

			Carol sputters, “That’s not true, I have video proof—”

			“Carol, I was there.” Tippy folds her arms across her chest to make her point.

			And just like that, Tippy—and the House Tequila Built—has brought down the hammer.

			She has enough power in this town to rewrite history. To erase the facts of the matter. I suddenly feel a touch of guilt for underestimating her.

			Carol’s shoulders are cranked up to her ears, but she’s outmatched. And she knows it.

			I’m about to put an end to all of it when something catches my eye through the window—a flash of someone familiar walking past the window outside.

			In the same breath, Gemma interrupts the standoff with a tray of freshly poured champagne. “Ladies, can I offer you another drink?”

			Tippy lifts a flute from the tray and slinks off into the party, leaving me double-checking the spot in the window.

			What was that?

			Carol leans very close to my face and hisses, “This is far from over, Este Walker.”

			This is the downside of my devotion to my people. Sometimes, things spiral in ways I never planned. This one spiraled so far, in fact, I might be in an alliance with Tippy Schaeffer now.

			I’ll have to cut Carol a check and buy her overpriced flowers at the farmers’ market to make this right. But at least Lemon & Fig’s night is salvaged.

			Exhaling, I watch Autumn’s jaw unclench, then glance at the spot where Tippy had just been, wondering if I imagined the way she swooped in. She’s already thrown herself into a new conversation, tilting her head back and laughing with Ford. Then, across the room, she meets my eye—for only a second—and winks.

			My new friend Tippy is a sleeper cell powerhouse. Good to know.

			But the flicker of a figure by the window is tugging on my thoughts. I turn toward the large front window again, searching for a reasonable explanation—then, I freeze.

			Past the glow of the string lights of Marcus’s restaurant, someone is standing on the sidewalk. Too still for a passerby. The angle makes it impossible to see their face clearly, but I don’t have to. My stomach drops, overwhelmed with knowing in my gut before my brain can catch up.

			I know that person.

			Then the crowd shifts, and my view changes. I blink, stepping closer to the window, and the person is gone. Maybe they were never there.

			“Carol’s a lot,” Gemma says from somewhere behind me. “For a while, there was a betting pool in the kitchen on how many times she would send a dish back in a given night.”

			“Huh?” My thoughts stutter. I turn back and try to recover. “What was the winning bet?”

			“Seven.”

			I smile, though my mind’s already drifting toward the window again.

			I didn’t imagine it.

			The energy around me feels charged with the certainty of it.

			“Este—” Gemma starts, and there’s something in her eyes that makes me wonder if she saw the figure, too.

			I almost ask her—the question’s on the tip of my tongue, begging to escape. But her face changes in an instant, concern replaced with a placid smile in a blink.

			“Is everything okay?” I ask.

			“Yeah.” She nods quickly, and we both see Beau threading through the crowd. “I’m going to go check on the kitchen.”

			“Did Carol find out it was you?” Beau asks as Gemma slips through the party.

			“She bought a security system,” I repeat with my attention still half-fixed on the window.

			Beau smirks. “Want me to hack into her account and erase the evidence?”

			“Hah,” I respond flatly. But I know my husband, and if I asked, he would. He could. Before his illustrious buyout and early retirement, Beau was known for code that made the impossible possible. Tippy’s right, he is a genius.

			Beau raises an eyebrow, like I might dare him to infiltrate Carol’s home security system.

			“It’s okay,” I say. “Carol thinks she caught me, but what she thinks doesn’t matter anymore. Tippy came to my rescue and squashed her like a bug. It was a total out-of-body experience.”

			Beau looks almost proud. “Look at you, fitting in with this crowd.”

			“Oh, I’m not made to fit in out here.” I look around the dining room. “I miss the kitchen.”

			“Have you gambled away our fortune yet?” he teases.

			“Just your half.”

			He lifts a subtle hand in the direction of the bar. “I see your matchmaking scheme is working out. What’d you do?”

			I frown, having nearly forgotten my original plan for this evening. Then I look through the crowd and spot Marcus and Nora talking in the corner. They’re standing a little closer than they usually do, and my chest lifts on a hopeful breath. Nora’s hands are clasped in front of her, and Marcus has his hands in his pockets. But the starry-eyed look they sometimes give each other is there. An invisible thread between them tugging a little tighter.

			“I bought a love potion off of one of those Etsy witches,” I joke.

			“You gonna go push their faces together to make them kiss?”

			“Nah, I should keep a low profile. Carol’s probably lying in wait somewhere around here. I’ll try again tomorrow,” I think aloud, watching Nora’s gaze linger a beat too long on Marcus.

			They’re practically begging me to interfere.

			Beau gives me a kiss. “I’m going to have a cigar with the guys. You want to come?”

			I consider it, and the flirtatious twinkle in his eyes hits me like a drug. But some part of me needs to go out front—to chase the ghost I just saw.

			“Now that the Carol showdown is over, I think I’ve had enough party for one night.” I brush the lapel of his custom blazer, liking the way my fingertips skate across the smooth fabric. “Enjoy your cigar, though. I’ll see you at home.”

			He hands me the car keys. “You take the car. I’ll catch a ride with someone or grab an Uber.” Then he adds, “I’ll take the suit off before I come inside.”

			This is a standing agreement of ours. There’s an outdoor shower by the pool, and on the nights he’s out late, smoking cigars and getting zooted with the golf dads, Beau showers the stale cigar smoke off outside and leaves his clothes on a nearby chaise.

			He gives me another kiss, and I murmur, “Wake me when you’re home,” against his lips.

			Then he and Shep make their way toward Lemon & Fig’s outdoor dining area. Gemma trails behind them, and I overhear her offering them drinks. She’s talking to Beau and Shep as Ford joins them. The men all shake hands, and I catch sight of the elastic hairbands on Gemma’s wrist—there must be four or five, all in different colors.

			An old habit. Back in California, she kept a stash of them around her wrist at the bar in case she needed one. Until tonight, California felt like a lifetime ago. Even after Gemma showed up last year.

			Now, it feels more like a heavy breath at the back of my neck. Behind me, sure. But close. And uncomfortable.

			I’ve got to get out of here.

			Before I go, Beau finds me through a window and winks.

			I watch him for a moment after he breaks eye contact, drinking him in. Appreciating the cool ease in his stance, the way he holds the cigar. I like finding him in crowds when he doesn’t think I see him and watching his steady confidence, knowing he’s mine.

			Of all the mistakes I made in California, he’s the thing I got right.

			I blow him a kiss, and then I leave, walking out the front door and scanning the dwindling crowds on the sidewalks of Park Avenue. When I see no sign of my ghost, I climb into the car. I’m home and in bed in under thirty minutes. Face scrubbed, skin snailed with whatever creams my aesthetician hawks. I’m debating taking a gummy or an Ambien when I realize I’m so tired, I don’t need chemical persuasion.

			Turning to the stack of books on my nightstand, I consider thumbing through the fad anthology on somatic breathing Beau swears by, but instead, I reach for my well-worn copy of Breakfast of Champions. And three sentences in, my vision starts to blur.

			

			—

			When I wake with a start at 2:00 a.m., the book is still on my chest, the lights are still on, but Beau’s side of the bed is empty. I open the security system and check the camera mounted to the garage—one of the many upgrades we added to this house when we bought it.

			But there’s no sign of Beau coming through our front door.

			I text him.

			2:13 A.M.

			Are you still out? I fell asleep. Love you.

			I wait a beat, watching the screen. And then a new message notification pops up, but it’s not Beau. It’s the 310 number.

			2:14 A.M.

			Este. You can’t ignore me.

			Chills scatter up and down my body as I lock my phone and flip it facedown on the nightstand. The question of what will come back if I respond lingers in the darkness above my head as I squeeze my eyes shut and wait for sleep to pull me under.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Thirteen Days Before the Hurricane

			“P lease, God, make it stop.” Morning sunlight beams through our gauzy bedroom curtains, sharp enough to sting my eyes. I roll over, but the harsh light follows me. Cracking one eye, I check the time on my nightstand. Then, I yank a pillow over my face with a groan. The movement jostles Beau beside me.

			“What’s wrong?” His voice is thick with sleep.

			“It’s seven-thirty.” The pillow muffles my response. “This insistence of yours to wake up to natural light is unholy.”

			I lobbied for the latest in blackout shade technology when we bought the house, extolling the glories of triggering a tomb-like darkness with the touch of a button. But Beau read some bio-hack-health-whatever article about how waking up with the sun triggers some chemical in your brain that supposedly makes you happier.

			I would be happier if I were still asleep.

			He moves toward me and cups a hand above my face to shield me from the sun. “Better?”

			Peeking out from under my pillow, I narrow my eyes. “You get points for trying.” The handsome shadows of morning stubble around his lips soften my voice. “What time did you get home? You didn’t wake me up when you came in.”

			The way he hesitates before answering tells me what I already suspect—he got back so late there was no hope of rousing me.

			“Who fucking knows?” He rubs at his eyes with his free hand. “Someone brought out a pack of Fireball shots, and things get fuzzy from there. I’m supposed to play golf with Ford and Shep over at the Ritz this morning.”

			I give him a long skeptical look, like he might still be high from last night. But no, his gaze is sharp—he’s sober.

			“I’m surprised Ford wants to come down from Mount Olympus to play with the likes of you guys.” I laugh.

			“Shep gave a very enthusiastic pitch last night about his new Callaway irons. He swears they’re changing his game,” Beau says, as if this justifies it.

			“Bleck.” I shake my head. “He’s always so quiet. But I don’t get the impression he’s shy. He just expects everyone else to carry the conversation for him. I don’t like it.”

			“Could be fun.” He grins. Everything sounds like fun to Beau. He’s always game.

			“Or you and Ford could spend literal hours in direct sunlight trying to wrench a sentence out of Shep about his golf gear.”

			“¿Por qué no los dos?” Beau winks. Then he pulls me under him, hovering over me as he kisses my neck. “You want to come? I’ll let you drive the golf cart.”

			“Oh. Hard pass.” I giggle, feigning an attempt to escape his grip.

			“Well, joke’s on them. I’ve been recording data on my golf game for months now—swing velocity, club head speed, torque, and humidity levels.”

			“You are a stone-cold nerd.” I kiss him, remembering he mentioned something about this golf-data quest over dinner a few weeks ago, but I thought he was kidding.

			Ever since we stopped working, Beau has redirected all that ambition into hobbies—each one a new puzzle to solve.

			Beau arches an eyebrow. “Keep laughing. We’ll see who the nerd is when I fleece each of them for a hundred dollars after eighteen holes.”

			“Now who’s gambling away our fortune?” I move to sit up, but he catches me at the waist.

			“Hey.” His lips brush over the top of my neck as he murmurs in my ear. “I missed you last night.”

			“Aren’t you running on, like, four hours of sleep?” I say, but I don’t move away as the whisper of his breath skims my neck and makes my stomach do a funny little twist.

			This is heaven. We burned down our old lives for this. And it was worth it.

			At least, I thought we did. But the outreach from the 310 number last night—and that shadow of someone outside the windows of Lemon & Fig—feels like the embers we’d smothered might be sparking back to life.

			Beau smirks, then his fingers slip beneath the hem of his old T-shirt—the one I slept in—and push it up, slow and deliberate. I lift my arms, and in one smooth motion, it’s gone, tossed somewhere onto the floor. His bare chest is warm against mine, his hands skim my back, pulling me closer.

			“How was the rest of the party?” I sigh as my body starts to respond to his touch.

			“Who cares?” He laughs into the crook of my neck, his breath on my skin raising goose bumps along my spine.

			His pupils are dark and dilated. The desire I sense in them matches the slow swell of heat pooling in my chest. Then, he kisses me deeply, and I taste the mint of his mouthwash on his tongue.

			“I mean, if you’re going to stay out all night, we are absolutely revisiting the blackout curtain discussion.”

			I’m teasing, but he doesn’t respond. He’s already moving lower, his mouth skimming my collarbone, then my ribs, then my stomach. The feeling sends my thoughts scattering, and suddenly, I don’t care about anything except the way he’s touching me.

			He’s very good at this part.

			And while most mornings start like this, today feels different. It’s urgent, like he’s been starved for this connection. Or maybe it’s me, trying to vanquish the ghosts of our past. Either way, the feverish need sets a desperate pace. As we move together, I can’t ignore the way he’s looking at me with lust and adoration, yes—but something else, too.

			Something I can’t place.

			I consider asking him about it, but then we’re moving faster, chasing a climax. My heart flutters as everything else dissolves.

			After, Beau pulls me against him, and I tug a pillow over my face to block out the sun, his fingers tracing light, lazy patterns on my back. I fall asleep to the rhythm of his steady breaths.

			The bio-hack-health community can take a seat.

			The next time I wake up it’s 9:47 a.m. and I’m late for breakfast with Nora.

			I look around. Beau’s already off golfing, and there’s a text from Nora on my phone.

			9:42 A.M.

			On my way!

			Shit.

			The plan was simple. She’d run from her house to mine—because she’s a masochist—and then, I’d drive us to brunch. Instead, I’m still in bed, tangled in sheets, barely conscious. And she’ll be here any minute.

			I launch from the mattress and tear through my closet, yanking on leggings and a sports bra, splashing water on my face, all in a blur of too-little-time. But my body’s not totally awake yet. My hair is a disaster and my skin warm from sleep.

			As I trip out of my front door, though, blinking against the sun, there’s no Nora. I see Polly washing a golf cart in her driveway.

			“Hey, Este.” She throws up a peace sign.

			I cross the distance between our two houses. “What’s on tap for today? Want to go release a bunch of snails into Carol Parker’s greenhouse?”

			“Can’t. I’ve got a tennis lesson.”

			When Ford signed Polly up for classes at the club, I gave him credit for not trying to mold her life to match his own, like my parents had tried to do with me before they died.

			“Did you hear your dad’s out golfing with Beau today?”

			Polly gives a know-it-all nod. “He got home yesterday morning, so Ms. Dowling had to make a roast chicken.”

			“A win.” I smile.

			Ms. Dowling is vegan, which means, on the days her dad’s out, Polly is a vegan by proxy. Dowling is always packing her school lunches with mung bean this and chickpea that. Dinner might as well be a pile of leaves with a side of farro. Polly’s pretty miserable without the usual picky eater kid fare, and more than once, I’ve caught her researching bone density studies on kids who grow up without enough protein.

			“What’s he doing home?” I ask.

			“He says he hurt his knee.”

			Ms. Dowling peeks her head out from around the shrubs that trace our property line and informs us it’s time for Polly to get to her tennis lesson.

			We’re mid-goodbye when Nora appears at the Isle of Sicily bridge. I hop in my car and meet her halfway. As she’s slipping into the passenger seat, her eyes catch on her old house. Her own personal albatross. When she moved out, she swore she’d never set foot in the house again.

			“Let’s go get something to eat,” I say, hoping to distract her from her thoughts. “You can tell me all about your house hunt.”

			“Not much to report yet.” She gives the house one more uneasy glance over her shoulder, like it might spontaneously sprout legs and start chasing after us.

			As I shift into drive, I’m about to say something light, something to lift her mood, but as I pull onto Via Tuscany, a police car streaks past us, sirens blaring, down the quiet street. We both startle, watching as it disappears.

			“I’m sure it’s nothing,” I say, hoping to brush off the déjà vu.

			But Nora looks shaken up. She exhales slowly, eyes fixed on the road ahead. “Yeah,” she says, but she doesn’t sound convinced.

			I suggest Lemon & Fig for breakfast—prepared to redouble my matchmaking mission. But Nora says she’s in the mood for the crab cakes at the Chapman, a spot on the other side of Park Avenue.

			“Did something happen last night?” I ask, my eyes alight with hope for some details of at least a flirtation. “I saw you talking to Marcus when I left.”

			“I talk to Marcus all the time. What does that mean?” She shakes her head, but she’s avoiding something.

			“Nothing,” I say.

			Maybe we’re both ignoring the ghosts of our pasts.

			We park beside a peacock mural—an ode to Winter Park’s crest—and slip inside the Chapman without much conversation. The hostess offers us a sunny table with a view of Park Avenue, but when I see another police car go by, I angle my body to obscure the window from Nora’s view and say, “I’m not ready for natural sunlight. What about something in the back?”

			When I order a bottle of wine, Nora makes a face.

			“I have some painting to do later,” she says, and at least this thought seems to cheer her up.

			“Artists drink,” I rib.

			“Van Gogh definitely didn’t cut his ear off sober,” she agrees.

			“I think I read historians have called that story a myth,” I offer, hoping to guide the conversation toward calmer waters.

			She takes a beat and then shakes her head. “Sorry. The police thing was a little too…”

			“Right.”

			Déjà vu.

			A disquieting reminder that there’s no such thing as forgetting the lessons from our pasts completely. We should know better by now than to pretend the ground can’t shift without warning.

			I’ve learned it’s safer to keep moving—find a scheme or two to occupy your mind—rather than stop and notice the cracks. But Nora’s memories are still fresh, snagging her mid-thought and threatening to pull her under.

			“I’m sure it’s nothing.” I wave a hand.

			After another beat, she straightens and says to our server, “We’ll have two glasses and a bottle of the Puligny-Montrachet.” I can start to feel the equilibrium coming back to baseline as she turns to me. “What are you getting up to today?”

			“I’m tragically solo. You have that art class, and Beau’s up at the Ritz to play a round of golf with Shep and Ford.”

			I don’t tell Nora that I think I might have to go on an apology tour today, dropping off a check with Carol for the damage to her yard and smoothing over the prank.

			“Golfing with Shep and Ford?” She looks confused. “Why?”

			“See, that’s what I said. Something about nine irons and a data-driven golf swing. You know I black out as soon as anyone brings up golf.”

			“It’s good to have hobbies.” Nora shrugs.

			“Sure, but there are more entertaining ways to pass the time.”

			“Are we talking about Carol Parker? Because what was that?” She’s not judging. We don’t judge. But she’s giving me that “what are you capable of” look she sometimes gets. “Did you really TP her house?”

			I laugh—unable to summon a straight face to deny it—and Nora takes it as a confirmation. She throws her napkin at me and we both erupt with laughter.

			“What’s going on with you and your real estate adventures?” I ask.

			“I think I might have found something.”

			I lean forward. “Please tell me every single detail, starting with the price.”

			Nora shakes her head at me. “No. Not yet. I’m not ready for anyone to know what I am eyeing.”

			Nora’s different on the other side of grief—more decisive, more private. I’m usually the one person she spills her secrets to.

			But not this one. Interesting.

			“Okay. But if Autumn knows before I do, I’ll never forgive you.”

			She fakes horror. “Never.”

			My phone rings before I can press her further.

			Mouthing to Nora that it’s Beau, I answer with a smirk, “What’s going on, Beau? Did your algorithm also unlock the fifteen-minute golf game?”

			I don’t feel the floor shift beneath me until after Beau speaks.

			“Gemma’s dead.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			
			“What?” I press the phone closer to my ear like maybe I’ve misunderstood. Memories of Gemma spin through my mind’s eye. The smile on her face when I met her years ago. The friendship we rekindled when she picked up and moved to Florida. All the job hunt talks. The dress. The shoes. The hug she gave me yesterday.

			Now she’s dead? She can’t be.

			I can tell Nora knows something is wrong. She opens her mouth to ask a question, and I reach across the table to stop her, holding her hand as I choke out, “Gemma—” My mouth goes dry, and I can already feel the tears in my eyes. “Gemma died.”

			It doesn’t register at first. Nora blinks. “Sorry, it’s loud in here. I thought you said—”

			“She’s dead,” I choke out.

			The words land this time, like a slap across her face. Nora gasps; her free hand flies to her mouth, knocking her water glass off the table in the process. There’s a sudden splash to accompany the sound of glass shattering. Our server looks up from another table and starts walking our way with a towel in hand.

			“What happened?” I say to Beau. “We saw her last night.”

			“They’re not saying yet.”

			I watch as Nora’s expression slips from initial shock to a kind of daze.

			Beau’s still talking, and I pick up fragments—Chief Kennedy, statement, parking lot. And then what he’s saying clicks into focus. “Chief Kennedy asked me to come down to the station,” he says.

			“What? Why?” I demand.

			Over the last year, we had blissfully drifted away from Detective Travis Ardell and Chief Kennedy, head of the Winter Park Police Department. We went back to our lives, and they went back to the sleepy crime rate of this safe community. Aside from the occasional social sighting, like last night at Marcus’s party, I hadn’t had many interactions with them.

			Now, their faces come roaring back into my mind.

			“I have to give a statement about last night,” Beau says. “They’re calling in those of us who stayed late. Gemma was one of the closing servers. They’re trying to figure out what happened, time of death…” The line is eerily quiet for a second. “Autumn, Shep, Tippy, Ford, and I were all there. They probably need witness statements from all of us. The closers from the kitchen, too. I’m going to head there now.”

			The next thing I hear is my chair scraping the floor as I stand. “Okay. Then wait for me.”

			“Este—”

			“No.” I’m grabbing my bag. “I want to be there. I want to do something to help.”

			He must hear grief tightening my voice, because there’s a pause on his side of the line.

			“I’ll meet you there,” I insist.

			Nora stands, grabbing her bag. “I’m coming, too.”

			“You don’t have to,” I say. “You spent enough time in that station after Will—”

			“Este, a best friend gets a shovel, right? And anyway, you drove me here.”

			“Take an Uber. Or take my car. I—” I start to rifle through my bag for my keys, but my hands are shaking. “I have to get to the station.”

			My friend is dead, and I need to put eyes on Beau, the one person who keeps me steady.

			Nora reaches out to calm me with one hand, then nods. “I’ll figure it out. Text me the second you know anything.”

			I leave her in the dining room of the restaurant and race toward the police station with my heart galloping in my throat.

			Gemma comes all the way from California just to die? What about her job interview? What about her plans?

			Memories of yesterday’s 310 number and the shadowy figure outside the window pierce my heart as fresh dread washes over me.

			Did California come for Gemma? Is it coming for me, too?

			My vision blurs as I fight to keep my eyes on the road.

			The moment I pull into the parking lot I see a Channel 2 news van. Kristy Clark, a local reporter, is setting up her shot. My heart drops.

			This can’t be real.

			I push through the entrance of the police station and see a kid barely out of the academy sitting behind the front desk.

			My voice cracks as I say, “Hi, I’m looking for my husband, Beau—”

			But I stop when I see Tippy and Shep being escorted to the front of the station by a police officer. Beau said they were called down, too, but I’m surprised Tippy came without an army of lawyers.

			Isn’t that the first rule of rich people? Don’t talk to the cops?

			Maybe Beau and I should hire a lawyer, too.

			Tippy must not think she needs one. She’s lived here for decades after all. She probably knows half of the cops by name.

			Sometimes I forget what a small town this can be.

			When she sees me, Tippy rushes over like we’re old friends.

			“Such a tragedy,” she says as she air-kisses both of my cheeks like we’re meeting at a gala and not a police station. And she doesn’t waste any time before leaning in to gossip. “They found her in the alley behind Lemon & Fig. I think it’s some kind of hit-and-run.”

			The thought makes my whole body ache, like I’ve been hit head-on, too. The denial I’m still fighting makes me want to punch Tippy for being the one to deliver the news. My right hand tucks into a fist at my side, but Shep shuffles her off before I can swing.

			Probably for the best.

			I swallow the tears threatening at the corners of my eyes. I look behind me as they go. Grief, fear, and suspicion ricochet off one another in my mind until I almost can’t focus on anything. Nearly everyone in town has been called in for questioning.

			“Your husband’s in with the chief now,” the young officer at the desk says. “You’ll have to give them a minute, but you can wait outside his office.”

			“Thanks.”

			Kennedy’s office has a wide window facing the hall, and inside, Beau is talking as Chief Kennedy takes notes and nods. I find a small bench with a view of the window and wait.

			Usually, the sight of Beau steadies me. But now, his posture puts something uneasy in my bloodstream. He’s too controlled. Not his usual casual lean. And he’s picking at the cuticle of his left thumb. He’s upset.

			Gemma and Beau were friendly enough. And sometimes, if Gemma and I were meeting up and she arrived at the house early, Beau would let her in and offer her a drink while I wrapped up whatever errand I was on.

			I’m studying him as a visibly shaken Autumn comes into the bullpen. When she spots me, she rushes over, throwing her arms around my neck. Gemma’s work in the hospitality world meant she and Autumn crossed paths often. I squeeze her back, wishing I could undo all of this.

			“I can’t believe this is happening,” Autumn cries into the collar of my shirt. “Again! First Will”—she leans in and mouths “dies” with her hand cupped over her mouth to keep the offending word between us—“after the birthday party I planned for him. Now, Gemma. Are my events cursed? Am I cursed?”

			I have to remind myself Autumn’s not actually trying to make Gemma’s death about her—everyone grieves differently.

			“Oh, Autumn, no. I’m sure this is a very unfortunate coincidence.” I try to sound convincing.

			“It’s awful. Gemma was so smart. And young. And—”

			Autumn can’t choke out the rest. She’s racked with sobs. I sit her down on the bench and hold her close to me, patting her back and feeling like I want to burst into tears.

			I watch the window to Chief Kennedy’s office as Beau gets up and shakes the chief’s hand, signaling the end of the questioning.

			I stand, ready to run into his arms. Ready to grab him and tell him we have to get out of here.

			“Hey.” Beau greets me with a one-armed hug and a tight smile. “I told you you didn’t have to come.”

			“As if that was going to stop me,” I tell him. “What did they say? What happened? What’s going on?”

			“Let’s get outside,” Beau soothes, giving Autumn a polite wave and ushering me toward the door.

			“Tippy said it was a hit-and-run? Someone just left her in the alley behind Marcus’s restaurant?” I ask as we push through the front doors and into the heat of the day. “What happened?” I ask again.

			“I don’t know.” He sighs. “Tippy, Shep, Ford, and I were hanging out around the bar, talking. Gemma made a last call for drinks around twelve-thirty.”

			“Were Marcus and Autumn still there?”

			“I think they were in the back wrapping up some party logistics. I ordered a ranch water, but she said the bar was out of limes. She went to the kitchen to grab more. I told her not to worry about it, but she insisted. And I don’t think she came back after that. Then someone pulled out the Fireball, and we decided we had had enough to drink.”

			“And then she died?”

			“After her shift was over, they think.” He shakes his head. “I have no idea what happened. And they wouldn’t tell me anything except that she was found in the alley.”

			A hit-and-run? It’s not good enough. Gemma deserves more. She should still be here.

			There’s a pained look on Beau’s face, like he can’t stand to see me hurt. He pulls me into a hug, and the even thump of his heartbeat gives my body something solid to hold on to. “I’m sorry, Este. I know how much you cared about her.”

			I close my eyes and hug him back.

			“Meet you at home?” Beau says as he lets go, fishing for his keys in his pocket.

			I nod and climb into my own car, but there’s a pit in my stomach that keeps me from starting the engine.

			Was Gemma in trouble? Did I miss something?

			Gemma would’ve come to me if there was something going on. She would’ve told me.

			I’m still sitting in my car when Chief Kennedy walks outside with Autumn, and they both stride toward her Lexus SUV. The two of them slowly pace the length and width of Autumn’s car, checking every side for damage. The conversation looks friendly enough for what it is, and I have to imagine they’re looking at everyone’s cars for signs of an accident.

			Because they have to. Because Gemma’s gone.

			I’m alone in the quiet, and a chill courses through my blood. I’ve been here before, watched life upended in a blink. My hands start to shake, and there’s a scream trapped in the back of my throat. Hot, angry tears burst from my eyes.

			I can’t remember turning on the ignition, but suddenly, the car is streaking toward the edges of Winter Park to Gemma’s apartment. When she first moved in, I brought her a bottle of wine and a houseplant. It’s been a while since then, but I still remember how to get to the worn apartment building on Aloma Avenue.

			I don’t know what I think I’m going to find there. Not her, certainly. Or maybe that’s not true.

			Maybe if I see her apartment, my brain will be able to catch up to the fact that she’s not there.

			Because in my mind, she’s not gone. Behind my eyes, I imagine Gemma the way she’s supposed to be. Wearing my lucky dress and those new shoes, striding into her job interview with her head held high.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			Seven Years Ago, California

			Back then, I would have told you there was no better place in the world than California. The dry heat, the sunshine. The mountains and beaches. And the golden SoCal haze that everyone seemed to be drafting off of. It was perfect, and I knew I was exactly where I was supposed to be.

			Even on the days James from marketing barged into my office without knocking, grinning like he’d solved world hunger, waving a one-sheet I already knew was going to be a very bad idea.

			I was halfway out of my heels, leaning against my desk, finally letting the ache in my toes catch up to me. Late last night, Simon had called from Park City to say his pilot had grounded their return flight due to weather, leaving me to meet the Silverbridge Group this morning to give his pitch. I’d given the presentation on only three hours of sleep. I nailed it, too—clean, quick, persuasive. The investors were happy. Simon would be happy. And I was finally catching my breath.

			“You’re going to love this,” James said, and I preemptively added it to the long list of things James was wrong about.

			James wasn’t known for his hard work or ability to appreciate nuance. He liked big gestures and louder voices. He liked to restate someone else’s contribution in a meeting, explaining he was “putting a finer point on things.” He also liked to tell stories that were three times as long as they needed to be. Every ounce of him exuded entitlement, so I shouldn’t have been surprised the first time he tried to take credit for a strategy deck I built in my early months on the job. When I called him out, he told me to “take a breath,” suggesting with my level of experience I was lucky to be in the room at all, and then said it was all a part of “how things get done.” Like the Circle of Life for corporate grifters. I’ve disliked him ever since. People mistook his ability to filibuster a lunch for charm. But I couldn’t pretend I was so easily fooled.

			Being chief of staff to Simon Avery, Redwood Security’s CEO, was an endurance sport—the kind that kept me buzzing on a sort of runner’s high. Twelve-hour days in stuffy boardrooms and a phone that never stopped pinging at me were the norm.

			As James waved the one-sheet in the air, my Slack messages were chiming somewhere behind me.

			“A friend of mine is a producer over at CBS, and they want Simon to do an interview. Four minutes on their Sunday Morning show.” James put the paper on my desk with a triumphant smile.

			I understood why it sounded like a big get—my college-professor parents used to watch CBS’s Sunday Morning. The symphonic theme song at the top of the show had been some kind of catnip for them.

			“Tell your friend thanks but no thanks, James,” I said, folding the paper in half and handing it back to him.

			Redwood was Simon’s baby—a sleek home security start-up he’d founded in his twenties that ballooned into a billion-dollar juggernaut. What Nest did for thermostats, Redwood did for front doors, back gates, and entire neighborhoods. After securing his place near the top of the tech hierarchy in Silicon Valley, Simon relocated his company to Silicon Beach in Los Angeles. He liked the glossier vibes here—the sun-soaked atmosphere and the proximity to those whose names showed up in the credits of award-winning films. He came by it honestly, having been born in Bel Air. He ran with the kinds of power brokers who never waited long for anything—not opportunities, favors, or a booth at the Polo Lounge.

			I wasn’t one of them. But I wanted to be. I wanted the kind of power that comes from people knowing who you are before you walk into a room.

			So I had been putting in the hours for years. People had thrown their cellphones at me, hit on me, and cried to me. I took it all in stride, and in return, Simon mentored me. I kept up with balance sheets and companies’ growth strategies the way some people pored over sports statistics or celebrity gossip. And if Simon made a passing mention of an article he’d read, I read it, too—book, blog, translated opinion piece from the Hong Kong Economic Times.

			The momentum was like oxygen to me. I lived for it.

			But I did not live for James. In fact, the way he pouted as I turned down his pitch made me want to drop-kick my laptop into the Pacific.

			I’m toeing a line in Jimmy Choos, James. I’m gonna need you to get on board.

			“Este.” James chuckled. “I don’t think you understand. CBS is a big deal, and Sunday Morning has been on the air for nearly fifty years.”

			This was a classic James negotiation tactic. It couldn’t be that he was wrong. I must have misunderstood, being the doe-eyed young woman I was. Ordinarily, I would have braced myself for James to talk my ear off about the history of television itself—name-dropping whenever he could find the opportunity—until I could come up with a diplomatic way to shut him down. But I was tired. And my feet hurt.

			“I know what Sunday Morning is, James. But there’s not a single reason Simon needs to appear on a morning show whose core demographic is retirees still trying to figure out how to turn off the ringers on their cellphones. They’re not his audience. Not his clients.” Part of my job was acting as a gatekeeper for Simon. Ideas like this had to come through me. Whether James liked it or not.

			“It’s prestige,” James said, clearly missing the point. Because of course he was.

			“Prestige doesn’t jump the S-curve,” I said. “The board doesn’t care if he does a morning show. They care about funding, adoption, scale. And he can’t be focusing on that if he’s yucking it up on some show watched by zero percent of our target audience.”

			“This isn’t really a talk show format, Este. It’s—”

			“You’re missing the point, James,” I said. “I’m sorry. But it’s a no.”

			James left my office in a huff, and I opened the window by my desk as I sat down to weed through my new messages.

			It was dusk, and the air outside was warm and unhurried—a temporary respite from another high-velocity day. A touch of salt from the Pacific lingered in the breeze that swept through Venice that night, and I took a deep breath.

			My love for California was the swoony kind. It was my chosen home, and now that I had found it, I was never leaving.

			I didn’t always live in California, though. I grew up in Boston, spending my childhood years watching red and yellow leaves fall on the ground and boats thread their way under the bridges of the Charles River. I was always cold, always in tights and plaid, and everything looked like it was from L.L.Bean.

			My parents loved it there. They were realist types who saw the experience of raising a child like they saw everything else: as an academic problem to be researched, reasoned, and organized. There was no Santa, no TV, just flash cards and full transparency; they were convinced knowledge alone would shape me in their image.

			And for a while, I bought into their pedagogy.

			Until one winter night when the roads of our Boston suburb froze over, and my parents died in a head-on collision. That’s when I learned about the razor’s edge of it all. The slip of a wheel. The wrong angle of a turn. One misstep, and your whole life can be rewritten—no matter how studious or clever you might be.

			I waited up all night in wool socks for them to come home, and when my mother’s younger sister, Delia—my wild, charismatic, childless aunt—came to get me the next morning, the scaffolding of my organized life collapsed.

			I was sixteen. And told her I never wanted to be cold again.

			So she moved me to her house in the Garden District of New Orleans.

			“Darling, ‘America has only three cities: New York, San Francisco, and New Orleans. Everywhere else is Cleveland,’ ” she had told me as our plane touched down. “Tennessee Williams said that. You’re about to find out why.”

			She took me to parties, she never wore the same pair of heels twice, and unlike my parents, Delia thought rules were for other people and money existed to be spent—the faster the better.

			She was right about New Orleans. My life went from the black-and-white pages of textbooks to Technicolor. Music and art. Parties and dancing. And I went from dutiful prodigy to Delia’s Magazine Street shadow, sitting in the corner, book in hand as she swanned through restaurants, gallery openings, cocktail parties, and long dinners with friends who always smelled faintly of French perfume, champagne, and cigarettes.

			Delia’s social circle was a carousel of poets, actors, and musicians who graced New Orleans’s art scene, but also businessmen and -women, and the occasional foreign diplomat. She was one of those connectors—a person who always knew someone who knew someone else, and she got her ya-yas from pulling strangers into each other’s orbits. Gatherings at her house were of the “if you could choose five people to have dinner with” variety. For me, they were glittering distractions from the fact that my entire childhood had been obliterated in a single night.

			Who could grieve in the middle of a party?

			Through all of the brunches, luncheons, teas, and late-night jazz-infused cocktails, I was an unnoticed observer, soaking in the chatter and music that drifted through the air like the smoke. I’d pretend to read while secretly studying the way my aunt ordered wine, the way she could make a laugh sound like a melody, the way people leaned toward her like flowers toward the sun.

			On weekdays in the summer—when we were out of school and all the other kids were getting bug bites in camp cabins or swimming in community pools—my parents had taken me to museums. But Delia took me to restaurant patios where I watched fashionable businesswomen hurrying past on their lunch breaks. With mobile phones pressed to one ear and their eyes fixed on the path ahead, they stalked the city streets like predators. They were alive with purpose. They were in control.

			After seeing how quickly a life could collapse, I wanted all the control I could find. So I aspired to be exactly like them. Powerful. Assertive. A little aloof. Ambition would be my ticket to freedom.

			My parents had raised me to be voracious for information, to be fastidious and mature. So I asked Delia for a subscription to The Wall Street Journal. I became a hybrid model of my two lives—sapient protégée of my parents and Delia’s barfly companion. After graduating from Tulane with a double degree in business and economics, I bolted for California.

			Determined to shed my orphan persona for good with a designer wardrobe, a corner office, and fuck-you money.

			And when I landed my job with Simon, the first thing I did was get highlights and buy a skirt from The Row off The RealReal.

			Now, I worked long days in head-to-toe designer clothes—some I still bought on consignment in Venice. And my life had become an endless loop of meetings, negotiations, and late nights.

			I took a few deep breaths, and then my cellphone rang from somewhere on my desk.

			“Where are you right now?” Gemma Klein said as I picked up.

			Back then, Gemma was the barback at Greenleaf, the one place in Venice everyone frequented—from start-up bros to actors to venture capitalists sipping mescal cocktails. We began as casual acquaintances, but Delia had taught me that the right bartender could be your fairy godmother—not as a conduit for drinks, but as one for intel, introductions, and discreet little assists when you needed them most. A year prior, when Simon was seeking inside information on a property he was trying to acquire, Gemma knew the realtor.

			While I made it a habit not to rely on anyone—razors’ edges being what they were—Gemma had found a way to slip into my inner circle. And right around this point in my life, she was my friend who was on a mission to set me up.

			“Where am I ever?” I laughed. “I’m at work.”

			“Well, leave. Some club rugby team just walked into the bar. This place is nothing but accents, tree-trunk legs, and square jawlines.”

			“Sounds…Irish.”

			“No, Este,” Gemma insisted. “It’s hot. And you’re coming. We’re breaking your dry spell and my bad-date streak with one rugby ball.”

			I let out an exaggerated sigh. “I can’t tonight,” I said. “I’m buried in something for Simon.”

			This earned me a full-throated “Booo!” Then she said, “Call me tomorrow,” and hung up.

			I watched the screen go dark and sat there for a second longer than I meant to, thumb hovering over the call button to redial her as the quiet of the office at night got a little loud. This is the time of my life with the fewest responsibilities I’ll ever have—or so I had thought at the time.

			Shouldn’t I want to be at a bar with my friend and a rugby team?

			Maybe. But I wanted Simon’s approval more.

			That’s when the light from the hallway was briefly eclipsed, and I looked up to find Simon in my doorway, his tall frame leaning casually and a half smile tugging on one corner of his mouth. His dark hair was always perfectly styled, like he’d just run a hand through it, and his sharp, intelligent eyes could size up a room in seconds. Simon carried himself like he belonged everywhere, possessing the quiet confidence that came from knowing he’d already won.

			In his late thirties, he already had the kind of success people dreamed of. Redwood was a household name, and our annual revenue reports practically printed money. Shareholders, the board, absolutely everyone loved him.

			“What are you doing here?” I asked him, then skimmed the calendar I kept open on one of my three monitors. “You’re supposed to be sipping overpriced tequila at Gjelina.”

			Simon smiled. “I blew it off. Couldn’t wait to get a download of the Silverbridge Group meeting.”

			He blew it off.

			It felt meaningful. But I reminded myself the meaning was rooted in the presentation he had missed. The Silverbridge Group had the ability to pump an eight-figure round into Redwood’s next phase of growth. His was the first plane out when the snow finally lifted, but he had still missed them by an hour or two. Now, the look behind Simon’s eyes was loaded with anticipation.

			“They’re in,” I said, unable to keep my smile small.

			“Yeah?” He grinned with quiet satisfaction. “Well done, Este.”

			This was our ritual—me delivering good news, him rewarding it with attention. As if I was some kind of barely domesticated animal, leaving dead mice on its owner’s kitchen mat. I liked the hunt, in part, because I knew I would be able to show off what I had snared to Simon.

			Sometimes that meant I won his praise. Sometimes it meant something else. I liked both. Maybe more than I should have.

			Because the thing I didn’t tell Gemma, the thing nobody knew, was that I was sleeping with my boss. By that point, I had been sleeping with Simon for about six months.

			“You want to get out of here?” he asked, with a touch of flirtation in his eyes. “Go work on that presentation?”

			This was our code. When Simon or I used the word “presentation” in the vaguest sense with each other, it was an invitation to meet at his place.

			I wasn’t in love with him. I was in love with my career. And sleeping with Simon made me feel like those women I used to admire—poised, important, a little untouchable.

			One stuffy afternoon in high school, buried in some New England library, I read that Oscar Wilde once said, “Everything in the world is about sex except sex. Sex is about power.” I didn’t get it at the time. But I did once I met Simon.

			Our relationship didn’t start out so close. But one night—about three years into my job—we were at Simon’s house working on an actual presentation, and my arm brushed against his. Maybe it was the static in the air or the scent of his cologne that set things into motion. But one minute, we were going over a meeting agenda, and the next, he kissed me. In the following days, Simon panicked, saying he had never done anything like that before. He asked if I wanted to leave Redwood and offered to help me find something new. But I told him I didn’t want that.

			I wasn’t naïve enough to think that sleeping with my boss would lead to a promotion or a diamond ring. I didn’t want a boyfriend. Most of the guys my age were either intimidated by my job or too busy building their own empires to return a text message. While my friends were cycling through first dates with guys more obsessed with their fantasy football draft than with romance, I was finally being seen by someone who mattered. And it felt like a drug.

			The only thing I ever asked Simon for was discretion, something that protected us both.

			I knew how it would look if word got out about us. I would be a walking cliché. But our arrangement didn’t feel cliché. Simon was sharp, magnetic, and hot. And I liked pillow talk that bled into conversations about work and industry events.

			So a few nights a week, I stayed over at his place in Bel Air. And in the morning, we split back into our work roles—no affection, no lingering glances. It wasn’t cold. It was professional. Strategic. Like everything else in our lives.

			“Hey, can you look into InfoSynth for me?” he asked as he walked me out.

			“I think I have something on that,” I said. A few weeks ago, I had read a piece on the AI technology Beau Walker was developing at InfoSynth. Over the next weekend, I had gone deep into a research spiral—compiling notes on filings, interviews, and anything else I could find on the company. I beamed at the thought that I could slide my research to Simon tonight. Making it look like I had read his mind yet again.

			Later that night, in Simon’s bed, I flipped my phone around to show him my InfoSynth notes. “Here’s everything I’ve found.”

			The dim evening light cast soft shadows across the room. I let my eyes drift over his bare chest and the chiseled lines of his profile.

			He was sitting beside me in pajama pants. In the evenings I slept at his place, I got Simon’s full attention. He would ask my thoughts on who he’d met with that day or what new tech start-up was catching his eye, and we would sift through our phones, clearing out emails.

			“The founder is a little aloof—probably working overtime to create the illusion of being hard to get to,” I said as he looked over my screen.

			Simon passed my phone back to me, looking skeptical. “Like he’s holed up in a Bahamian compound somewhere?”

			“No.” I shook my head at the conjuring of Bitcoin bros. “Beau Walker is the real deal. No fancy degree or pedigree—only honed raw talent. Barely thirty, Walker has earned a reputation for having a special sort of alchemy—both architect and strategist. And with the adaptive pattern recognition tech of InfoSynth, he’s poised to be a market disrupter. Think, smart disaster response. Even in-home support for people with medically complex needs. In-home systems could anticipate when residents might need help.”

			Simon’s lips curled into a wolfish grin. “It’s sexy when you pitch a business proposal.”

			“Don’t swoon just yet. I still have to tell you James got you an interview on CBS News Sunday Morning, but I turned it down. You’d be better off being a bartender on Watch What Happens Live with Andy Cohen! At least his viewers know how to work their phones.”

			“You watch Bravo?”

			“Literally when would I have the time to do that? The most downtime I’ve had this month is when I got my highlights done last week, and I spent most of that appointment fighting with James about his advertising budget.”

			“I heard. I think you made him cry.” Simon gave a breathy laugh that told me he was kidding.

			I pulled at a stray strand of hair. “Well, he ruined my shampoo-conditioner scalp massage, so now my hair looks like this.”

			Simon tucked a few loose tendrils behind my ear, and his gaze lingered, softening in a way that undid me more than the grin. “Your hair is perfect. You’re gorgeous.” He landed a warm kiss on my bare knee. “And smart.”

			He thinks I’m gorgeous. And smart.

			Dopamine surged through my system at the words. But I couldn’t let him change the subject yet.

			“InfoSynth is the right play. I’m sure,” I countered. “But getting to Beau Walker is going to be the complicated bit.”

			“I can be very persuasive,” he said. The hand he had on my knee skated toward my thigh now, and heat rushed in right along with it. And like it often did when I had Simon’s attention, it felt like the universe was bending to my pitch.

			As he leaned in to kiss me, I pulled out my phone and set my alarm. “You’ve got that Wired interview in the morning. The journalist will be calling on East Coast time. We can’t stay up too late.”

			“I can be fast, slow. Whatever you want.” He smirked and started trailing kisses down my shoulder.

			Sex with a side of business strategy. I liked this. I was good at this.

			This was what loyalty in my twenties looked like—eyes closed, feetfirst.

			I should have asked more questions, should have slowed down long enough to see the cracks. But I didn’t want to protect myself. I wanted this.

			My body downshifted from dealmaking, and as he pulled my shirt off, I let myself lean into the heat of his touch.

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			Thirteen Days Before the Hurricane

			Turning in to Gemma’s apartment complex—a cluster of low peach buildings with tired palms and a cracked sign that reads Winter Oak in chipped paint on a sun-warped placard—my stomach lurches. The complex looks so quiet. So ordinary.

			I guess the terrible news hasn’t reached this part of town yet.

			Her apartment is near the main office, and I scan for her car—a red Nissan Sentra named Betty. But it’s not there, and her apartment windows are dark.

			The idea comes to me quickly, and I throw my car into park before I can change my mind.

			“OhmyGod!” Panting, I burst through the front door of the apartment’s leasing office. An older woman jerks forward in her seat at the sound of my voice. “I fucked up. Like seriously fucked up. I’m supposed to be cat-sitting for my friend in unit 2B.” I’m talking fast, not giving her room to question me as I reach her desk. “Betty—my friend’s cat—has a heart condition. Pills every twelve hours or she croaks. And my friend had to work, so I said I’d come over to give her the pills. But I left her spare key at my place. You have to help me, or Betty’s a goner. Please? Can I borrow your key? Long enough to give her her meds?”

			The woman’s face pinches, either worried about the cat or convinced I’m out of my mind.

			“Please,” I beg, letting the grief crack my voice.

			I just need to see it. Maybe then I can believe she’s gone.

			The woman walks to a wall-mounted case, retrieving a key. “Two minutes,” she says and smiles sweetly. “I’m not supposed to do this. But we cat lovers have to stick together, right?”

			“I’ll be right back,” I promise.

			I just need…something. Something to unmake this nightmare.

			As I let myself into the apartment, I know I’m being crazy. I’m mid-lecture, in fact—telling myself I shouldn’t be here—when the scent hits me. Not the cloying rot of something gone wrong, only the faint trace of a lived-in space. Drugstore shampoo. A candle with a name like Coastal Birch or First Snow.

			Gemma.

			The blinds are drawn, and the kitchen is immaculate—not a dish on the counter or a coffee mug in the sink.

			But as I step farther inside, the hush pressing in around me, my steps falter.

			The apartment isn’t clean. It’s empty.

			The last time I was here, there were fairy lights strung over the sliding doors in the living room. The blue sofa—with its wilting cushions and a red-wine stain on one arm—had a woven throw blanket draped over it. Gemma had a bookshelf chockablock with books, and a small desk in her bedroom so organized it could have passed for a Pinterest page.

			Now, the TV is gone, but the wall mount is still there. Tilted slightly, like the TV was removed hastily. The sofa and coffee table are there, too, but they’re bare. The bookshelf is hollowed out. What’s left feels staged, like someone cleaned out everything personal and left only the bones.

			I cross the room in slow steps, half expecting to find a note, or a photo—anything to prove Gemma inhabited this place. But all I see is a faint ring on the coffee table, like someone lifted a mug too late to stop the stain. The ring is cold to the touch. No moisture or warmth.

			But this was her place.

			I walk through the bedroom, where a bare mattress and frame are left. No sheets. The dresser is empty. So is the closet. Gemma’s bathroom drawers? Barren. I spin back toward the kitchen, driven by panic now. I yank hard on the cabinet door handles and drawer pulls, already knowing what I’m going to find. The refrigerator, the pantry. Even the space beneath the sink. Everything is empty.

			Like Gemma was never here.

			I put my hand on my head, feeling dizzy and wondering if I’m losing it. A few days ago, everything was easy come, easy go. Dinners, workout classes, shopping, trips—Beau and I lived life as it came. And now? My friend is dead. Heart heavy, I steady myself against the doorjamb for a moment.

			And then the front door clicks.

			Shit.

			I freeze.

			A second later, it opens—and Detective Ardell steps inside as my heart stutters. I can see he’s startled, too, because he reaches for the weapon on his belt.

			“Sorry, sorry,” I blurt, lifting my hands reflexively.

			His eyes land on me, and for an uncomfortable second, neither of us speaks.

			“Este, what the hell are you doing here?” He seems both irritated and staggered.

			I blink, looking around for a second like the answer might spring forward from one of Gemma’s empty cabinets. But then I say the only honest thing that comes to mind. “I don’t understand what happened. I wanted to see—” I say, fighting back fresh tears. “I thought that maybe—”

			Ardell exhales through his nose. “You shouldn’t be here, Este.”

			“I know. I’m sorry.” I wipe my face. “It wasn’t taped off,” I add, softer now. “So I thought maybe—maybe it was okay to come inside? I needed to see it. I can’t believe she’s…” Tears threaten to spill again.

			Ardell doesn’t move. He doesn’t say it’s okay. He doesn’t say it’s not. He just watches me for a long moment, and I can’t tell if he’s going to escort me out, call the front office, or hug me. Then, his gaze flicks from me to the empty apartment.

			“It’s not usually like this,” I say. “The last time I was here it felt lived in. But now it’s…”

			Ardell nods, frowning. “Where is everything? Was she moving?” He surveys the space, suspicion creasing his forehead.

			“She was supposed to be interviewing for a job. I helped her prep for it. She was putting down roots.”

			He’s listening, but his eyes drift past me. He’s more focused on cataloging what used to be the living room.

			“Beau said she was found in the alley behind Lemon & Fig all alone? And Tippy said it was a hit-and-run?”

			“Maybe.” He shakes his head.

			My stomach flips. “What does that mean?”

			“We’re still looking into a few things.” He starts toward the bedroom and then turns back to me. “You should head out. I’ve got a team on the way.”

			Then it clicks. He’s investigating something. This isn’t some kind of routine check.

			Gemma’s death might not have been an accident.

			My body goes light and then heavy, like the moment an elevator cable catches, and I have to reach for the counter to stay upright. The 310 number comes roaring back.

			Ardell’s eyebrows twitch, like something’s just occurred to him. “What time did you leave the party last night?”

			I shrink a little. “Around ten, I think. Is there anything I can do to help?”

			“Got it. Listen, I’ll follow up if I need any more information.” He waves it off.

			“Right.”

			I tell him I understand, but my hands are shaking as I place the borrowed key on the counter and move for the front door. I glance back one more time at Ardell and the empty apartment. Then, a wave of dread hits me, and I hustle to my car, trying to outrun the eerie feeling creeping up my back.

			Because if Gemma’s death wasn’t an accident, someone wanted her gone.

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			
			I drive back from Gemma’s in a daze—operating on autopilot while my mind is stuck in her nearly empty apartment, where Ardell might still be.

			Why did he act like another homicide investigation is unfolding? Didn’t he say it was an accident?

			Ardell must know more than he is letting on.

			My phone chimes with a new text, and in my center-console screen, I see a notification from the 310 number.

			2:07 P.M.

			Don’t make this harder than it needs to be, Este.

			The hairs at the nape of my neck prickle as I flash back to the figure from last night, outside Lemon & Fig, lingering in the dark. I questioned whether it was real. It easily could have been a trick of the eye, a by-product of the headlights flickering across Park Avenue’s brick roads, shadows jumping as cars pass. But now, the messages feel like confirmation of what I feared: The figure I saw outside Marcus’s window was real.

			And if 310 is who I think it is, things are only going to get worse.

			I pick up my phone and swipe the message away as I ease onto Isle of Sicily Road, slowing when I spot Ford McGinnis in his driveway.

			He’s unloading his golf bag from the back of his SUV. He glances up as I stop and roll down my window.

			“Hey, Este.” He lifts a hand in greeting, clubs slung casually over his shoulder. In the afternoon light, he fits the pro athlete persona perfectly—sun-browned skin, movie-star smile. But my eyes drop to his legs. And despite what Polly told me this morning, I notice how uninjured his knee seems. Not a brace in sight.

			“Ford, hi,” I say carefully. “Nice to see you in town. Beau said you guys were going to play a round this morning, but then…”

			“Just got back,” he says easily, shifting the bag higher on his shoulder. “Managed to get a few holes in, though.”

			His tone is almost breezy. Like he’s not casually talking around the fact that everyone else has been at the police station about a murder investigation. And I can’t stop staring at the knee Polly swore was hurt. No limp. No hesitation as he pivots toward his front door. Strong, steady, as if he could walk eighteen holes without breaking a sweat.

			“I didn’t see you at the station earlier,” I say, keeping my voice light.

			He pauses, and his face falls, like he’s working to affect a somber attitude about the day’s events. “I was sorry to hear about the waitress from the party last night.”

			“She was a manager, actually,” I correct before I can stop the words. Once they’ve left my mouth, though, they feel defensive.

			“Sure,” he says. “Really too bad.” He’s silent for another beat before he flashes me that famous McGinnis grin. “My team talked to the police. We all agreed I should stay clear until they’ve got their facts straight. If they need a statement, they know where to find me. After the time my lawyers and publicity had last year cleaning up Heidi’s and my breakup, it’s better for me to keep a low profile.”

			Of course he lawyered up. That’s what pros do—protect themselves first. I should expect nothing less from someone who’s lived half his life in front of cameras. To me, in this moment, though, he looks like a man with something to lose.

			But he’s hardly ever here. He’s smart not to risk his reputation on another scandal involving people he barely knows.

			“Smart.” I nod, pretending to mean it. “Well, welcome home.”

			“Good to be back,” he says, his smile holding steady.

			But the dissonance clings to me like the humidity in the air. He’s too polished, too unbothered. And that knee? It was supposed to be injured.

			His gaze lingers like he’s reading something I don’t want written on my face, and then he nods once, leaving me no choice but to keep driving.

			When I come through the door, Beau is in the kitchen. “Are you hungry?” he asks. “Did you and Nora eat?”

			“No,” I murmur as I angle my head to try to get another look at Ford and his driveway from the front window.

			Beau walks over and gives me a hug. “You doing all right? You want to take the boat out?” he asks, like maybe some fresh air will help.

			I look back toward the foyer, where Gemma stood yesterday.

			“Este?” Beau is looking at me, and I can tell I’ve missed a cue. Something he’s said that I didn’t respond to.

			“Sorry. What?”

			“You want to go out on the boat?” he asks again.

			I shake my head, my mind swimming through questions about Gemma and Ford, her apartment, and what anyone might know about what happened to her.

			And when I come up for air, the 310 text messages clobber me again.

			The thought of moving from where I’m standing seems perilous.

			“Well, I’ve been meaning to put gas in it. I’m going to run it over to the station,” Beau says. “I’ll be back in a few.”

			With that, he kisses me quickly, then heads down to the dock. I step toward the sliding doors that lead to our backyard and the view of the lake, watching him lower the lift and pull the cover off the boat.

			That’s when I notice what’s not on the pool deck. The chaise near the outdoor shower is empty. I head outside to be sure, checking for where Beau might have discarded his clothes from last night. There’s nothing.

			But he was drinking and smoking cigars at the club until the early morning hours. So where is everything?

			As I’m following the question back inside, the boat engine revs to life down by the dock.

			I walk around the rooms, scanning them for more information about what time Beau got home or where he came in. Or maybe more to the point: What the hell happened last night?

			The living room looks normal, though. So do the master bathroom and the guest bathrooms. But when I pass the laundry room, a small puddle in front of the washing machine stops me midstep. Without a second thought, I lunge toward the machine, pulling open the door only to find Beau’s dry-clean-only blazer is slumped in the bottom of the washing machine. The faint scent of soap rises from the drum.

			What the fuck?

			I’m so transfixed by the lines of the fabric sagging in a crumpled mess in the stainless steel drum that the sound of my own phone ringing startles me.

			It’s Nora.

			“Hey.” I pick up, still dazed, unable to take my eyes away from Beau’s ruined suit.

			“What the hell happened with Beau?”

			I shake my head for a second, reminding myself that my best friend is not a mind reader, she’s probably calling for an update on Beau’s trip to the police station.

			“Chief Kennedy called in everyone who stayed late last night. Autumn, Beau, Tippy, Shep. He called Ford, too. But Ford didn’t go. Do you think that’s weird? Can people opt out of a police interview like that?”

			“I don’t actually know,” she says. And then I think she says, “Can I do anything to help?”

			But I don’t realize that my mind has wandered back to the washing machine drum until Nora says my name.

			“Are you sure you’re okay, Este?”

			“Fine.” I snap out of it and try to perk up. “Sorry.”

			“Want to grab a drink at the Racquet Club?” she asks.

			I want to say yes. I know I should. Dulling the edges with a drink would be easier than standing here, staring at Beau’s suit in my washing machine. Easier than the sharp feeling in my chest and the certainty that something isn’t right. I want to go to the club and spill all of this to Nora, but I don’t even know what this is. Figuring that part out first feels like the most important thing.

			I can’t move. My feet feel cemented to the laundry room tile—a tile I chose when we bought the house, ceramic discs in a cool-toned blue meant to catch the sunlight streaming in from the lake. I recall how opulent it seemed at the time that even our laundry room had a lake view. But standing in front of the washing machine now, all I can feel is the water pooling beneath my feet.

			When I finally lift my gaze, my eyes drift toward a window. Beau and our boat are nowhere to be seen. I turn my head back toward the waterlogged suit in my washing machine. An uneasy feeling creeps up the back of my neck.

			“Este?” Nora says again.

			“I can’t,” I hear myself say. And I think it’s the first time in our friendship that I’ve blown Nora off.

			“Are you sure?”

			“Yeah. I have a headache. I’ll call you in a while.”

			“I can bring wine over to your place if you change your mind.”

			There’s something almost lonely in her voice, and it hits me: I’ve been a shitty friend for not asking how she’s taking the news. “Are you okay, Nora?”

			“I mean, I’m sad. Gemma was so nice.”

			“She was.”

			The finality of the past tense hangs in the air a moment. But I can still see Gemma through the years in my mind.

			“Why don’t you call me later if you need me?” Nora suggests in a rush and hangs up.

			God. She’s probably retraumatized. I’m an asshole.

			I promise myself I’m going to check on her in an hour.

			But I can’t call her back now. I’m stuck between my own grief and something new. Something that feels insidious and wrong.

			Why did Beau wash his suit?

			I reach into the washing machine drum, feeling an urgency that edges toward panic. Last night, the blazer felt soft to the touch, but the expensive material has gone coarse and dry under a cycle of water and some plant-based powdered laundry detergent.

			I pull out the jacket, wondering if reshaping it on a hanger will give it hope for survival. But the creases crushed into the once-smooth lapel aren’t a good sign. I shake it out, hoping to loosen the wrinkles. The fabric makes a snapping sound with every rough flap. On my third and final thwack, something falls out of one of Beau’s pockets and drops to the tile in a limp, wet heap. Draping the jacket over a hanger before I check the floor, I’m expecting a loose collar stay or errant golf ball marker. Maybe a loose button popped off the suit. But it’s none of those things.

			It’s Beau’s pocket square from last night. But the blue and white floral silk I helped him choose is soaking wet and marred with red splotches.

			Blood.

			My cheeks flush hot, and I snatch the pocket square like it’s a lifeline. As if the answers to what happened last night might be woven into the fabric. I study it carefully, picturing the way Beau folded it last night before tucking it into his blazer pocket. I bought it for him a few years ago on some absentminded shopping day on Park Ave. It’s such an ordinary accessory in my memory. But it looks completely wrong now.

			The room spins a little as my brain races to conjure some reasonable explanation for how Beau got blood on it. And why his suit is in the washing machine. I go back to the other pieces of his outfit from last night, scanning for any more stains. But there’s nothing. Then I remember how he seemed in bed this morning. Like he hadn’t slept and something was churning behind his eyes.

			No. That’s ridiculous.

			I pull out my phone.

			I used to be so good in a crisis, and I loved sleuthing. When I worked for Simon, he would give me half of a name in passing conversation and ask me to find out where this vague, barely named person worked four years prior. Or he’d ask me to schedule a lunch for him “at that place,” and I wouldn’t even blink as he’d add something unhelpful, like “The one I like with the salad? Near that landmark I can’t recall?”

			Back then, a quest to find certainty in a half-baked assembly of information was my idea of fun. My years as a curious kid, sitting with my parents in university libraries, had taught me the value of archived records and the Dewey decimal system. My love for cross-referencing categories and details until I could find precisely what I wanted deep amidst the dusty aisles of books that shaped my childhood on rainy New England weekends paid off mightily once I got to California.

			Now, as I open Gemma’s Instagram page, I have to push my grief down. Somewhere in this grid of pictures and moments, there must be something that can explain what the hell happened last night.

			I scroll past FitCheck selfies of Gemma dressed for work and an afternoon drive to the beach. Gemma liked snarky internet jokes. She documented decorating her new apartment—the one that’s bare now. She sometimes tried @livforpasta’s TikTok recipes and then took pictures of them—the wins and the fails. She lived alone with a ficus named Albert, flourishing near a sunny spot at her bedroom window.

			Instagram Gemma is the Gemma I know. Sharp, funny. But my mind flashes back to her empty apartment. Why didn’t she tell me she was moving? Did Gemma have a secret?

			What if her profile persona is nothing more than some smoothed-over decoy? How well did I know her?

			I want to throw my phone across the room and burst into tears for the friend who came here chasing a new life. I saw her yesterday, and today she’s gone. It’s cruel and almost too unreal to stomach.

			It takes effort to keep scrolling.

			I’m about to give up when my eyes catch on a picture of her sitting in a window seat. She’s tucked into a bench seat as the light casts a glow over her features. The ornate carvings in the window molding—detailed flowers and vines sculpted into amber wood—suggest she’s somewhere with old-world opulence. A hotel maybe? Or a library?

			The picture’s time stamp is a week old and underneath it the caption reads, “When he catches you in the perfect light…”

			“He”? There was a guy? She never mentioned that.

			I shake my head to clear my mind, reminding myself there’s always a perfectly good explanation for things. There’s always an answer. But I don’t have one. Not one I like anyway.

			Because the only answer I can come up with is that Beau knows something about what happened to Gemma last night.

			I need to talk to him. If he knows something, he’ll tell me. Because from the day we met, Beau’s always been honest with me.

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			California

			“I have seen the full spectrum of human morality today. I earned a drink,” I said to Gemma as I dropped onto the barstool in front of her with a dramatic sigh.

			Gemma arched a brow, already reaching for a rocks glass from the rustic shelves behind her. “Long day in the temple of capitalism?”

			I shoved my iPhone down the bar as far away from myself as my arm could stretch.

			Me and that phone are on a break.

			“Simon double-booked his meetings somehow, so I had to smooth that out by attempting to be in two places at once. James tried to take credit for a pitch deck I built. If I have to explain exponential growth curves to one more man who thinks he invented math, I’ll commit a felony.”

			Gemma smirked as she poured me a vodka soda. “So…same as yesterday?”

			A few times a week, I would finish out my workday on a barstool at Greenleaf and we’d trade war wounds. She saw Hollywood actors crying into their martinis and venture capitalists forgetting their wives’ names while I got a front-row seat for what happened when those same people tried to run companies.

			Sometimes, I’d let her pour me a drink while I answered emails, but most of the time, I came for the noise. The crowd humming with real-life conversation instead of profit and loss assessments. I liked the way the chaos felt like being back in New Orleans, familiar and steadying.

			Tonight, though, I was so tired I couldn’t bring myself to open my laptop.

			“Distract me,” I pleaded. “How was the rugby club? Please tell me everything about your scrum-loving, oak tree of a future husband.”

			Gemma’s love life was so known for its misfires and crash-outs even she found amusement in the casualties.

			“Ick.” She recoiled at the memory. “It was a bust. I met this guy named Sebastian, and he spent the entire night talking to himself in the reflection behind my head. It was like performance art. But fear not…” She steepled her fingers. “I have something better than that. Remember last week when you were trying to run down Beau Walker’s whereabouts?”

			She nodded toward the door, and as if on cue, a dozen guys poured in. Their type was instantly recognizable. Their wardrobes looked effortless—but that was part of the charade.

			God forbid they be perceived as interested in something as superficial as clothes when they are busy running the world.

			Every piece signaled stealth wealth. Their cashmere hoodies, thousand-dollar plain T-shirts, and designer sneakers that screamed “limited run” had all been curated by bougie stylists.

			“That is the leadership team for InfoSynth,” Gemma said under her breath. “The whole pack of them is scary smart. Did you hear that last week their camp leaked news that they’re in the final stretch of a sale?” She scanned the raucous crowd. “The net worth of this room just went up by several billion dollars.”

			They’re here and they’re shopping around a sale. Simon’s going to be thrilled.

			A leak like that wasn’t idle gossip. It was a prod. InfoSynth hinting at a deal could only mean one thing: The holdout of the decade was finally ready to cash in, and best and final offers were due.

			I looked across the bar and instantly locked eyes with someone. Brown hair and a lopsided grin. He was standing in the center of the soon-to-be-moneyed tech bros pack. They were laughing too loud at his jokes, but he didn’t seem to notice them. He looked right at me as he lifted his glass in salute, a silent hello from the loudest energy in the room.

			He was handsome, and there was an edge of power in his presence—something about the way his clothes fit or the way he seemed so unbothered by the scene around him. While I was playing at control, he had harnessed it.

			Beau Walker. In the flesh.

			“Holy shit. How did you get them here?” I look back at her.

			“I met a bunch of them when I was freelancing behind the bar of InfoSynth’s Christmas party last year. You said you were looking for him and I heard their event person was sniffing around for a place to host a happy hour. I made a few calls, offered them our patio, et voilà.” Her eyebrows wagged.

			This was how she slipped past my defenses. Once, she tipped me off that a competitor of Simon’s was meeting here to discuss a merger. When I delivered the news to Simon, he squashed the merger by buying up half the tech on offer in a competing bid. He told me I had killer instincts. Then, he took me home and kissed me like I had won a war. And I paid Gemma back by giving her Simon’s suite at a Lakers game.

			If this deal goes the way Simon hopes it will, Gemma’s getting season tickets.

			“Want me to call him over?” she offered.

			I looked back in Beau’s direction. He wore jeans and a vintage George Clinton Atomic Dog T-shirt—an outfit that I found vaguely irksome, though I couldn’t decide why. Maybe it was the obscurity of the musical reference. Or maybe it was that, dressed as he was, it was hard to know if he was coming from the office or some ocean-side ayahuasca retreat. Still, he looked good, if a little bit rugged.

			But I’m in a situationship with my boss, so I can only admire him from afar.

			“You’ve got a little drool. Just there,” Gemma teased, reaching for my cheek.

			I batted her hand away. “Shouldn’t he be kayaking in the Baltic Sea or hanging off the side of some glacier on an Alaskan ice-climbing trip?”

			The intrepid, modern-day innovator. It’s all so Bruce Wayne–coded I could puke.

			“Feel free to thank me at any point,” Gemma persisted. “I mean. One thing could lead to another.”

			I wagged a finger. “No. One thing will not lead to another. You said yourself he’s on the verge of being a gazillionaire—the toast of the town. He’s about to be covered in ‘pick me girl’ pheromones. I don’t need to be lumped in with that. I need him to agree to meet with Simon.”

			“Oh, come on. This is a work thing?” Gemma frowned. “I thought you wanted to be fixed up. You’ve been on the bench for, like, a year. What is that?”

			“I’m not benched. I’m busy,” I said with a roll of my eyes.

			Busy, and moving in stealth mode.

			I went on, “Maybe when I’m a successful executive there will be time, but I’m in a very committed relationship with PowerPoint at the moment.”

			“Gemma, right?” I heard a warm, masculine voice say. “Am I interrupting if I come over to say hi?” Beau was suddenly standing beside Gemma with that boyish smile.

			“You’re not interrupting, Beau.” Gemma gave me a side glance, like she couldn’t believe our luck. “This is my friend Este.”

			“Charmed.” He nodded in my direction, and the energy I’d felt from across the room was more formidable up close than I had expected. With the slightest gesture, he could have commanded the attention of the entire bar. And the most dangerous part was how much I wanted to see him do it.

			It wasn’t fair. Power like that and such a magnetic smile.

			“How’ve you been?” Gemma gushed. “Nice shirt, by the way. I’m such a big fan of George Clinton.”

			“Really?” Beau looked surprised

			“No.” She laughed impishly. “I am pop music to my very core.”

			“What about you, Este?” Beau looked at me again, and the spark in his eyes felt somehow both dangerous and familiar.

			I searched for a witty comeback but decided on the truth instead. “I don’t know a lot of George Clinton. My musical library was…limited when I was a kid, so I’m still getting caught up. My parents only let me listen to Public Enemy because Chuck D credited Noam Chomsky for ‘Don’t believe the hype.’ ”

			When I’d moved in with Delia, she’d blasted jazz standards through the house—like she was trying to reprogram my childhood with Ella Fitzgerald. It kind of worked.

			Beau blinked, as if somehow he was expecting me to say anything but that. “Honestly? Strong start.”

			“Tell that to eleven-year-old Este. She had to write a report on the premise of a Faustian bargain before she could watch The Little Mermaid.”

			Beau laughed. Not politely, but full out. And the sound was so rich, something inside me loosened, then tightened all at once. Against my better judgment, I reached for my drink and took a sip.

			“Faustian bargain?” he repeated, and I waited for him to stumble, to prove his intelligence was the myopic type—useful only for conquering the tech industry. But instead, he squinted, like he was trying to visualize some textbook. “What was your thesis? Did she make the wrong trade? Or ask for the wrong thing?”

			Oh. Oh, no. He’s successful, handsome, and smart?

			And though my logical brain knew he couldn’t be the guy for me—because there was no guy for me, only Simon and PowerPoint—my body hadn’t gotten the memo.

			There was something about Beau—something chemical—that made my pulse kick up and my breath feel uneven.

			“She blew it,” I said, trying to sound unaffected. “She should have asked for equity. Stock options. Something with appreciating value.”

			“You’re funny,” he said, apparently unshaken by the spark of energy that was flattening me.

			I can’t be doing this. I can’t be flirting with Beau Walker.

			I knew Gemma could feel the buzzy flirtation in the air, too, because she winked at me and took a step back, like she was about to make herself scarce.

			“Anyway, I hope I’m not bothering you,” Beau said.

			But I was bothered—by the sharp cut of his jaw, the way his eyes crinkled when he smiled. As he stood there, I wondered what it would feel like to reach out and smooth the soft wrinkle with my thumb.

			This is a horror show. I can’t be here.

			“I have to go,” I said, almost to myself. And then, “Yep. I’m leaving. I have work to do.”

			Beau’s smile faltered.

			“You’re leaving? Now?” Gemma’s eyes bounced between Beau and me, scrambling for a reason to get me to stay as I reached for my purse and hopped down from my stool. “Didn’t you have something you wanted to ask Beau?” she called, but I had made it halfway to the door.

			Fuck. The whole reason I’ve been trying to reach him. The career-changing thing that evaporated from my mind under the heated stare of Beau Walker.

			I stopped to dig a business card out of my bag and doubled back to where Beau was standing. “We should talk,” I said with an outstretched hand. “I heard InfoSynth is looking for a buyer. And I think I have the right opportunity.”

			Beau took the card, looking down at the lettering before turning his attention back to me. “Redwood?”

			My throat felt dry, but I smoothed my skirt and pressed on. “We’re very interested in what you’ve developed. Could be a great opportunity to scale.”

			“I’ll call you,” he said.

			And then I practically ran for the door. But when I made it out to the street, I allowed myself one parting look over my shoulder. I could say I was trying to make sure Gemma didn’t think me ungrateful for the opportunity, but the uncomfortable truth was I couldn’t resist one more hit of Beau’s easy smile.

			Our eyes met. He winked. Fucking winked. Effortless. Certain. Like he already knew I wanted to turn around.

			I panicked.

			That guy’s a poison pill. He could blow up my entire life if he got too close.

			To this day, Beau loves to tell the story of the night he first saw me. He remembers it all. The vintage Chanel shift dress I was wearing. The low ponytail. And the way I looked back—my gaze holding for a beat too long—before I disappeared around the corner.

			I might have looked sure of myself when I handed him my business card, but as I waited at the valet station on the other side of the building for my car, I couldn’t shake the flush of red in my cheeks.

			I shivered a little in the night breeze as the valet pulled up with my car. But when my phone buzzed in my bag with an incoming text from Simon, I reached for it with shaky hands.

			Get it together, Este. Jesus.

			I dropped into the car, telling myself I needed a reset. Something to draw a line between the way Beau had just made me feel and my real life, and I knew exactly where to find it.

			“Hey,” Simon greeted me at the door of his Bel Air estate. He was wearing dress pants, but his white button-down shirt was partially unbuttoned. He smelled good and his arms felt warm around me.

			But as I leaned in for a kiss, my hands moved on impulse, trailing my thumb over to the space between his hairline and the corner of his eye.

			Only I knew the touch was betrayal in its quietest form. Because as my thumb brushed Simon’s skin, I wasn’t thinking of Simon at all. I was picturing Beau and that crinkle by his eye when he smiled.

		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			Eight Days Before the Hurricane

			“You’re like a baby Picasso,” I say, walking into Nora’s sunroom. She’s sitting by the windows, stretching canvases in the afternoon light.

			After Will died, Nora moved into this rental on Trismen Terrace. A two-story French provincial with a lake view on a quiet dead-end street. A picturesque clean slate. She turned the sunroom into her studio. And while I don’t think he’s the reason she picked this house, it doesn’t hurt that Marcus lives nearby.

			With Gemma’s murder making every evening hour of the news, I hardly think about setting the two of them up anymore. Today, I’m mostly here to check on her. But I also need to talk her into going with me to Lemon & Fig.

			“Shit.” She looks up. Her oversize shirt is soft with wear and splattered with stray brushstrokes and flecks of dried paint. “Sorry, I got distracted.”

			Her voice sounds distant, and I cock my head at her. “You okay?”

			It’s been five days since Gemma was found, and the news still hangs in the air like a fog, a gloomy reminder of how quickly misfortune can snatch any of us away.

			“I like stretching canvases, makes it easy to turn my brain off for a little while. And the news is so…” She makes a vague gesture with her hands. “Did you see they’re calling Gemma’s death a homicide? The news said the cause of death was strangulation. They think the body was staged to look like a hit-and-run.”

			The word hits my veins like ice, and my heart dips between anger for Gemma and something too close to fear.

			There’s another killer in Winter Park.

			I look at Nora, sitting on the floor, her posture a little slack. I lower myself to sit beside her and put a hand on her back. “This is a lot. I’m sorry.”

			“It’s…” she starts, but there’s a lost look in her eyes that won’t let her finish the thought.

			It’s not okay. I don’t expect her to say it is. Some things defy acceptance.

			“It’s total bullshit,” I say.

			“Yeah,” she says before her eyes search mine. “But how are you doing? She was your friend.”

			My throat tightens.

			Was.

			Gemma was the only person from California I let back in. We lost touch after everything collapsed—or exploded. I can never really put my finger on which. When she found me last year, I thought I could dip a toe in the past without the whole wave crashing back. I told myself it was harmless. I structured our friendship around helping her—coffee and job hunting. I let myself believe I was in control of how much of California I let in. Like my old life could stay in a little box under my bed. But now I’m watching my phone for fresh outreach from a 310 area code like at any minute the device could detonate.

			And when I’m not worrying about that, I’m wondering about how the hell Beau got blood on his pocket square the night Gemma died. I’ve thought about confronting him—normally, that’s exactly what I’d do. But something keeps stopping me.

			Fear. Denial. Maybe both.

			There’s no chance Beau had something to do with Gemma’s death. But if the blood could be a lead for the police, I can’t rule out the possibility that Ardell would take a harder look at Beau. Or start asking questions about the fact that I was in Gemma’s apartment the morning she was found. The police were so quick to pin Will’s murder on Nora, we’d probably jump to the top of their list of suspects after that.

			I look at Nora, who I’m supposed to go to a HIIT class with, and sigh. “I know we said we were going to work out today. But what if we skip? Let’s go to Lemon & Fig and get a drink.”

			As Gemma’s last known location, the restaurant has been closed off for a few days. But Marcus was given the green light to resume operations yesterday.

			And I want to go there to look around.

			“Oh, sure,” she answers, picking at a loose thread from the edge of some canvas. “We’ll just skip? Because everyone knows Kyle J is the forgiving type. Remember when Tippy tied her shoe during a warm-up and he made her do a five-minute plank? I thought she was going to pass out.”

			The memory of Tippy’s trembling arms and her face splotchy with pain and pure regret makes Nora giggle. I smile. But thoughts of Gemma dull my laughter.

			Who would strangle her?

			“Kyle J loves being sanctimonious,” I say. “And next week, he’ll get to lecture us about discipline and keeping the promises we make to ourselves. Think of it as a gift to him.”

			Nora looks down at the leggings in her hands, considering my case. “He does love lectures.”

			I nod solemnly. “Honestly, denying him this moment of self-righteousness would be selfish on our part.”

			Nora sighs, finally getting to her feet. “Fine. But if he makes us do extra burpees next time, I’m blaming you.”

			“Good luck to him.” I stand. “I’ll be too busy pretending to faint.”

			“I’ll go change,” Nora says. “Two minutes.”

			As she heads to her bedroom, I wander back toward her living room, brushing my hand across her white sectional. Everything in Nora’s new house is white. The couch, the drapes, the ceramic chandelier. Like she’s trying to bleach out the grief.

			Maybe one day she’ll be ready to add the color back in.

			A pile of postcards from Mia is stacking up on the counter—Istanbul, Paris, Kyoto. Will’s first wife, Constance, thought it best to escape the confines of Winter Park for the summer, taking Will’s daughter, Mia, on a monthslong excursion to anywhere but here. They’ll be back in time for school to start, and in the meantime, Mia sends messages from all corners of the world.

			I look past the postcards to my purse. Inside, there’s a plastic sandwich bag that holds Beau’s bloodied pocket square. I’ve taken to carrying it everywhere. It feels safer to have it close, even if I don’t know what “safe” means anymore.

			I pull out my phone to search for the news article Nora mentioned, and I quickly find the headline: Park Avenue Death Ruled a Homicide. The words hook into me.

			Someone strangled Gemma. California is trying to reach me.

			It feels connected, and something like a current is surging beneath my feet, like the past is coming to suck me back in. To finish the job it started years ago.

			I catch a flash of movement out of the corner of my eye.

			“Fuck!” I jump, putting a hand to my chest.

			Nora rounds the corner, dressed and ready. “What’s wrong?”

			“You can’t sneak up on people like that!”

			“Okay, testy.” She rolls her eyes. “Let’s go get you a drink.”

			Nora’s quiet on the short drive over, and when I turn on to Park Avenue, the air in the car thins.

			I know from news reports that behind Marcus’s restaurant—in the narrow alley reserved for food delivery and staff parking—Gemma was found on the cracked pavement.

			Razor’s edge.

			The storefronts of Park Ave are all charm, though. Even the Lemon & Fig dining room is bright and ordinary when we walk in. Like this whole place refuses to accept someone was murdered just a few yards away only days ago. Marcus clocks us the second we walk into the club dining room. He’s cleaning glasses at the bar with a distant look in his eyes. The TV behind him is tuned to a golf tournament, and from across the room, the way the TV backlights him makes the grief in his face more pronounced. He’s got his work smile on, but it’s tenuous.

			He meets us at the bar with two flutes of champagne before we can ask.

			“Hey, Marcus,” I say. “You doing okay?”

			He nods, but something about it feels false. “The vibes of this place are eerie. Everyone’s pretending like nothing happened, but I had to clean up a bunch of police tape to open the restaurant yesterday.”

			Nora shivers.

			“Gemma liked Lemon & Fig,” I offer, but it feels so futile. “She always said you were one of the best chefs she’s ever worked with.”

			Sadness tightens his eyes. “I’ll go grab you guys some menus,” he says softly, rapping a hand on the bar.

			He doesn’t need to bother. Nora and I could recite the menu with our eyes closed, but I get the impression he needs a minute. Maybe a minute to himself or a minute away from the shaken look on Nora’s face.

			As he disappears, my eyes drift toward the window, to the exact spot I saw the shadowy figure the other night. It feels like the person I saw—or at least, I thought I saw them—might still be standing there. But all I can see now is sunlight washing out the red-brick roads.

			Nora and I sip in silence for a few more minutes. And I can’t stop thinking about the police tape Marcus mentioned, how close it was to where we’re sitting now.

			Finally, I set my glass aside. “I’m going to run to the bathroom.”

			There has to be something here that will make sense of what happened to Gemma. To put an end to whatever this is before it gets worse.

			But what’s worse than your husband having bloody clothing the day after your friend is murdered?

			As I slip through the hall that leads to the kitchen and a tiny break room, I’m checking over my shoulder. Marcus probably wouldn’t love to know I’m snooping around the employee areas for evidence.

			I slink through the swinging door and find a small collection of shelves with a row of cabinets above them and an old-school time clock mounted on the wall. The dust on the clock suggests years of neglect, but I get the sense from the varying conditions of each cubby that they’re still in use.

			Each one bears a label-maker sticker on its door, announcing its owner.

			My breath catches when my eyes land on the locker in the top-right corner. The sticker on the bottom of the cubby: G. Klein.

			The space is a little too deep to see inside, and my pulse quickens as I put my hand in the small compartment to search. But I come up empty.

			With her name still on it, I’d bet this space was part of the search the police did after Gemma’s body was found, and they have probably already gathered her personal effects. The only things left are a few black smudges—residue from where detectives must have collected fingerprints—and little scraps of paper that look like the remains of paystubs.

			Still, I crouch down to see all the way to the back. There’s nothing.

			I straighten up and look around in the other cubbies. Some are vacant, but a few are stuffed with purses and sunglasses, car keys and a carton of cigarettes. I search to the right, and that’s when I see it. In the cabinets above, farther down the row, perched on top of a locker with a sticker labeled A. Mccarthy, is a Mason jar with a pack of hair elastics wrapped around the band at the jar’s lid.

			I recognize the elastics. They look like the ones Gemma was always wearing. From where I’m standing, I can see that the jar is filled with something. I have to stand on tiptoes to reach it, and with trembling hands, I stretch to the highest cabinet shelf and pick up the jar. It gives a little jingle in my hand.

			Through the glass of the jar, I can see golf tees piled together. There must be more than a hundred of them, and all of them are broken. Some have cracked at the top, others are split farther down the stem of the tee.

			What?

			I hear footsteps, and I jump about a mile and clutch the jar to my chest to keep myself from dropping it. My mind scrambles. I want to keep the jar, but where do I put it? I see a plastic shopping bag slumped on the counter, a few receipts still poking out, and before I can think better of it, I shove the jar inside, burying it beneath the receipts as Tori rounds the corner.

			Her gaze drifts to the bag. “What’s that?”

			“Vegetables,” I spit out, hoping it sounds smooth. “Marcus left them for me. From his garden.” I lift the bag from the handles like it’s proof and pray I’m the only one who hears a tee tink against the glass of the jar. “Too ripe to make it through the weekend.”

			She nods, and I force a smile.

			“I should get back to Nora,” I say.

			“You won fifteen dollars the other night,” Tori calls after me. “There was a heated debate about the floral arrangements.”

			“Keep it.” I never collect any winnings. I’m always “forgetting” or intentionally betting on a guaranteed loss. Even if that weren’t true, now collecting anything from the night Gemma died feels grotesque.

			I retrace my steps toward the bar while my brain runs in circles about what a jar of tees could possibly mean. Luckily, Tippy’s taken up residence in the chair next to Nora and is talking her ear off, which gives me the perfect window to jam the grocery bag into my purse. I slide onto the stool on Nora’s other side around the same time Marcus is delivering a plate of roasted beet hummus for us.

			“Hey, Tippy.” He nods, and then, as if he’s avoiding Tippy Schaeffer, he decides to make himself scarce again.

			I shouldn’t be surprised to see her here. Tippy is a regular at Lemon & Fig these days. So is nearly everyone else in the country club set. Another by-product of Nora and me accidentally finding ourselves at the center of Winter Park’s social scene? We’ve become unwilling tastemakers.

			Great for Lemon & Fig’s revenue. Slightly less convenient for my amateur sleuthing.

			I’ve barely hit my seat when Tippy zeroes in on me. “There you are!” She beams. “We haven’t had the chance to catch up since the police station. I still can’t believe it. Can you?”

			Does my friend Tippy have any new information to share?

			Everyone knows what little filter Tippy has dissolves under the influence of alcohol. So I offer her my flute in a friendly gesture. She takes it as I lean in and lower my voice. “How’s everyone holding up?” I ask, adding, “Have you heard anything new about what happened to Gemma?”

			Tippy’s eyes widen with the thrill of being in the know. “Technically, we’re not supposed to say anything while the investigation is ongoing—”

			As if that’s ever stopped anyone here—especially Tippy—from doing anything. There is no crowd more lawless than the country club set.

			Right on cue, she adds, “But did Marcus tell you she quit the other day?”

			“Gemma quit Lemon & Fig?” I’m too quick to respond. Too interested. The way Nora takes in a long breath tells me she notices, too, but she doesn’t say anything. “Sorry.” I recover. “Gemma and I were friends. I helped her prep for a job interview downtown, and she never mentioned that.”

			“The night she died was supposed to be her last shift.” Tippy nods, and I can tell from the way her smile brightens, she’s happy to know something I don’t. “And I guess it was.”

			The flippancy of her words makes me narrow my eyes.

			Does anything matter to anyone around here?

			While I’m giving Tippy a dirty look, though, I think back to Gemma’s empty apartment.

			Did she quit her job because she was leaving town? Why? She had a job interview lined up. She had plans.

			Tippy schools her face, trying for serious. “Makes you wonder if she was tangled up with someone here.” Her eyes scan the dining room like she’s sniffing for drama. “I heard Autumn was very unhappy about the news.”

			“Why would Autumn care about—”

			“Tippy,” Nora cuts in, cool and sharp. “Be careful. That’s a dangerous thing to say.”

			Tippy waves her hand. Police procedure is some paltry excuse to her. I want to press, but Nora’s already shut the topic down.

			Tippy shrugs. “I’m ready for things to go back to normal.”

			“Well, Gemma did die,” I say.

			Every time I speak the words, they splinter through me, jagged and sharp, until my heart aches. Suddenly, I’m in wool socks again, and Aunt Delia’s on her way to get me. It shouldn’t stun me like this—remembering how people can be taken. I know about the razor’s edge. How control is a lie. Still the edge feels so close now. Closer than it should feel after all these years, after building a life so careful and privileged. I’m balancing right on the edge again. One turn from being split wide.

			I wanted to build a fortress.

			But it’s not enough.

			“Right.” Tippy tries to sound sincere, but the moment is fleeting as she adds, “Anyway, I’ve been thinking. We should all have dinner. Shep and I live so close, and y’all are so fun.”

			I’d rather gargle glitter.

			“What do you think, Nora?” I say. “My place? Tonight?”

			Nora almost spits out her champagne, but I kick her under the bar. Tippy coming to my house might be my best shot at hearing what else she knows. And hosting dinner at my place with Nora will give me a home-court advantage.

			“Oh.” Nora frowns, looking nervous. “Okay.”

			“Well, then,” Tippy says cheerily. “We’ll bring the wine.”

			“I’ll see if Marcus can cook,” I offer. “He’s been tinkering with new recipes for the restaurant. We’ll have a test kitchen.”

			“Oh, perfect.” Tippy claps. “See you at seven!”

			Tippy air-kisses us both and flounces away.

			Nora sputters a laugh. “Now we have to have dinner with Casa de Tequila? Why didn’t you say we had plans?”

			“Because you and Marcus are always avoiding each other. It’s time for a family dinner. Like old times.” It’s a lie, and I don’t know why I’m telling it. My matchmaking days are on the back burner until I can figure out what happened to Gemma. But I’m not ready to say, “Because I’m trying to figure out if these weird texts and calls, my dead friend, and the blood on my husband’s pocket square are all related.”

			So I go with the lie.

			“This again.” Nora huffs a laugh. “You’re relentless.”

			“I’m strategic.”

			“Marcus and I…” She glances toward the kitchen door. “He deserves someone who can give him everything.”

			“And?”

			“And I’m a widow.” She sighs. “It’s very unsexy.”

			Marcus emerges from the kitchen to run a few plates to a table, and I wave for him to come over.

			But before he does, I whisper to Nora, “I don’t think Marcus would agree.” I shake my head. “And I refuse to believe widowhood makes you unworthy of love. Love doesn’t give a shit about timing, or circumstance, or who you were before. It just shows up. That’s how it was for Beau and me.”

			“Yes, you married your soul mate and have a very, very perfect life. So I understand exactly why you would think that.”

			“I mean.” I tilt my head to one side. “Not so perfect. We are living through another murder investigation.”

			And I’m worried Beau knows something about Gemma’s death that he’s not telling me.

			Nora takes a scoop of hummus. “And yet you’re still matchmaking.”

			“I’m an optimist.” And when Marcus approaches, I add, “Nora and I are having a dinner party at my house. And we need you to cook.”

			His brows lift, but only for a second. “Of course.” His eyes flick toward Nora before he can stop himself. “I’ve gotta go accept a delivery, but text me the details.”

			“See?” I murmur to Nora as he turns back toward the kitchen, disappearing through the swinging door. “He’s literally obsessed with you.”

			Before Nora can object, I hear Kristy Clark’s voice on the news. Nora and I both turn toward the TV behind the bar to see that Kristy’s reporting from in front of the police station, where she’s been broadcasting updates on the case all week. But unlike the media circus that followed Will’s disappearance and death last year, Gemma’s case is already starting to fall by the wayside. I’m offended on Gemma’s behalf that the suspicious death of a young server yields far less coverage than that of a prominent attorney.

			I lean forward to listen, but the TV channel changes—suddenly tuning in to some midmorning game show.

			“Sorry,” Tori says. “Marcus has us under pretty strict orders. We’re not to let any of the coverage of what happened air on the TVs in front of guests. Says it ruins the atmosphere.”

			Marcus doesn’t want news of Gemma’s murder being broadcast? It’s not like him to be so strict.

			I search Tori’s face, thinking about the bets that go on in the kitchen.

			What if there was some kind of disagreement over money?

			“No problem.” I force a smile. “We should get going anyway. We have a party to plan.”

			Nora slides off her stool, following my lead, and when we bump into Autumn on our way out of the restaurant, I decide there’s strength in numbers.

			I barrel toward her, wearing a smile I can only hope doesn’t look deranged. “You’re coming to my house for dinner tonight,” I announce, leaving no room for her to decline.

			“Me?” Autumn freezes. “I’m confused.”

			“It will be fun,” I add. “Nora’s coming. And Tippy’s bringing wine. Marcus is cooking. You’re coming.”

			“Uh. Okay.” She blinks like she blacked out for a second or two. “Thank you?”

			She thinks I’m crazy, and at this moment, I don’t disagree with her. But I need more information. I want to take Beau’s pocket square to the police.

			But I can’t do that before I find out why it has blood on it. I can’t risk him or me falling into their pool of suspects.

			Maybe after this dinner party, I’ll be able to get my life back.

			“We’ll see you at seven.” I nod with finality.

			“Can I bring anything?” Autumn offers.

			Only your best theories on what happened to Gemma.

			“We’re hosting Tippy, Autumn, and Shep in your home? On purpose? What’s going on with you?” Nora gives me a sideways glance as we push through the door and into the sunshine.

			“Did Marcus seem weird to you?” I say. “Like, why aren’t we allowed to watch the news?”

			“Probably because the crime happened behind his restaurant?”

			“But he seemed weird back there, right?”

			“Everyone’s going through it.”

			I’m so frayed I nearly tell Nora about the pocket square and the jar of tees I just lifted from Marcus’s employee break room. But I can’t. I can’t risk incriminating Beau. So I hope Nora doesn’t hear the rattling in my bag.

			“Come on,” I say instead. “I’ll drive you home.”

			I text Beau from the car.

			1:07 P.M.

			Hey. Are you home?

			There’s a pit in my stomach. I’m going to have to ask him about the bloodstains on his pocket square. And if that wasn’t bad enough, I have to go home and get ready.

			I’m hosting my very own murder-mystery dinner party tonight.

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			
			“Este?” The sound of Beau’s voice cuts through the house, loud enough to make me jump.

			I’m in my closet, sitting on the floor. After I emptied out the jar of tees—counting them, inspecting them for logos, and checking to see if there was anything else in the jar—I put the tees back in and hid the jar in my underwear drawer.

			I’d keep it in my purse with the bloody pocket square, but it makes too much noise.

			Now, I’m freshly showered and staring at my shoes. My eyes skim over a box of Jimmy Choos. They’re the ones Gemma admired before I gave her a pair in the same style and color.

			“Hey,” he says, appearing in the doorway with a baffled expression. “Marcus is here.”

			I curse under my breath. I can’t talk to Beau with Marcus here. But I’m relieved he made it. He’s a saint for cooking on such short notice.

			Someone knows something. And I’ll drown this table in Pinot if that’s what it takes to flush out a secret.

			“Did you let him in?”

			“Yeah. He’s in the kitchen,” Beau answers, scanning my features for more information. “What’s going on?”

			“Long story.” I cock my head at him. “Hey, are golf tees collectible things?” I ask, recalling the tees tucked under the cups of one of my bras.

			“Maybe some are? If they’re from a well-known course? Or if they have a distinctive logo, a golfer might hold on to them. But you usually see people collect ball markers,” he says. “Golf tees break all the time. I go through a handful of them whenever I play. Why?”

			Because Ford McGinnis declined to answer police questions, and Gemma was maybe carrying around a jar of golf junk.

			“I saw some somewhere,” I answer vaguely. Then, I shake my head. I don’t have time to think about the jar. Which, of course, means it’s all I’m thinking about. “Get dressed,” I say to Beau. “We’re having a dinner party.”

			His head quirks in surprise. “When?”

			“Like, right now.” I glance at the clock on my vanity. “Everyone will be here soon. Where were you, by the way?”

			“Gym.” He gestures to his athletic shorts and sweat-damp shirt. “Can we go back to the dinner party?”

			“Marcus is cooking. Nora, Autumn, Shep, and Tippy are coming.”

			“That’s hilarious,” he says, not believing me.

			“I’m serious.”

			Beau cocks his head, then steps closer and presses the back of his hand to my forehead, like he’s checking for fever-induced delirium.

			I swat at his hand. “Stop it. There’s no time for jokes. There’s nothing wrong with me. Get dressed.”

			“Okay then.” He smirks. “Let’s have a dinner party.” As he’s passing me toward his side of the closet, he kisses my shoulder. “You all right?” He frowns, reading me too well.

			Never better. Only juggling Gemma’s murder, a bloody pocket square, a jar of golf tees, and a dinner party designed to squeeze our neighbors for intel.

			By the time everyone is assembled, I’ve completely lost control of my own house. Tippy is sprawled across my sectional, Shep’s nursing a Manhattan like it’s the cure for boredom, Autumn is monologuing about the fading craft of hand-lettered wedding invitations, and Marcus is pretending not to notice Tippy pawing at his bicep. Beau’s expression says it all.

			The apocalypse has arrived, and it’s a catered meal.

			Nora and I are sitting in the corner, taking it in.

			“Well, Este. You did it,” she says as her wide-eyed gaze sweeps the room. “You managed to assemble the strangest dinner party in history.”

			When I was a kid, my mother liked to quote Eleanor Roosevelt: “Great minds discuss ideas; average minds discuss events; and small minds discuss people.” As we all gather around my dining room table, I know we won’t be debating Descartes or the duality of mind and body. But that’s the point. I’m hoping we’ll land in the realm of something gossipy. Petty. A hint of scandal. Anything to make sense of what happened to Gemma.

			Instead, the lamb disappears, and the wine goes down fast. And what fills the air is Shep’s golf handicap, Autumn’s citrus-based cleaning routine, and a monologue from Tippy about travertine tile for a pool renovation. Nora is no help—although, I can’t expect her to be. I haven’t told her why I need people to start talking about Gemma.

			If this is purgatory, the wine is my only reprieve.

			Tippy and Shep both talk more than they listen, and they seem to be partial to rich people’s favorite pastime—one-upmanship. But I keep pouring. Every time a glass nears empty, I refill it. Then Autumn starts talking about the next wedding she’s planning.

			“The bride and groom are in some kind of stalemate until their lawyers draw up the prenup,” she says. “We went to the florist last week, and I thought I was on an episode of Suits.”

			This makes Shep laugh. Actually laugh—one sharp, almost surprised bark of amusement.

			Everyone at the table starts, but Tippy doesn’t look up from her wineglass. She just mutters, “Nine more days,” into the rim of her drink as she takes a gulp.

			I tilt my head in her direction, wondering if she’s going to say anything else, but that’s when Marcus hops up to start to clear the table. Nora and Beau are quick to join in.

			Shep takes this as his opening, standing up and brandishing a handful of Cubans from his jacket pocket. “I’ll be outside if anyone wants to join.”

			Oblivious to my misery, Beau and Marcus walk out to the kitchen with hands full of dishes as Shep shows himself out to the pool deck to smoke a cigar. Tippy excuses herself, asking where my bathroom is, leaving Autumn and me at the table.

			“I’m sorry. I should have known better than to talk about prenups in front of Tippy. I keep hoping she’ll let go of that countdown of hers.” Autumn’s still staring at the empty table.

			I raise an eyebrow. “Countdown to what?”

			Autumn sighs. “Their ten-year anniversary. It’s some kind of milestone in their prenup. If they make it, Shep gets ten million dollars—a million for every year.”

			I blink. “So she wants out, and he won’t give her the satisfaction?”

			“Pretty much,” Autumn says. “She’s hoping he cheats. But he’s been biding his time, on his best behavior for years, hoping she snaps. It’s a real romance for the ages.”

			This is why I’ve stayed out of the gossip mill until now. These people are insane.

			She turns toward the men on the porch and then back to me. “Thanks again for having me. Gemma always talked about you with such awe. Sounds like your friendship went way back.”

			I shift uncomfortably in my seat, and I have to remind myself Autumn doesn’t know anything about the secrets I’ve left in California.

			After a moment, I say, “Tippy said Gemma quit Lemon & Fig?”

			Autumn nods. “Yeah. I tried to talk to her about it. Maybe she was really sure about the job interview.”

			“That would only have been the start of a series of interviews,” I think out loud. “Why would she have quit this soon? Do you think she found something else?”

			But that can’t be right. She emptied her apartment out. Was she running from something?

			“Maybe it has something to do with the man she was with on Marcus’s security cameras before she died,” Tippy says as she returns to the table, dropping into her seat with a graceless plop. “I heard Marcus had to hand over all the footage they have to the police.”

			There was a man with Gemma?

			My head swivels in her direction so fast it’s a miracle I don’t pull a muscle. “What?”

			Looking surprised by her own words, Tippy reaches for one of the wine bottles on the table and topples her full water glass, sending a flood over the tablecloth and what plates and silverware are left to be cleared. We are all on our feet, racing for napkins in a frenzied effort to keep the water from spilling onto our laps.

			“Sorry,” Tippy says with a giggle.

			At first, I think she’s a little too toasted, but as I take in the loose, lazy quality to her gestures, I upgrade “too toasted” to “fully blitzed.”

			She’s a goner.

			“Thankfully”—Autumn perks up—“washing tablecloths is something of a specialty of mine. Este, want me to throw this in the laundry for you?”

			“I’ve got it,” I say.

			But Autumn’s already in motion, snagging a few glasses to help with clearing and pulling up the tablecloth. I pause only for a moment to see a sly smile on Tippy’s face.

			“What did you say about the security footage, Tippy?” I ask, hoping to keep the desperation I suddenly feel from bleeding into my voice.

			Tippy waves a sloppy hand. “It’s nothing. Just gossip.”

			I study her.

			Is she being intentionally obtuse? Or is she too drunk to know what she’s saying at all?

			Before I can arrive at a conclusion, though, my phone dings with a text from Polly.

			8:47 P.M.

			I see Marcus’s car in your driveway. Please tell me he cooked.

			To keep her afloat in the sea of mung beans that is Ms. Dowling’s palette, I slip Polly meals here and there. I message her back.

			8:49 P.M.

			Meet you at the usual spot in one minute.

			I grab the covered plate from the warming drawer and start out toward the pool deck, walking down to the hedges where I know Polly will be waiting.

			She’s looking at her phone until I call her name, and her face lights up with enthusiasm.

			“Ohmygod. I’m starving.”

			I lift the plate and say, “I come bearing lamb shanks.”

			Polly winces. Her eagerness washed away with disappointment in an instant.

			“I’m kidding. I had Marcus make you a chicken quesadilla.”

			“Yesss.” Polly tears the foil off the plate to find a still-warm, grilled-to-the-perfect-crisp quesadilla and devours an entire triangle before she speaks or maybe even breathes.

			I guess this is what they mean when they say it takes a village. You never know when you’re going to have to help your neighbor’s child stave off an iron deficiency.

			After the first triangle, she exhales and her shoulders drop a few centimeters.

			But she’s still quiet, almost evasive, like there is something on her mind. And I wonder if those seventh-grade girls are bothering her again.

			“Everything okay?” I ask.

			She shrugs as she starts on another triangle.

			“You want to talk about it?”

			She shrugs again.

			“Tippy Schaeffer is at my house for dinner. So you can’t be having a worse day than me. It’s not allowed. Sorry. I don’t make the rules.”

			Polly’s expression borders on stricken as she scoops the last two triangles off the plate and hands it back to me.

			“You’re making me nervous, Pol.”

			“I don’t know…” She takes another bite, like she’ll need the energy to talk. “My dad dragged me to some dinner party yesterday. I hate it when he does that.”

			I answer with a slight nod, and for a moment, I can see myself in the corner of a bar in the Garden District, pretending to read as I watched Aunt Delia charm the chef of some local haunt. It’s easy to remember the bubble of her laugh and the way she waved a hand like a conductor as she spoke. When she wasn’t looking, I would mimic her gestures, the swirl of a fingertip or the way she held a wineglass. Playing at being elegant and removed, just like she was.

			“I was the only kid there. It was awful,” Polly says, pulling a face.

			“Oh. Ew. Sounds like child labor. Want me to help you file a report?”

			She doesn’t laugh like she usually would, though. “The grown-ups only ever ask me how school is going and then ignore me. And I’m not allowed to bring my phone because my dad says it’s rude.”

			“You’re not missing anything,” I say, thinking of my own dinner party. “A lot of the people here are out of their minds. Too many years of huffing aerosol sunscreen fumes or something.”

			She makes a faint sound, like maybe she’s laughing or agreeing. I wait for her to keep going, but she stares at the quesadillas in her hand for a long moment until she finally says, “They all kept talking about that girl. The one at Marcus’s restaurant? You know, the one that they said got killed?”

			“You don’t have to be scared, Polly. The police are going to find out what happened. You’re safe.”

			She shakes her head. “It’s not that.”

			There’s another long pause, and now, her reticence feels ominous. Because I see it—the fear in her eyes, sharp and unflinching. Fear like that doesn’t belong in the eyes of someone so young. It should come later, when she learns more about the world. But Polly’s fear unlocks something feral in me, a dread I can’t soothe with logic. This must be how Aunt Delia felt, holding me after everything fell apart. I want to make Polly the promises Delia made to me—to tell her the world is a worthy place, that the fear will pass. But I don’t know if it will.

			And then the words burst out of her, like she’s been holding her breath for hours.

			“I heard these two ladies talking after dinner. They were in the kitchen, by the back door, and one of the dads there was asking my dad about some brand of clubs or something. And I was sitting in the living room, waiting to leave. And they didn’t see me, because when you’re the only kid at the party you’re basically invisible. But I overheard one of them say the night Gemma died, she left the party with Beau.”

			She looks at me, terrified of how this confession will land. I hold my face steady.

			Tippy said Gemma was with a man on Marcus’s security footage.

			“I’ve told you before, gossip’s basically verbal backwash,” I say, aiming for nonchalant but feeling my throat tighten. “Remember when Claire Maguire tried to convince you she was Sabrina Carpenter’s cousin? People say dumb shit all the time. Usually for attention.”

			But as I speak, I’m somewhere else. My mind is caught in a loop, turning this information over and over.

			Is Beau’s name already in some police file? Why were they together that night? Why didn’t he tell me?

			“I’m sure it’s nothing,” I insist. “But thanks for telling me.”

			We stare at the grass under our bare feet for a second before I remember my house is full of guests, and I’m not sure how long I’ve been gone. “I better go back inside and say good night to Tippy and the rest of my dinner guests.”

			“Okay. Will you thank Marcus for me?”

			“You got it.”

			I watch her disappear through the hedges. For a minute, I’m frozen as the rumor sinks in, settling under the collar of my shirt and itching where it lies.

			Gossip like this will have legs and teeth in our small community.

			Beau and I always did have bad luck with parties. But this is about as bad as it gets.

		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			California

			I wasn’t the type to wait for men to call. I didn’t date with visions of wedding photos overlaying the scene. I didn’t pretend to want romance. The years I spent living with Delia had taught me better. There was a world beyond white picket fences and joint bank accounts, a world that pulsed in full, vivid color, eclipsing the still-life photographs of my parents’ wedding day.

			In contrast to my mother and father’s steady kind of love, Delia was of the mind that love was just for fun, and men were adrenaline rushes—quick and dirty ways to prove you were still alive.

			“Everyone’s temporary anyway,” she would always say.

			Her ethos made more sense than the ache I felt when I was lonely. So the romantic promise of forever never tempted me—freedom did. A feeling as sharp as the gin in the back of my throat when I’d sneak drinks at her parties. And after standing in the middle of my parents’ estate sale, watching strangers haggle over the remnants of their lives, I decided the only thing worth craving was control.

			Which is why it really made no sense that two weeks after giving him my business card, I was waiting for Beau Walker to call.

			Glancing at my phone, thumbing the refresh button on my email to make sure the service wasn’t down, googling him in quiet moments to see if he’d fallen off the planet in some freak accident. As far as I could tell, Beau Walker was alive and well. But he hadn’t called or written. That didn’t stop him from living rent-free in my head.

			This development proved particularly harrowing when I took a break from my usual activities—namely, spending my days yoked to Simon’s Outlook calendar—because Simon decided to spend the weekend on a ski trip with some of his friends.

			With a long weekend of no work stretching out ahead of me, I decided to tick off some of my usual distractions with my lazy Friday afternoon. I halfheartedly folded laundry. I went for a hike so I could say I had gotten some fresh air. And then, I mindlessly scrolled through Zillow listings for sprawling houses with claw-foot tubs and infinity pools, daydreaming about someday being able to afford my own house. At some point, I fell asleep on my couch watching a documentary about deep-sea jellyfish or Byzantine-era political conflicts—some nerd-core topic that my parents would have debated for days but I forgot as soon as I closed my eyes.

			By Saturday afternoon, the unclaimed hours standing between me and Simon’s return on Monday felt less like a gift and more like a trapdoor, waiting to drop me straight into a sea of abject boredom.

			Feeling my apartment walls starting to edge closer, I grabbed my phone and texted Gemma.

			6:14 P.M.

			Simon’s out of town, and I’m bored. What are you doing tonight?

			She answered right away.

			6:16 P.M.

			Benedict Canyon. Crazy house party. You should come!

			She sent me the address, and I threw on a lacy top and a pair of jeans before I took an Uber up the canyon, where a rambling Spanish mansion—red-tile roof and all—was waiting at the top. Bougainvillea and wisteria climbed the balconies, curling around the second floor like something out of a movie set. And in contrast to the classically picturesque architecture, the bass from the music playing inside thumped so hard I couldn’t tell if it was rattling the windows or just my own ribs.

			As I wandered inside, the deep, pulsing music smothered every thought. Good. This was exactly what I needed.

			As soon as I find the bar.

			I scanned the edges of the crowd that filled the living room. The house was packed with people dancing and talking under dim lighting. All of them had that L.A. could-be-an-actor look—pretty, polished, vaguely familiar. I didn’t recognize anyone I knew, though, and I didn’t see a bar. So I slipped through the gaps of the crowd in the living room and out to the backyard. The DJ’s music was echoing off the canyon.

			The crowd inside spilled out onto the pool deck, where a stone-lined swimming pool glowed. Its underwater lights cycled through colors, slowly pulsing in time with the music, and I was relieved to find a bar set up on one side of the deck.

			“Este!” I heard someone call. I half expected to see Gemma, but the voice was masculine. And as I spun back toward the house I had just exited, the Patron Saint of Bad Dates was loping toward me, shuffling his way through the crowd with a goofy grin.

			My social life existed in two categories: Work-trauma-bonded friendships, like the one I had with Gemma. And prior to my situationship with Simon, the men—a very carefully curated type of man—I casually dated. These were not complicated people. They didn’t require the mental lock picking some men did. In a world where my work life was complex enough, the men I let take me out were quite simple. The trainer whose entire personality might be rooted in macros, a finance guy who spent more time talking about market trends than about the Midwestern town he hailed from. They were elevator music—a fantastic diversion. Pleasant when I was in need of filling the silence, but not substantial enough to evoke a real emotion.

			Everyone is temporary.

			And now, a guy named Dylan, who I had accidentally saved in my phone as Damon, was standing right in front of me.

			Dylan-not-Damon and I had been on a handful of dates last year.

			“I’m surprised that you’re at this party.” He was drunk; his speech carried a vaguely fluid quality that hinted he was surprised to be standing upright. And he was gripping a plastic cup, evidently determined to get more drunk.

			“Da—Dylan, hi,” I said. “What party is this? I’m meeting a friend.” I looked past Dylan-not-Damon to see if I could spot Gemma.

			“Good luck. This place is a madhouse. People everywhere.” Dylan leaned in so I could hear him over the roaring soundtrack. “How’s work? Last time we talked, you were slammed with a new project.”

			Right. Work. My excuse for dodging a fourth date with Dylan last year.

			“You’re in marketing, right?” Dylan said, as if trying to jog his memory. But his smile smugly said, You’re welcome, like he was sure he had nailed it.

			“Not exactly,” I said, but there was no point in outright correcting him. There was a good chance a blackout was waiting for him at the bottom of the cup he was holding. “Where’d you find that?” I pointed to his drink.

			“Oh!” He smacked his forehead. “I’m sorry. You want me to get you one?”

			“That would be great,” I said. “Vodka soda.” He’d either successfully find me a beverage or fall into a shrub and forget this conversation entirely. A win either way.

			As he walked away, Dylan bobbed his head to the music, a dopey, vacant look on his face. It was like watching a dog tied to a bike rack, waiting for his owner to return.

			“Hey, Este.” Someone touched a hand to my elbow, pulling me out of my thoughts.

			I turned to find Beau Walker, effortlessly put together in a button-down shirt and sports coat. He looked good. And that hum of attraction from the bar stirred low in my chest, unbidden but inevitable.

			“Beau…” I stalled. I couldn’t think of anything past that to say. My brain glitched to a full blue screen.

			“What brings Este Todd out this way?” he asked with a smile.

			I stammered, “Y-you never called.”

			Literally hundreds of thousands of words in the English language, and I choose those three. Awesome.

			“I’ve been busy,” he answered, a little sheepishly. “But I kept your card. I even looked you up.”

			I shouldn’t have liked hearing that. But I did. And Beau could tell—my cheeks flushed before I could think to hide it.

			“Did you find my mug shot or my LinkedIn profile?” I joked, trying to shake off the pull between us.

			“Better. Did you know there’s an article about your award-winning science fair project from middle school?”

			I tried not to let him see my surprise. “That was a very good day for me. I wowed the judges with a fruit fly genetics experiment.”

			“Sounds unforgettable.” He looked between me and the drink in his hand. “But your chief of staff to Simon Avery title is probably the detail you lead with.”

			“Most days.” I nodded. “And since you’ve mentioned it, Simon would love to sit down with you to talk about InfoSynth.”

			“Persistent.” He smiled.

			“You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

			“Not at all.” He took a sip of his drink. “How about I have my office call on Monday and set it up.”

			“Perfect.” I kept my face neutral as adrenaline curled hot in my stomach. Simon would want to hear this the second I could slip away, and I couldn’t wait to hear his reaction.

			Beau didn’t respond right away, and it gave me a moment to notice how people brushed past him, trying to catch his eye or angling their bodies toward him. But Beau barely registered them. His gaze stayed locked on me—steady, deliberate—as if I were the only person in the room worth noticing.

			Why does that feel so good?

			“So what brings you to Harlan’s house?” he finally said.

			“What do you mean?” A flicker of recognition sparked in my mind as I looked around at the palatial house again. “Wait. This is Harlan Nichols’s house?”

			The crowd made perfect sense now. Harlan was exactly the type to want to be surrounded by these twentysomething, gormless, pretty people.

			Hey, Siri, show me a billionaire with a debilitating case of Peter Pan syndrome.

			Beau nodded. “He’s been lobbying pretty hard to acquire InfoSynth, too.”

			That didn’t surprise me, but it would make things complicated for Simon. Simon and Harlan were bitter rivals, which meant this had the potential to become contentious.

			“So this party is…for you?” I asked, keeping my reaction to myself.

			“I don’t think so. I get the impression this is how he spends all of his Saturdays.”

			“Still, aren’t you popular? Congratulations.”

			“Thanks. I’m just trying to wrap my head around it all,” Beau said, and for the first time, I saw a version of him I hadn’t seen before. There was a vulnerability in his face. A trace of depth—something I maybe wasn’t meant to see, kept carefully behind the façade I’d known until now.

			I should’ve let it go. But I couldn’t.

			“Which part is tripping you up?” I asked, trying to keep my tone light.

			“It’s weird,” he said. “You build this thing from nothing, and then one day it’s time to sell it off. People congratulate you, but no one tells you how lonely it feels to outgrow your own dream.”

			The confession twisted in the center of me. I knew loneliness. But I had never imagined feeling it after a career-making high.

			“Having second thoughts about selling?” I asked.

			“No.” He looked down at the grass brushing the tops of our feet and cleared his throat. “It’s time. The tool is made to integrate with a bigger platform. It was always meant to be part of a larger whole. And I don’t really want to be grinding forever.”

			I laughed softly. “I actually have no idea what you’re talking about.”

			“Yeah? You’re going to work for Simon forever?”

			“Not forever.” I tilted my head, picturing my next big leap. “I’d like to be Simon someday. CEO of something I believe in.”

			“Then what?”

			“What do you mean? Then, I’ll be in charge.”

			A smile tugged on his lips, and so help me, I liked being the one to make him smile.

			He dropped his gaze to his drink. A beat passed before he changed the subject. “Hey, who’s your guy?”

			“What guy?”

			“I thought I saw you talking to…” Beau pointed toward the bar where Dylan had defied the odds and was collecting fresh drinks for both of us.

			“That?” I gave Dylan one final look, hoping it would be the last time I ever saw him. “That’s Dylan. Dylan likes to watch The Big Short after sex. That’s not my guy. If I could unknow him, believe me, I would.”

			“Doesn’t seem like that’s how he sees it. He’s coming back this way.”

			Dylan appeared at my side, pressing a plastic cup into my hand. “Vodka soda,” he said. Then he tossed an arm around my shoulder and turned to Beau. “I’m Dylan.”

			The next two things happened at once. Beau looked at Dylan’s arm, then at me. His posture didn’t change, but his eyes darkened as he shook Dylan’s hand. Meanwhile, I was trying to free myself from under Dylan’s arm. There was a tug on the shoulder of my shirt, though, every time I tried to shrug him off. The back of my lace shirt was snagged on a cuff link or a button on Dylan’s sleeve.

			“Nice to meet you, man,” Dylan said, his grip tightening slightly, like he was confirming some kind of claim over me. “We were about to go meet some friends.”

			“No,” I corrected, my irritation spiking. “You were about to go meet some friends.” I ducked down, determined to liberate myself by force if I had to.

			As I stepped away from him, there was a rrrip. A sharp tear cut through the noise of the party, and suddenly, cool night air hit my back.

			I turned. The lace back of my shirt was still caught on Dylan’s sleeve, tangled in the cuff link of his French-cut shirt.

			On instinct, I crossed my arms over my chest as I realized the only thing keeping my shirt from falling straight off was the neckline, clinging precariously across my collarbone.

			Dylan was dumbstruck. “Uh—” he stammered, then abruptly raised his hand and waved at no one in particular in the crowd.

			Ohmygod. I’m going to kill him.

			“I’ll take it from here.” Beau stepped in, already sliding off his sports coat and draping it over my shoulders in one impossibly smooth motion. Like he did this all the time. Like he walked around waiting for women in need of emergency coverage.

			“Come on,” he instructed, and there was a smooth certainty to his energy that steadied me. Dylan must have felt it, too, because he took a step back.

			Then he gave a loose “Uh, yeah, sure,” as if he had a say in it.

			Beau was already leading me away, his hand light at my back, guiding me toward the house. And God help me, it was hot—the way he handled the moment. I clung to the lapels of the jacket, painfully aware that it was the one thing keeping me from flashing my bra in the middle of a Harlan Nichols party.

			The crowd was so rowdy, they might not have noticed. But I would have. And it would be humiliating enough that I’d have no choice but to vanish, assume a new identity, and start fresh in a quiet town where no one knew my shame. Maybe open a bakery.

			I hate baking.

			Beau leaned in to make sure I heard him. “Head for that staircase. See it?”

			I nodded. We were both facing forward, but when he bent down to point at the staircase, his cheek brushed mine. The faint graze of his skin sent shivers down my back.

			Pulse racing, I allowed myself to indulge in the weight of Beau’s jacket on my shoulders, the lingering heat in the fabric, the scent of him—clean, masculine, somehow familiar.

			Focusing on the jacket helped keep me calm as we skirted the crowd and climbed the staircase, ducking into a bedroom off the second-floor landing. But when Beau closed the door to the bedroom, he turned, his gaze sweeping over me—not intrusive, not leering. Just taking stock. A quiet, measured once-over, like he was making sure I was in one piece.

			I wasn’t. To my horror, I was completely turned on.

			Now? My body is picking now to swoon?

			And then—because apparently, things weren’t bad enough—he started unbuttoning his shirt. And a full-blown riot erupted in my brain.

			The words flew out of my mouth before I could stop them. “I can’t have sex with you!”

			Beau stilled, his brows knitted together slightly. “What?”

			Silence. Existential-threat-level silence.

			I wanted to rewind time. Take those words, stuff them back in my mouth, and pretend none of this had ever happened.

			But he was already shaking his head, the confusion softening into something maddeningly close to amusement. “Este.” He unhooked the last button, sliding the shirt off his shoulders. “I’m giving you my shirt.” He pointed to his white undershirt and then held out the button-down. “I have two.”

			He’s saving the day. The full charm offensive. Fuck.

			I took it with shaky hands, my entire body weak with embarrassment. “Right. Of course.”

			While my thoughts were in the gutter, he was on some kind of gentlemanly rescue mission.

			Cool. Great. No problem. I’ll just fling myself out the nearest window now.

			“There’s a bathroom,” he said, nodding toward the en suite.

			“Okay,” I said in a too-small voice, then all but fled, shutting the door of the bathroom behind me and leaning against it like some wild-eyed serial killer was on the other side. I groaned into my hands.

			“I can’t have sex with you!?” I want to die. That’s clearly the only way out of this.

			Harlan’s guest bathroom was everything I would have expected it to be. Stunning, bright green and white tiles arranged in an intricate mosaic and a claw-foot tub that put my Zillow trolling to shame. But I could barely enjoy the kind of snooping that usually comes from being in a stranger’s guest bathroom, because I had to heave the torn shirt off my body and throw it into a shockingly ornate, possibly hand-gilded trash can.

			When I emerged from the bathroom, I’d buttoned Beau’s shirt halfway down my chest and knotted the ends at my waist in a last-ditch effort to make the look seem intentional and not what it actually was—the by-product of Dylan-not-Damon’s bullshit accessories. Beau had opened the French doors that led to one of the home’s Juliet balconies and was leaning on the railing, taking in the view of the canyon.

			The soft glow of the house lights cast shadows against his profile, his posture relaxed, one hand curled loosely around the balcony’s iron rail. He must have heard the shuffle of my footsteps, because he glanced back at me. His gaze swept over the knotted shirt, lingering for a second before he smirked. “Nice.”

			Shit. He looks good.

			My cheeks flushed again from the embarrassment of rejecting an advance Beau hadn’t made. I already knew it was the kind of embarrassment that would wake me up at one in the morning years from now, urging me to relitigate what I should have said, what I would have said if I was thinking clearly. If he didn’t look so, so good.

			This day is a light rail to hell.

			Beau tilted his head toward the canyon. “You ever been up here before?”

			I frowned. “To Harlan’s house?”

			He shook his head. “No, up here. The canyons.”

			I glanced past him to where the ridge stretched beyond the property, wild and untouched. In the distance, the city lights glittered like scattered jewels.

			“No,” I admitted. “Not a lot of time for hikes in Simon’s employ.”

			I glanced down at the scene unfolding below, more convinced than ever that some people’s success defied both logic and the rules of natural selection. Someone was definitely snorting lines off the patio furniture. Near the outdoor bar, a bartender wielded a chain saw—because, apparently, knives were too pedestrian for craft ice—while Harlan presided over the spectacle like a king in his debauched court. Proof that chaos and success weren’t mutually exclusive.

			Beau followed my gaze, his expression amused.

			“I give it twenty minutes before someone loses a finger,” I murmured.

			“Twenty whole minutes?” His mouth twitched. “That’s generous.”

			“You can’t sell to him,” I said, watching as someone—probably high on ketamine—climbed onto a table. “You’re actually great. Don’t give your software to this pack of assholes.”

			Beau huffed a laugh. “Pack of assholes?”

			“Somebody has to be the one to say it.” I shrugged, unapologetic for the overstep.

			“But you think I’m great,” he said with a softness in his voice that melted me.

			There was a spark in his hazel eyes as they held mine, and the shift in the air was so subtle I almost convinced myself I imagined it. Almost. But it was there, in the narrowing space between us, and the hint of spearmint on his breath. The way his gaze flitted from my eyes to my lips and back again made my body fizz like a shaken bottle of champagne. For a single, fragile heartbeat, I thought we might kiss.

			No. No. No. You cannot kiss Beau Walker. You are sleeping with Simon.

			We didn’t have titles. The closest Simon and I had come to defining whatever we were doing was when he asked if I wanted to have dinner at his house for Valentine’s Day, and I nearly spilled my coffee from panic. I didn’t want to stare at him longingly over sushi. I wanted to take over the world. The way I flinched must have made my boundaries clear, because Simon never asked again.

			There was no “us.” No titles. No love notes or whispered confessions. Beyond the boundary of his bedroom, we were co-workers. But we were both so busy that our arrangement was the exclusive kind. That was the rule I made—because anything else would’ve been a liability.

			And up until this exact moment, it was the perfect arrangement for two workaholics. But something about the warm hazel of Beau’s eyes made Simon’s and my arrangement not so convenient.

			I straightened, trying to recover. “You’re great at your job—obviously. And lending out shirts. And you’re particularly skilled at keeping a straight face while I unravel.”

			Beau watched me with an expression I would have paid good money to decode.

			“I should probably go,” I said, but I only made it three steps before I heard his footfalls behind me. Glancing over my shoulder, I said, “You don’t have to walk me out.”

			He slid his hands into his pockets. “I know.”

			But he didn’t stop. So we both descended the stairs and practically ran into Gemma.

			“There you are,” she cooed, looking Beau up and down, and then looking back at me. If she noticed that I was wearing Beau’s shirt, she didn’t let on.

			“I told you she was coming, Beau,” she said, squeezing his arm. Then to me, she added, “I saw Dylan-not-Damon outside, by the way. Watch out for that.”

			“Too late,” I said as Beau smirked a little.

			This is a banner night.

			Noticing Beau’s smirk and then looking at me, Gemma said, “Oh, I need another drink, so I’m going to do that.” As she walked away, she mouthed what looked vaguely like “What is that?” but I couldn’t be sure.

			I had to get out of there before I did anything else to embarrass myself. As I turned for the door, some guy yelled from the patio, “Beau! Harlan’s looking for you.”

			“I probably shouldn’t ignore that request,” Beau said.

			But he waited a beat, almost like he wanted me to convince him to come with me. But when I offered a smile and wished him a good night, he headed toward the pack of fleece.

			“I’ll call you Monday, Este Todd,” he said.

			There was my full name again—laced with curiosity, or maybe even flirtation. At the very least, it was a reminder he had looked me up, thought of me.

			I slipped through the crowd in the opposite direction, carving a path back to the front door. I’d wait for my ride away from the jubilant howls of the party, thinking maybe the fresh air would take the edge off.

			Or maybe I’ll inhale enough exhaust fumes to pass out and erase some of this dumb day from my short-term memory bank.

			Unfortunately for me, the cars that were parked out front were trendy e-vehicles so that possibility seemed fairly remote.

			With my ride twenty-seven minutes away, I bit down on the inside of my cheek.

			Nothing was going right. My shirt was in the trash can. My stomach was in knots over the delicious hints of Beau’s cologne that kept drifting from his shirt.

			Gemma came outside with a drink in a plastic cup. “We’re all going to Bar Marmont. You should come!” She pointed to a fleet of black SUVs queuing up to cart Harlan’s guests to their next destination.

			“I already ordered my Uber,” I said.

			“Cancel it. And don’t do the thing where you say you’re not coming.”

			I’ve lost my shirt and my dignity. I want to join like I want a vital organ removed with a spork and no anesthesia.

			“Beau’s coming,” she pressed, thumbing behind her to where I could see Beau standing beside the waiting vehicle. He was looking our way, but as my eyes found his, someone approached, drawing him into a new conversation.

			“It seems like maybe something’s going on with you guys after all?” Gemma asked hopefully.

			“No.” I shook my head.

			I’m sleeping with my boss. I don’t get to like Beau.

			“Este, what is that face? Guys like that aren’t exactly flooding this zip code.”

			“No, they’re not,” I agreed. “But I can’t.”

			“Simon’s out of town. You’re out—for once. Let me be your wing woman. I’ll hold your phone and scan for Slack messages while you make out with him in a coat closet if you want.”

			There was a charge in the way she looked at me, like she was daring me to tell her what I was holding back. But I couldn’t. Couldn’t tell her I liked the guy and I was in a nonserious, fuck-rangement with my boss.

			“You go. Find your sequoia, Gemma,” I said, unable to hide the sadness creeping into my smile.

			Gemma begrudgingly accepted defeat. “Fine. I’ll call you tomorrow,” she called.

			And for a fraction of a second, my stomach lurched when Beau helped her into the waiting car. Then, the two of them headed down the hill, leaving me standing and teeth-chatteringly cold in Beau’s shirt.

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			Eight Days Before the Hurricane

			Beau left Lemon & Fig with Gemma?

			I can’t picture Beau doing that to me. I can’t even picture Gemma doing that to me.

			Leaving Polly, I walk back toward the house. The usual soundtrack of our backyard—a blend of lapping water, rustling trees, and chirping crickets—is lost beneath the blare of the last quarter of a college football game on the flat screen by the pool. Through the window, Nora and Marcus are leaning toward each other, talking in the kitchen. Autumn must have gone home—I don’t see her with them. Outside, Beau and Shep puff on cigars while Tippy perches on a sofa nearby, which means I can’t confront Beau yet. That doesn’t stop me from lingering near the outdoor teak sofa that rounds out the seating area, hoping to capture his attention. But their eyes are glued to the game.

			When the broadcast cuts to commercial, the noise dulls for a moment before Kristy Clark fills the screen with a too-bright promise of the news to come. Beau doesn’t look at me.

			“As long as there’s no more murder investigation updates,” Tippy murmurs. “Isn’t it getting to be excessive?” She looks around for agreement, and that same expression from the bathroom—the one that hinted she’d like to say more—is back on her face.

			When no one responds, Tippy shifts in her chair, and then tries to act like she didn’t.

			It would be strange behavior if she wasn’t a little drunk.

			I need everyone to get out so I can talk to my husband.

			I slip into the kitchen without another word. Autumn left while I was delivering the food to Polly, and Marcus is cleaning the countertops with a towel as the dishwasher runs. I’d tell him to stop, but I know he can’t help himself. Nora’s perched on a stool by the island, but as soon as I step into the room, she hops down.

			“I’m going to head out,” she says quickly. “Stuff to do in the morning.”

			Marcus starts to say something, then catches my eye and thinks better of it. “See you later, Nora.”

			It takes ten more minutes to push—or rather pour—Shep and Tippy out the door. Tippy’s reached the affectionate part of her drunken stupor, and she hugs me for a beat too long before she goes.

			When it’s down to Marcus and me, I see my opening. “Did I hear something about security footage behind the restaurant?”

			The towel he’s pushing around my countertop stalls, leaving a circle unfinished. After a beat, he looks up. “Not much worth seeing. Shadows, mostly. But…” His jaw flexes. “Knowing it’s the last glimpse of her makes it eerie.”

			“Do you still have a copy? Tippy said there was a man on the security video. Polly said it was Beau.”

			“Why are you asking? You hate gossip.”

			It’s not an answer, and the obfuscation stings. “Gemma and I were friends, but I’m starting to realize there were things I didn’t know about her.”

			Like the fact that she emptied out her apartment.

			“We all have our secrets,” he says, voice low, too even. His gaze slides past me toward the front door. The headlights of Nora’s car flash through the front of the house as she pulls away. “If it’s eating at you, ask Autumn. She and Gemma talked all the time.”

			I nod, biting the inside of my cheek. He’s holding something back. I can feel it. The certainty makes my skin prickle.

			Marcus sighs and pulls me into a hug. Friendly. Firm. Marcus is Beau’s best friend, and that has always made him like a brother to me. A solid place to land in this strange new world. But now, the hug is cold. Like the energy in our friendship is broken—an outgoing call that never connects.

			“I’m sure the police will figure out who did this,” he says as he releases me.

			“You mean Ardell?” I pull a face to signal my renewed low confidence in his abilities. “Like he found Will’s killer?”

			“Oh, come on. That worked out in the end, right?”

			“Yeah, after he almost threw Nora in jail.” And then I add, “Did you know Ardell was there that night? What do you think about the fact that he’s allowed to be on the case when he was fucking there?”

			“I don’t know, Este. I’m just the chef.”

			This is a cop-out. Marcus doesn’t meddle and he doesn’t gossip. But this is part of his charm, so I don’t press.

			Seeing how edgy I am as I walk him out, Marcus gives me one more hug before he goes, leaving me standing in the foyer for longer than I mean to. I’m not sure if one minute or ten has passed when Beau sticks his head out from the kitchen.

			“What’re you doing, Este?” he asks.

			I look up, feeling a pit growing in my stomach.

			Now that everyone’s gone, it’s time to ask Beau about what Polly said.

			I walk into the kitchen, and he’s sitting at the island, one last drink in hand for a nightcap. He pats the stool next to him. I stop in the doorway.

			“I need to ask something, and I need you to be honest with me,” I say.

			“Okay…?” He’s holding his drink like it’s another casual evening and we’re about to make small talk about the lamb we had for dinner. But from the concern behind his eyes, I can tell he knows this isn’t that.

			“Did you leave the party with Gemma the other night?”

			His head pulls back. “What?”

			“Yes or no.”

			“Este.” His frown deepens. “What are you talking about?”

			I close the distance from the doorway to him. “Polly overheard people saying it at a party last night. The rumor is you left with Gemma the night she died.”

			He shakes his head, but it’s not a denial. It’s disbelief.

			“You cannot be serious.”

			And the words feel like a splinter between us.

			My hands tremble as I reach for my purse, pull out the pocket square sealed in its bag, and put it on the island between us. The silence after is suffocating. Like I’ve drawn a line across the kitchen floor, and whichever side he chooses will change everything.

			“Jesus Christ, Este. Why do you have that?”

			“Because it was in your suit in the washing machine the morning after the Lemon & Fig party, Beau.”

			He looks wounded. Maybe even scared. “You’ve had this since then? Why didn’t you tell me?”

			Seeing the pocket square in front of him makes all of this real in a way that hiding it seemed to have kept at bay. The colors in the room are too bright all of a sudden, like something in a neon nightmare.

			“What happened that night, Beau? Whose blood is this? Why did you wash your suit when you came home?”

			Beau pushes his stool back and stands up, staring at the pocket square on the counter, rubbing his chin. Like he’s working out how to tell me something. I can feel heat climbing my face.

			“Gemma and I talked that night,” he says. “But that’s it.”

			“Talked about what?”

			“It was almost closing, so she was restocking the garnishes, cutting lemons. She was upset about something—something from a long time ago, and she was distracted. She cut her thumb. I gave her this”—he pushes the square toward me—“so she could go grab a Band-Aid without dripping blood all over the bar. I was a little buzzed—maybe a lot buzzed—when I Ubered home, so I threw the whole thing in the wash, hoping it would treat the stain.”

			He puts up his hands, like a man surrendering. Like he has just completed his final act. As if to say: And there you have it.

			I want to believe him. Lemons. A cut thumb. A borrowed square of cloth. A story so banal it begs to be true.

			But all I can see is the blood, blooming bright against the cornflower blue.

			If it was that innocent, why didn’t he tell me five days ago?

			That I’d had to put evidence on the counter between us like a weapon to get this information isn’t something a neat explanation can heal.

			“You washed your entire suit to clean a pocket square?” I ask, breath catching. “When did all of this happen? How long before she died, Beau?”

			He pushes his hands through his hair. “I don’t know! I was drunk, but I wasn’t there when she died.”

			“Ballpark it. How long before Gemma turned up dead did she get blood all over your clothes?”

			“Hours. Maybe minutes. I don’t fucking know.”

			I cover my eyes with both hands for a second. Everything is red. I squeeze my eyelids tighter, trying to make the view black again, trying to tap into my intuition.

			Can I believe him?

			Ordinarily, the answer would be yes. Unequivocally. But he washed his suit the night Gemma was murdered. And his clothes were stained with her blood.

			“Este, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. I was going to and then she fucking died, and I knew it would sound worse than it actually was. I didn’t want you to be upset,” he insists.

			“What was she upset about?”

			He starts to answer, but nothing comes out.

			I take him in, looking for the cracks, looking for some kind of proof that he didn’t do this. Worse, I listen for some sinister signal from my intuition to tell me that he did.

			Beau traps the lizards that get stuck in our house to set them free. He wouldn’t hurt Gemma.

			“She was angry about something from years ago. Before we moved—before we were even married,” Beau says, casting his eyes down to the pocket square.

			“Then why bring it up now?”

			“I don’t know.” He’s off his stool now, animated, and he looks…guilty.

			He’s lying.

			My mind starts racing to poke holes, searching for the weakness. “If this thing she was upset about was so old, why can’t you just tell me about it? Why was she still bringing it up? And why hand her a silk pocket square when there were bar towels everywhere?”

			He doesn’t have a response, but I watch him try to gather one. The knots in my stomach are so tight it’s hard to breathe.

			“Este, why didn’t you tell me you found this?” he asks, pointing to the silk square.

			“Would it have mattered?” I fire back. “You’re not telling me everything now. Would you have told me the truth then?”

			His jaw flexes. “You think I strangled her.”

			Strangled. The blunt force of the word lands in my chest like a fist. My body rejects it before my brain catches up. “No,” I insist. “But I think there’s something you’re not saying.”

			We stare each other down for a moment, dread thick in the air between us. And I don’t recognize who we are right now.

			Feeling distant from him is like being lost at sea. He’s the person I’ve come to count on. The most reassuring presence I can imagine.

			And he’s lying.

			“You’ve always been the one person I never had to doubt. But—” My voice catches, and I choke the sadness down.

			I want him to fight for me. To fight for us by telling me whatever he’s holding back. But he’s folding, and whatever he’s keeping from me feels like betrayal.

			“Why won’t you tell me what she was angry about?”

			He runs his hands through his hair. “Because it doesn’t matter. Not now. Not anymore.”

			He stands there, waiting for me to soften. As if we could find a way to laugh this off or I could say anything that would make it less horrible. But I don’t. I can’t.

			So he turns toward the hall, opening his mouth for a second like he might speak, but then he doesn’t. He starts walking away. He usually moves like he has nowhere to be—the coolest of cool guy lopes—but now, his movement is clipped, like he’s walking off a sucker punch.

			For a second, he hesitates. Like he might turn back. But he doesn’t. And it stings. He calls out, “Let me know when you figure out whether you’re on my side or not.”

			I don’t answer. I let him go, standing in the kitchen with the air knocked out of me.

			After a brittle moment of silence, I turn and walk in the other direction. Into the office. Into the quiet. Into whatever version of my life this is now.

			The house is so silent the click of the door as I close it startles me. Once, silence with Beau had been the safest place I knew. Now it feels like standing at the edge of a chasm, waiting to see if he’ll reach for me or let me fall.

			And the fear climbing the back of my neck tells me it doesn’t matter what he’ll do. Because for the first time, I have to consider the possibility that he’s already done something that will destroy us both.

			Fuck. I’m not getting my life back until I know what happened to Gemma.

		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			Seven Days Before the Hurricane

			In the morning, Beau and I still aren’t speaking. But the Barnie’s on Park Avenue is alive with morning chatter and the sounds of fresh coffee being prepared. My thoughts are drowned out by the usual low, rumbling hums of coffee grinding and the whine of steam pulsing into steel mugs, frothing milk of every variety.

			I didn’t sleep last night. I passed out a few times amidst fitful tossing and turning, but none of it was restful.

			The fear won’t let go. Fear of what the investigation might turn up. Fear Beau is keeping another secret from me.

			Because if Beau is keeping any other secrets about Gemma, I don’t know how either of us survives this.

			Around 2:00 a.m., I doomscrolled Gemma’s social media—searching the photos of her life in the years when she and I knew each other in California. I zoomed in on pictures and cross-referenced location tags to try to find some past connection to Beau. In the late hours, the snapshots on her Instagram grid took on a darker hue, a sinister shade I hadn’t seen before. I studied her eyes, watching how her smile shifted from carefree in the early posts to slightly more guarded as the years progressed. I scoured the edges of images for clues she was in trouble. Of course, I stared too long at the picture she posted of herself posing in a window.

			“When he catches you in the perfect light.”

			By 3:00 a.m., I had revisited my memories of all the times Gemma was at my house for résumé prep. I tried to remember if Beau and Gemma were ever alone together. What was their dynamic? Did they fight then? Impossible. Beau would have told me. He tells me everything.

			Except for the things he’s keeping to himself. Like whatever he and Gemma talked about the night she died.

			His bloody pocket square is back in my purse, crowding my thoughts like some kind of tell-tale heart.

			All my late-night scrolling has left me tired and bleary-eyed, so I keep my sunglasses on until the last possible second and make my way to the back of the shop, skirting the windows that overlook the brick-paved courtyard. Only pushing up my glasses when I realize my date is already here.

			Big smile, Este. You can’t afford to look like you’re falling apart right now. Even if you are.

			At the sight of me, Autumn sends an arm straight into the air, grinning widely and waving. “Morning, sunshine!” she calls.

			I try to smile, but everything looks different after Beau’s confession. Every single piece of this fucked-up puzzle. Gemma. Beau. Even me.

			She quit Lemon & Fig and never mentioned it. Emptied out her apartment like she was skipping town. Fought with my husband. How well did I really know Gemma?

			The chirp of Autumn’s voice feels like the pitch of a rusty hinge—grating my ears—but I keep my smile welded in place. If there were things I didn’t know about Gemma, maybe Autumn can fill in the gaps.

			“Morning,” I answer, hoping to match her trill. “Thanks for being available to meet.”

			“Oh, a text at four in the morning is going to get a response, Este. Especially from me.”

			It’s a strange thing to say. Most people leave their phone notifications off through the night. Not me, of course. And not Autumn either.

			I wonder what Autumn knows about the razor’s edge.

			She watches me expectantly as I take the bistro chair beside her. There’s a hopeful expression on her face when she says, “I’m so happy you texted. I had such a good time at your dinner party last night. And I was thinking we don’t hang out enough. And never only the two of us.”

			I almost feel bad I didn’t come this morning to socialize, but I need Autumn’s help. So I ask her how her week’s been. When her shoulders briefly squeeze upward like she can barely tamp down the enthusiasm, it occurs to me I’ve never asked her a personal question like this before.

			“Ohmygod, you’re so sweet to ask! I’m planning a big bat mitzvah for next weekend. And Jenny Rubenstein is one tough customer,” she says. “I’ve been working for weeks on the Make Your Own Mitzvah Mocktail station, but you can’t believe the politics of ice sculpting in this town.”

			As she describes infighting among vendors—the DJ who hates the catering manager for interrupting the set lists with the pacing of food—I listen carefully. But when the conversation turns to the logistics that go into hiring a champagne aerialist, I fear we’re losing the plot.

			“Autumn—”

			“Sorry,” she says. “There’s so much going on. Not to mention everything with Gemma. How have you been?” Her lips quirk a little, like she’s curious to see if I’ll admit that I’ve heard the gossip about Beau.

			“Not great,” I say. “Gemma was a good friend. I think I’m in a little bit of denial. Listen,” I go on, “I didn’t want to say anything at the dinner party. But I’ve been worried about you, too.” I say it because it’s true, but I hate how much I’m hoping she’ll offer more intel in return for my sympathy right now. Information. A thread to pull. Anything. I haven’t socialized with a hidden agenda since my Simon days, and it feels corrosive. “You and Gemma worked together so often.”

			I let the words hang in the air for a moment. Autumn nods. “She was doing such a good job at Lemon & Fig that she did some moonlighting with me, picking up bartending gigs at parties for the extra cash. She’d only been doing it for six months or so, but that’s a long time in the service industry. Most people only stay a few months, and then they get bored or burnt-out and move on to something new. But Gemma was such a pro…”

			I shift in my seat. “I still can’t figure out why she quit Lemon & Fig. That job interview wasn’t a guarantee.”

			“She quit with me, too,” she says. “Said she didn’t need any more shifts.”

			“What?”

			Autumn hums noncommittally, and I look down to mask the fact that I’m starved for every detail. Under the table, my legs bounce slightly.

			Gemma left both of her jobs, and then at the end of her last shift, she died. Autumn must know more about why.

			Autumn nods, takes a sip of her coffee, and looks around the shop.

			“You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to,” I say, reaching out and putting a hand on her arm.

			“I mean…” She stalls out, but I can tell she wants to spill what she’s holding back. “I know Gemma wanted to make a good impression with everyone. The thing someone said that night, about pulling a Nora? She could be a little flirty with guests.”

			“What, you think she pissed off someone’s wife?”

			“No. It’s not that.” Autumn swallows, and then slowly says, “Gemma was very discreet about her dating life.”

			She was very discreet about a lot of things apparently.

			“I only found out by accident,” she goes on. “A month or two ago, she left her phone behind after an event one night, and it lit up with text after text until she came to claim it. I think she was dating someone. She said she couldn’t tell me who. Someone married or in the process of maybe divorcing? The details were fuzzy, but it sounded complicated.”

			“Ohmygod!” The words fall out of my mouth in a rush as pure shock zaps through me.

			Autumn takes in my reaction, which was clearly bigger than she was expecting.

			“Did you tell the police about this?” I say, trying to recover.

			As she nods, my phone rings in my purse. My hand feels heavy as I reach for it.

			Gemma was having an affair with a married man. Add it to the long list of things she never mentioned. If Gemma was having an affair, whoever she was seeing could be the reason she was killed.

			I see Nora’s name on the caller ID and look at Autumn. As eager to please as always, she makes a gesture encouraging me to take the call.

			“Hey,” I say to Nora, and my voice sounds hollow. Like someone has scooped out my insides.

			Who was the guy?

			My thoughts jump to Beau, and his confession that Gemma was upset about something from the past.

			“Can you meet me somewhere? Like, now?” Nora asks.

			“Is everything okay?” And as I ask, it feels like nothing will ever be okay again.

			Nora says, “I’m going to send you an address, okay?”

			I make my apologies to Autumn, but I’m happy to be going. I need a minute alone.

			My phone chimes with a text from a 310 number, and my chest squeezes.

			10:24 A.M.

			I know what Beau did. Do you?

			No thank you, ominous phone number.

			My marriage, my life, my sanity—every piece of me is in free fall. And I’m chasing the wreckage—picking up bits and pieces—like I’m going to be able to put it all back together with my bare hands.

			I’m too distracted to look at the address Nora sends. I copy and paste in a daze, and let the robotic voice on my dash guide me, doing my best not to hyperventilate or drive into a mailbox.

			Talking to Autumn was supposed to help. She was supposed to have a clue or some reason to believe Beau’s not hiding something sinister. But instead, I’m spiraling.

			Every street looks the same. Every second stretches like it’s taunting me. Finally, I pull into a driveway as my breath catches. Because this? This is not what I expected.

			“What the actual fuck, Nora?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 15

			
			The sight of the Mediterranean mansion sends prickles of goose bumps burning up and down my arms. The once-stunning property looks dull after sitting untouched for almost a year. It’s teetering on the verge of disrepair; the windows are dark from the lack of interior light. Cobwebs cover every angle—from the windows to the doors and the eaves—every corner with enough leverage for a spider to swing from one peak to the next is shadowed with layers of gossamer webs. I wonder how long the estate can sit empty before the lake and wildlife overtake the property entirely. I picture vines reaching out their leafed arms and fingers, drawing the structure down into the water, reclaiming the land in the name of something wilder.

			Sinking to the bottom of Lake Osceola wouldn’t be the worst thing to happen to this place.

			In fact, watching the estate disappear beneath the lake’s current might almost feel like mercy. Unfortunately, this body of water isn’t deep enough to consume this house and everything it reminds me of.

			The home once belonged to one of this city’s oldest and wealthiest bloodlines—the Halls. That is, of course, before scandal felled their generational money and tarnished their name. Frederick “Fritz” Hall, the family’s patriarch, had buried his legal empire with years of embezzlement and fraud. His cunning wife, Gianna, had gone further to protect her perfectly curated life from total ruin by murdering Nora’s husband and Fritz’s law partner, Will, to keep Fritz’s financial crimes from seeing the light of day. The place might look haunted, but the house’s most formidable ghosts—Fritz and Gianna—have moved on to prison for their misdeeds. Their kids had tried to claw the house out of court-ordered reparations but had lost in the face of Fritz’s overwhelming debt. A bank owns the house now.

			Before Fritz and Gianna went to jail, I was everyone’s favorite outcast, so I’ve never been invited to this property before. I don’t feel welcome now either. Standing in front of the abandoned mansion makes me shiver despite the heavy heat of the day.

			“What are we doing here?” I ask as I step out of my car.

			Nora is standing next to her SUV, waiting for me with a grin on her face that is out of place on this property.

			“I know these people ruined your life, but if we’re going to burn the house down, I don’t think we should do it in broad daylight.”

			“Ta-da!” Her hands are out, showcasing the haunted house with a flourish. “Remember when I said I found a house?”

			“Oh. No. This is not a house. This is a crime scene. This is the Hall House.”

			“Not anymore. I bought it.”

			“I’m sorry, you what now?” I tilt my head to the side, as if, with the horizon on an angle, buying this house might make an ounce of sense. But even at a slant, it’s a massive mistake. A multimillion-dollar impulse purchase. “You like bought-it bought it? Like, with money?”

			Nora frowns. “What do you mean? I bought it. It’s mine. I own it.”

			Grief does strange things to people.

			“It’s a good investment,” Nora adds.

			“A good investment? Now we’re listening to financial podcasts? Or did you go straight for the Motley Fool investment subscription?”

			She rolls her eyes. “I mean, I have all this money now.”

			The suggestion of Will brings my sour attitude to a grinding halt.

			I’m not being fair. She has no idea my marriage is cracking under the pressure of Gemma’s murder. This isn’t about any of that.

			It’s about the money. From the dead husband. The ghost at the feast. Of course it is.

			“I’m sorry.” I soften, putting a hand on her shoulder. “I’m letting my bad day shade your news. But the Halls destroyed your life. What are you going to do with their house?”

			She rebounds a little at my milder tone, straightening her spine a fraction. “I mean, there’s a lot of potential. It’s over an acre on the water. And the house was built in the 1920s. Property is an appreciating asset. Especially in Winter Park.”

			How do I tell her therapy is the best investment she can make right now?

			“It’s…” I struggle for a kind word. “It’s very big.”

			“I don’t care if you think it’s crazy, Este.” She takes a few steps toward the front of the house. She has to hike her knees up to clear the overgrown grass and weeds beneath her feet, and it’s hard not to marvel at how fast the heat and humidity can turn things wild. A year ago this house was immaculate.

			Things can get out of hand so fast around here.

			One minute you’re at a party, the next minute your husband’s maybe-mistress is dead.

			“I have a key,” she offers. “We could go inside?”

			Under different circumstances, I would laugh and tell her that I wouldn’t set foot in that house without a bouquet of sage and a bag full of crystals to ward off all the bad energy floating inside those walls. But she’s so excited.

			And sometimes you put your life-on-fire bullshit aside for your best friend.

			“Yeah. Okay.” I nod.

			She starts pulling at weeds as she makes her way toward the door.

			“You’re going to need a blowtorch to clean all of this up,” I mutter under my breath.

			“Fun. That can be your job.”

			I shake my head. “You’re too good to me.”

			The front door is an ornate, solid-wood carved wall that takes both of our body weights to shove open after Nora turns the bronze doorknob. And as we push our way into the foyer, the sounds from outside—birds twittering and a breeze rustling through tree branches—fall away. A hollow, eerie stillness settles over us, and we’re greeted by the muffled sounds of our feet disturbing dusty floors and the humid air trapped inside.

			Even under a year’s worth of stale air and accumulated dust, the bones of the house are impressive. But there’s no amount of HGTV that could spruce up the karma of this place.

			“Is there a reason you’d rather buy a house than go on one date with Marcus Campbell?” I mutter, swiping at the cobwebs crowding the space as we try to step through the rooms.

			“That’s not fair.” She frowns. “The house is part of reclaiming my life. Dating is…less of a proclamation and more of a crapshoot.”

			“You can’t be serious. Marcus is a sure thing.”

			She shrugs. “Maybe I’m not, though. I used to be the marrying type. I let myself get swept off my feet with Will, and look where that got me.”

			“Okay, Will being entangled with a bed of vipers wasn’t really your fault.”

			“I never saw it coming.” She shakes her head. “Even after he went missing, I thought everything was going to work out like a fairy tale. My head was too far up in the clouds. And that was my fault.”

			“Okay, but I don’t think Marcus is going to be murdered. For starters, he doesn’t have a business partner.”

			She doesn’t laugh. Instead, she goes quiet for a beat, looking around the wreckage of the Halls’ old life. In a weird way, we’re all ghosts to this house. The thought sends a shiver up my spine.

			“Why do you need me to date someone, Este?” she finally asks. “I know you and Beau are happy, but not everyone needs that.”

			There’s a dull throb in my chest as I watch her. She’s still the girl who wants a fairy tale. But she’s walled up that place in her heart as some kind of penance for her past mistakes.

			I know the feeling.

			“I’m not some bridal magazine editor. I’m not saying you have to get married again. But…” I consider the question for another beat. “With Beau it was like finding a family. Something I thought I had lost. I want that for you. And the way Marcus looks at you—”

			“You’re my family,” she says. “You and Beau. Marcus, too. I can have a family and keep my head out of the clouds.” After a beat, Nora says, “Should we go upstairs and see if Gianna left behind a thread of Chanel?”

			She’s throwing me a line, trying to draw me into our usual humor. But for once, I can’t meet her there. I was already on shaky ground before I learned my best friend had purchased the home of the woman who killed her husband. Now, the cumulative weight sits heavy on my shoulders. I need a minute.

			“You check upstairs,” I suggest, forcing a smile. “I’m going to see if there are any relics of the occult in the kitchen.”

			“Suit yourself,” she says as we part ways in the abandoned house like neither of us has ever seen a horror movie. I can hear her footsteps fading upstairs.

			Walking around the first level, though, I realize it’s not empty. Not completely. It looks like most of the furniture was picked over and hauled off in some chaotic fire sale. I walk through a cavernous space that must have been a drawing room at some point. A sole table lamp is left on the floor amid scraps of packing paper. Deeper into the house, the dining room is empty, and even the chandelier has been taken. A few wires sprouting out of the ceiling and a discolored ring of paint where the light was once mounted are the only signs it had ever been there.

			As I wind my way through room after room, wondering what the hell Nora’s going to do with all this square footage when she’s living here all alone, I find a pocket door at the end of a hallway and slide it open.

			Holy. Shit.

			My breath is jagged, stuck in the center of my chest, as I take in the room. Unlike the rest of the house, which is littered with moving debris, dust, and untouched cobwebs, this room looks like it’s been cleaned—however haphazardly. There’s an abandoned bottle of wine and a pair of plastic cups on one of the built-in shelves. The cups are the sturdy kind people collect from weddings or golf tournaments, and they bear the Interlachen logo. There’s a lacy black bra on the floor.

			But what makes my hands start to shake is the window seat.

			I open my phone and pull up Gemma’s Instagram, holding the photo from her grid against the mirror image that’s right in front of me. The ornate carvings of the wood-framed space are identical to those in the picture I had studied and stared at until it became a blur of pixels. The only thing missing is Gemma. The caption taunts me. “When he catches you in the perfect light…”

			A low-pitched whine builds in my ear. I want to believe I’m wrong. But she was here last week. That’s her bra. And her wine. This is the window seat from her post where she found “the perfect light.”

			Who the fuck did she meet here? And how did she get in? Why is her stuff here and not in her fucking apartment?

			And then a smaller, more reticent part of me wonders: Does Beau know the answers to any of these questions?

			As much as I hate myself for wondering, the thought is too big, too loud, to force back as it claws its way to the forefront of my mind.

			Acting on impulse, I snap a photo of the window seat and then race to grab the cups, wine bottle, and bra, stashing them in my tote bag. Then, I pull the cardigan at the bottom of the tote up and over the cups and bottle, to obscure them from view. And as soon as I’ve done it, a sinking regret engulfs me.

			What the fuck did I just do? Why am I holding more possible evidence?

			If any of this gets dusted for fingerprints, it could help us find Gemma’s killer. The next thought comes quickly and unbidden: But what if Beau killed Gemma? An affair gone too far? An accident gone horribly wrong?

			That’s crazy. Impossible.

			“Este?” Nora’s voice carries from the other side of the house. “You have to see this wine cellar.”

			I move to find her, but my steps are slow, my thoughts heavy. The stolen evidence in my bag thumps against my hip. A dull, insistent reminder that I’ve crossed another line.

			I should have left the bra and wine bottle alone. That would have been a smart move. The safe move. But it’s too late for that. Now every piece of evidence from that room has my fingerprints on it, too.

			Not to mention the jar of tees in my closet and the bloody pocket square in my purse. I’m fast becoming the unofficial curator of a Gemma Klein library of clues.

			If Beau has anything to do with this, I’m carrying around enough evidence to be considered an accomplice.

			

			—

			“Kyle J tomorrow?” Nora suggests after we’ve toured the grounds. Thoughts of the window seat churn in my stomach, but I let her believe the idea of HIIT is the reason I pretend to vomit on my sandals.

			“Yoga or I riot,” I say.

			She laughs and then looks back at the house.

			“Do I need to be worried you bought the Hall House?” I ask.

			“No,” Nora assures me. “It’s just a house. The history of this place is actually kind of fascinating. I’m getting the original plans from the city, and then, I am going to do a full restoration. I’ll hit every antique shop from here to Maine until it’s restored to its original glory.”

			“And you’re sure?” I ask.

			Nora looks at me. “You don’t have to worry. I promise.”

			I hug her, squeezing a little harder than usual, and I want her to come over for dinner. I want all of us to drink by the lake at sunset, for everything to go back to the way it was.

			But I can’t have that yet. I have to ask Beau about the window seat.

			“All right, deal.” Nora pushes her sunglasses on. “What about Tuesday? I heard Ford is doing some charity pro-am up at Interlachen. He’s recruited some other golfers from the tour to join. We could go and throw loose napkins at Carol Parker?”

			“I know you’re kidding, but if you swap pro-am with drinks, you’ve described my perfect afternoon.” Then my thoughts stumble. “Wait. Ford’s still in town?”

			“I mean, he’s not on the tour. He’s Polly’s dad. Where else would he be?”

			My mind drifts to the scraps I’ve managed to round up. “He’s divorced, right? Not married?”

			Nora frowns. “I think only his publicist knows the answer to that question. It sounded—”

			“Complicated,” I finish for her as I turn toward my car, Autumn’s words about Gemma’s secret relationship sour on my tongue.

			“Let me know about the pro-am thing?”

			“Sure,” I say as I climb into my driver’s seat and pull away with a wave.

			But in the hollow quiet of the drive home, visions of Gemma and the window seat and Autumn’s revelation about some married guy tangle together and then split apart. Questions about what Gemma was doing at the Hall House and why her apartment was empty take turns luring me down dead ends.

			Gemma was in the Hall House a week before she died. Was that the only time? Or was the Hall House some kind of secret meet-up spot for Gemma and the “him” from her Instagram photo?

			A thought slams into me so hard I grip the steering wheel tighter.

			Ford. Divorced? Complicated? A pro golfer with a squeaky-clean image and an abandoned mansion rendezvous point?

			Everyone seemed to know the Hall House was empty. The property had been untended for so long, even the Garden Club ladies stopped wringing their lace-gloved hands over it. The house’s well-known neglect would have made it the perfect meeting spot for an affair.

			Is that why she had a jar of tees?

			The idea is so vivid, I almost miss my turn home. Beau isn’t Gemma’s married boyfriend. He would never do that.

			But what about Ford?

		

	
		
			Chapter 16

			California

			I almost didn’t wear my lucky dress. The night before, I’d hung it on the closet door in my too-small Venice apartment, but the morning of Beau’s meeting at Redwood, my first thought was, Beau’s already seen it.

			And my second thought was how childish and unwelcome the first thought had been.

			The Chanel shift had earned its reputation, getting me through my first-ever investor pitch and countless others. The part of me that unspooled when I was around Beau, the part that wanted to dress up for him, needed to pipe down.

			This isn’t middle school, Este. Or some confab to discuss whether he like-likes you.

			This was business. After the party in Benedict Canyon, Beau finally agreed to meet with Simon, and if Simon could make inroads toward acquiring Beau’s company, I’d get another shot at impressing Beau with my accessories.

			Or maybe I’ll just get over it, because I already have a bedfellow in my boss and a very important career to think about.

			So I wore the dress.

			I told myself I didn’t care how Beau Walker sometimes made me feel, because “sometimes” was temporary. And this was dealmaking. Permanent and life-changing.

			Then I walked straight through the door of the glass-walled conference room where Simon already had the stage set—water carafes and breakfast catering assembled on the banquette, legal pads squared at every seat of the wide meeting table.

			Simon looked ready for war.

			“Morning,” I said, setting up my laptop near the AV equipment so I could plug it in when the time came.

			After years of working together, Simon and I knew the dance steps to meetings like this by heart.

			I’d drive the slides, painting the picture of how Redwood’s scale and resources could make Beau’s AI-powered advanced pattern recognition a global product. And Simon would run the talking points with his signature charm—offering grand promises, glossy metaphors, and a steady grin—polishing my data into destiny.

			From the hallway, I could see people orbiting the room, as if they could sense something big was about to happen.

			But ever oblivious, James decided he’d rather not wait to find out. He darkened the conference room doorway like he was on the hunt for intel.

			“You guys must have a top-tier catering order in here or something,” he joked.

			“Beau Walker is on his way over,” I said, hoping James would take the hint and make himself scarce.

			But that was an optimistic thought, because as far as I could tell, James lived a hintless existence.

			“Oh, shit.” James smirked and leaned against the doorframe. “Is he looking for a buyer? I have a connection with—”

			“James,” I said, more sharply this time, “unless you’re here to do an AV sound check, maybe we’ll catch up with you after?”

			Simon didn’t look up from his notes. “We’ll save you a bagel.”

			That finally did it. With a mock salute, James shoved off, crossing with someone I couldn’t see a few steps past the doorway.

			That’s when Beau Walker stepped into the room, escorted by Emily from the front desk. He was wearing jeans, a T-shirt, and a boyish grin that had no business waltzing into a Redwood acquisition meeting.

			“Hey, Este,” he said.

			I looked past him as Emily made her exit, waiting for the suited convoy that I would have expected to be in tow. But nobody followed. No entourage. No assistant juggling iced lattes. Not even a blazer. Only him.

			Beau glanced at the polished conference table, the Sharpies lined up like soldiers, and then to me.

			I rose, stepping toward him, but Simon beat me there. And the sound of their hands clapping together in a handshake rang off the glass wall like a starting gun.

			“Good to see you again.” Simon gestured toward the leather chairs. “Glad you could make the time, Beau. Are we waiting on anyone? Your team?”

			Usually these early conversations started with a presentation from some group of investors or board members. But Beau gave a half shrug, dropping into the seat across from us.

			“There’s no team. No investors. No board.” He looked Simon dead in the eye. “I built the company myself. I own it outright. I hope that’s okay.”

			It was more than okay. And the sly smile on Beau’s face telegraphed that he knew it. He was holding the power and control for InfoSynth in the palm of his hand.

			Simon slowed as he lowered into his chair. “That’s unusual.”

			“Maybe,” Beau said. “I never could get comfortable with the idea of putting my fate in someone else’s hands. It wasn’t always easy, but I wanted to build something where I maintained autonomy around decisions.”

			The line hit harder than it should have. No layers. No approvals. No safety net.

			To anyone else, Simon’s posture would have looked unchanged. But I knew him. Knew that the way he wiped at the tip of his nose—only once—with his pointer finger meant he was recalibrating. This entire billion-dollar dance could turn on a shrug of Beau’s shoulders.

			And I hated the little surge of heat that stirred in my chest with this revelation.

			As I sat down and offered Beau the cables to connect his laptop, I tried to ignore the spark of attraction that traveled up my arm as our fingers brushed. If I didn’t know better, I would say he felt it, too.

			“My slides are in a Google Drive,” he said, his voice lower than I remembered. “What’s the Wi-Fi password?”

			As I scribbled down the guest network details and passed him a slip of paper, I could feel Simon becoming impatient, like a racehorse revving for the gate to open. He lived for the action. The thrill of dealmaking. He was ready to get started.

			Beau must have picked up on the signals, too, because within seconds, his slides were projected—the room bathed in the cool, blue light of the screen—and we were under way. Beau walked through the vision for InfoSynth—an AI system that shaved the static out of data pattern recognition. He had built a tool that could generate modeling patterns on weather and migration, improving our understanding of climate change while predicting infrastructure needs before crises struck.

			“What about facial recognition?” Simon asked, leaning forward in his chair as Beau walked through how the product worked. “Patterns of all kinds, right? Can you demo that?”

			Beau shifted in his seat. “InfoSynth can be applied to facial recognition, yes. Any pattern, really. But that’s not the point.”

			Simon leaned in, eyes sharp. “It could be a major revenue driver. Government contracts alone—”

			This made my head snap in Simon’s direction. “Government—”

			“I didn’t build this for surveillance,” Beau cut in, his tone smooth but firm. “The vision is bigger than that. InfoSynth is made for applications that serve people. If all you want is facial recognition, there are plenty of companies already in that business.”

			The air between them tightened. Simon’s smile stayed tranquil, but his knuckles whitened where they pressed into the tabletop. There were other companies, yes, but Beau’s product was better.

			Everyone in this room knew it. So did every wide-eyed intern who passed by the conference room to steal a glimpse of the Beau Walker.

			Simon leaned back, recovering quickly, and his voice slipped into the smooth cadence I’d heard a hundred times before. “Of course, of course. But with Redwood’s scale, we could take InfoSynth global in months. Double your users. Triple your revenue. We have enterprise pipelines, infrastructure already in place. You wouldn’t have to compromise the vision. You’d amplify it.”

			Simon was in pitchman mode. I could hear it in the grand and irresistible intonation of his voice. He could make a hurricane sound like a spa treatment.

			But this wasn’t the pitch I’d brought Beau here for.

			“What about the alignment with our users and early detection for home health emergencies?” I asked, too quick, too hopeful. I wanted to salvage the meeting, of course. But I also wanted to understand where I had lost the thread.

			Enterprise pipelines weren’t what Simon and I had talked about. We’d talked about integration. Making InfoSynth the engine to improve home safety for our users—monitoring movement and health signals to detect when someone has had a medical event.

			Simon was pitching something different.

			When did I stop knowing everything Simon Avery was thinking?

			Simon didn’t glance in my direction. “That’s not the play here, Este.” His tone was dismissive, and the flick of his hand stung.

			He was already back on his pitch, chasing contracts and scale. Beau’s jaw twitched as Simon retook the floor, spinning a future from thin air.

			After a few more seconds, though, Beau reached forward and pulled his laptop closed with a soft click. The sound was so final I flinched.

			“That’s not what I built this for,” he said, and the air in the room went dead.

			Simon froze, and his posture became rigid. I knew that look. He was scrambling for a save. But the meeting was already over.

			Sitting between them, I felt the bottom drop out. The deal had imploded.

			“Thanks for the invitation, Este,” Beau said. As he slid the laptop into his bag, I caught a glimpse of the corner of a worn black sticker. It was peeling at the edges, but a faded Creative Commons logo was visible.

			My pulse hiccuped. Creative Commons was a nonprofit dedicated to making knowledge and creative work more freely shared. A favorite cause for activist coders.

			It suited Beau perfectly. But it clashed with everything Simon stood for. Simon was a capitalist to the bone. To him, everything was for sale at the right price.

			So why did Beau take the meeting?

			Before I could ask him myself, Beau zipped up his bag, and his gaze caught mine, steady and certain. The world tilted. Admiration for his conviction ignited a second wave of heat that curled through me, sharp and dangerous, and I forced myself to look away before Simon noticed.

			Then Beau left without another word. The door whispered shut behind him, leaving only Simon and me in the glass box.

			Simon gathered his papers with clipped movements. “We’ll regroup,” he said, the smile gone now, his voice tight. And then he was gone, too, striding out without waiting for me.

			All I could do was stare at the empty chairs, feeling the weight of failure settle over my shoulders.

		

	
		
			Chapter 17

			Five Days Before the Hurricane

			I’m on the pool deck. Two days after finding this stash of nightmare fuel, I’m still fixated on Gemma’s bra, the wine bottle, and the cups.

			Beau’s not home, and even if he was, we wouldn’t be speaking to each other. Our cold war continues. The silence between us has grown sharp, drawing fresh blood every time I brush up against it.

			When we left Los Angeles for Winter Park, I thought we were building something new together, a foundation that belonged only to us. Now, I can’t shake the feeling that the house is still standing, but the ground underneath us is splitting open.

			“Este?” Nora calls.

			At the sound of her voice, I hastily stash the items back in their tote bag and stuff it in a cabinet in the outdoor kitchen. We might live on different streets now, but our habit of walking freely into each other’s homes survived Nora’s move.

			“Hi!” She steps onto the deck, holding a shipping box. “I can’t believe you’re agreeing to go to a golf tournament. Did you drop acid this morning?”

			I laugh, giving her baby pink tennis dress a once-over. “Wow. You’ve got a lot of attitude for someone dressed as a cream puff.”

			“So rude.” She laughs. “This is designer. Anyway, you got a package.”

			The announcement doesn’t register as news at first. Shipments arrive in a steady stream around here. Paper towels on subscription. Cases of wine. The latest top from Net-a-Porter.

			Following Nora as she carries the package to the kitchen island, though, I can see the handwritten shipping label is smudged, like someone brushed over the ink in a hurry. The street number for the return address is a scrawl of numerals, but the city of origin is Winter Park.

			I grab a pair of scissors from the junk drawer near the fridge and carefully slice the shipping tape down the center. There’s white tissue paper first and then a note on a piece of paper. One side of the sheet is torn, like maybe the sender had begged it off a clerk at the post office.

			
				I know how much you love the dress. I had to make sure it got back to you. I hope you understand why I had to go.

				—Gemma

			

			Chills race from my fingertips up my arm and through my chest, like a ghost brushing past me.

			“What the fuck?” I look between the note and Nora.

			I rip past the tissue paper to find the dress bag I gave Gemma the day of the Lemon & Fig party. My lucky dress, which I had given to her hours before she died.

			The dress is exactly the way it was when I handed it to her—down to the Post-it I had hidden on the Chanel tag, wishing her luck. She must never have opened it. Never so much as tried the dress on.

			What the fucking fuck does that mean?

			“What is it?” Nora steps toward the island slowly, like the box needs a wide berth.

			“I lent this dress to Gemma,” I answer without taking my eyes off the box. I check the date on the shipping label. “She sent it back the day she died.”

			She must have shipped it almost as soon as I handed it over. Whatever plan she had was already in motion.

			But dying couldn’t have been the plan. So what was?

			“ ‘I hope you understand why I had to go,’ ” I read to Nora, who’s even more confused than I am, because there’s so much I haven’t told her.

			Go where?

			I stare at the dress and the note. Suddenly, I don’t know what’s worse—the fact that she never wore the dress or the fact that she never planned to.

			Nora gives me a knowing look, our best-friend telepathy kicking in. “Este,” she says carefully, “what aren’t you telling me?”

			I should tell her everything. About Beau. About our fight and the jar of tees from Lemon & Fig. About the bra and cups and the wine bottle I took from the Hall House. I should come clean to someone about the 310 number. But I can’t afford to lose control of whatever this is. I know Nora means well, but she can’t help me now.

			I shake my head, clutching the note so tight the paper creases between my fingers. “I don’t know,” I mutter.

			The box suddenly feels like a time bomb sitting in the middle of my house.

			There’s a ringing in my ears as I grab my phone, pulling up the mystery 310 number, and for a second the pitch feels like it might render me deaf. I’m suddenly ready to fight or scream or run through a wall.

			10:30 A.M.

			Fine. Let’s talk.

			I’m so agitated I need a response right away. But the number that’s been haunting me for ten days has gone quiet.

			“Maybe we should skip the pro-am tournament at the club?” Nora asks in a thin voice.

			“No.” I shake my head.

			I want to talk to Ford. Want to confront the California area code number. Want to get to the bottom of what Beau is hiding. I need answers. Now.

			“We’re going,” I say. “But we need to make one stop first.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 18

			California

			I was prepared. Too prepared, maybe, but I had started to dream about the conversation I was going to have with Simon.

			It had been three days since Beau’s meeting at Redwood. Three days since Simon shelved me like some file he might never pick up again.

			I knew Simon’s every tic, his every tell. What the rap of his fingers on a desk could mean depending on the pace. But I didn’t know this version of Simon. The version who had spent days licking his wounds over striking out on the attempt to acquire InfoSynth.

			Simon never struck out. Never missed the signals.

			But he did with Beau. And now I was paying for it.

			Ever since the moment Beau walked out of Redwood’s conference room, Simon had become the king of petty, icing me out in meetings and turning up the radio silence. Requests to “work on that presentation” went dead. If Simon did have a request, he routed it through email, and if I emailed him, he ignored me entirely.

			Sulking. In a thousand-dollar suit.

			Today was Friday, though. And every Friday, we met in his office to go over his obligations for the upcoming week. It was the one thing he never skipped.

			“Este, we need to talk,” I imagined him saying.

			Then I was going to say, “Simon, I understand that didn’t go how you hoped, but I’ve been digging and I think I’ve found a list of alternatives.”

			Professional. Useful. Back in my place.

			That’s not to say there weren’t moments when my zen mood was rocked by self-respect. The silence was clearly meant to humiliate and destabilize me. But for what? Bringing him Beau Walker on a silver platter?

			It didn’t matter, I kept telling myself. I was stuck with my choices unless and until I could get to higher ground. So my plan was to respectfully cool off our romantic entanglement and reset.

			We’re just going to put everything back the way it was before.

			This little pep talk got me about halfway to Simon’s office before I realized the lights were off and his door was closed.

			That’s different.

			Simon was always the first person in when he was in town. He said he liked the quiet. He did his best thinking then.

			My zen mood lasted until I got to my office and saw it. There, in the middle of my desk, was one of Simon’s monogrammed note cards. I could see his handwriting from where I was standing in the doorway.

			The sinking feeling in my stomach propelled me as I walked around the desk and picked up the card. It was four sentences:

			
				I think it’s time for you to move on. You’re too talented to stay here. I don’t want to hold you back any longer. I wish you well.

				—S

			

			I stared at the card, heat rising in my face as the chill of disbelief made everything below my neck feel numb.

			He couldn’t close the deal with Beau. He lost. And now, I was the collateral damage.

			He was firing me. This was a termination letter. On three-hundred-dollar stationery.

			I’m going to throw up. Or pass out. Maybe I’ll do both, one right after the other.

			I’d been so guided by loyalty—to my job, to Simon—I hadn’t stopped to consider the possibility that Simon could suddenly be disloyal to me. I fooled myself into believing I was safe.

			Eyes closed. Feetfirst. Straight into a garbage truck.

			I’d allowed myself the indulgence of sleeping with Simon—not just because I liked him, but because he made me feel untouchable. Like the rules didn’t apply. Like I had power, even when I didn’t. I think I also liked how easy it was to fall into bed with him at the end of a long day and then leave in the morning without having to do any of the emotional work that comes with dating. We never had to stare into each other’s eyes and bare our darkest wounds. There were no expectations and no complications. Just work and sex. Until now, that is.

			Because I understood that in addition to the firing, I was being dumped.

			This just in: Girl who would do anything to realize her dream has overplayed her hand.

			I should have known better than to expect I could put any of this back. I couldn’t control what got lost. All I could control was my reaction.

			And I chose rage.

			“You wish me well?” I repeated to my empty office, bile rising in my throat.

			“Hey, Este.” James was standing in my doorway. Judging from the typical blank look on his face, he didn’t know about my unceremonious exit from the company. Which might actually have been worse. It meant that sometime today the board was going to send some email about my departure.

			I have to get the fuck out of here.

			“Shut up, James,” I said.

			His face twisted in disbelief.

			“I don’t want to hear one more loud, protracted story. I don’t work here anymore. I’ve got my envelope and my ‘fly birdie fly’ note. So I’ll see you around.”

			“What are you talking about?” James looked at me, gobsmacked.

			I swiped the card off the desk, not bothering to pack up a thing in my office as I walked out. I didn’t want anything else. I had been fired by the person I revered. And he didn’t have the guts to tell me to my face.

			Radiating an otherworldly anger, I blew past a blinking James without saying another word.

			He’s someone else’s problem now.

			But as I raced out of the back door and into the parking lot, the self-recriminations started to creep in.

			I slept with my boss. What did I think was going to happen? Did I think I was going to change him? No.

			But I thought we were one and the same—people who were more committed to work than romance. I thought we’d both be quasi-single forever. I had bet on our mutual cynicism.

			I am the dumbest girl who has ever girled.

			This thought shot a fresh dose of rage through me. By the time I got to my car, I was vibrating with anger. My cheeks were hot and the pressure between my ears threatened to melt my brain.

			Is that possible? Can a person be so angry their brain dissolves?

			When my phone rang, I didn’t look at the caller ID on my car dash. Just let the Bluetooth pick it up as I pulled out of the office parking lot.

			“Yeah?” I said with so much fury that I was surprised the caller didn’t hang up.

			“Este? It’s Beau Walker.”

			Fuck. Not now.

			I couldn’t talk to Beau Walker. I was filled with so much unchecked vitriol, I needed a priest. I needed an exorcism.

			When I didn’t respond, he continued, “Hey, I’m sorry about the way the Redwood meeting went.”

			Don’t sweat it. You have plenty of other buyers. Buyers who didn’t try to turn your product into government surveillance software and then turn my career into fire kindling.

			“Honestly, I think you dodged a bullet,” I said, not knowing at the time that it would be the last clearheaded thing I said for days. Possibly longer.

			“I’m glad to hear you say that. Listen, I was calling to check on my shirt.” He chuckled.

			If I had been in any other state of mind, this would have been charming. But poor Beau didn’t know he had dialed into the seventh circle of hell.

			“Your shirt? You’re calling me about a shirt?” My anger was so white-hot I was almost numb. Beau must have been stunned silent by my tone, because the line went quiet. It was entirely possible he had already hung up as I yelled, “It’s a shirt, Beau! It’s fine. Everything is fine.”

			After another beat of silence, he finally said, “Are you okay, Este? You sound—”

			“Me? I am great. I’m—thriving actually. So young and free and full of goddamn potential Natasha Bedingfield should write a fucking song about it. Everything’s—I’m—” My voice cracked, and I had to bite down so hard on my lip I thought I tasted blood. When I spoke again, my voice was steady—or at least as steady as it could be. “How are you, though? Probably cold without that shirt. Was it your only one? Is—is that why you’re calling?”

			I was talking nonsense, like the anger was leeching every brain cell from my body until I was drunk on despair. I wanted to tell the whole world to fuck off, burn every bridge, and disappear into the ether. But despite being ready to hard-reset the universe, I couldn’t tell Beau to fuck off. He wasn’t part of the whole world. In my mind, I had already set him apart. He was something else.

			I couldn’t tell him the truth. It was too humiliating. My brain kept tripping between what I could and shouldn’t say until everything came out in disjointed ramblings.

			“Este, can I come get you? Where are you?”

			“I—I’m going to get myself out of this on my own. And I’m not worried about doing that at all. I’m independent and smart. Sisters doing it for themselves, like R-E-S-P-E-C-T. Fuck. I’m A-OK. I’m pretty and smart.” The memory of Simon kissing my knee made me feel so stupid, and I was stupid, because the next thing my half-melted brain spit out was “And I’m a great lay. I bet you didn’t know that.”

			Jesus, Este. Hang up the phone.

			The words keep coming, though. “So I tell you what, I will get your shirt dry-cleaned—another thing I am supercapable of accomplishing because I have time and a car—and I’ll get it returned to you. Actually, maybe I’ll buy you a new one. Or ten new ones. Text me your address and I’ll send you a baker’s dozen. Okay?”

			“I don’t really want the shirt back, Este. I just wanted to talk to you. I—”

			“Okay, great. I guess that’s settled then. Have a nice fucking day, Beau Walker.” And then I disconnected the Bluetooth, panting like I’d fully lost my mind.

			I didn’t remember the rest of the drive home. The mental postmortem didn’t begin until my ass hit the sofa in my Venice apartment, frozen bottle of tequila in hand. And even then, it was hard to separate facts from emotions. My blood was boiling with some pernicious blend of disappointment, humiliation, remorse, and something else I couldn’t place.

			Shock, maybe.

			I’m not supposed to fail.

			When my parents were alive, flipping through flash cards at the dinner table, my life was buttressed by ambition. They’d shaped me on the promise that achievement was the foundation of everything, so when they died, I braced myself with control and a refusal to fail.

			Living with Delia, I remained studious and hardworking, only leaning occasionally into her fun-loving, bourbon-soaked doctrine. All in the name of making my own life.

			So then why am I in a free fall?

			I sat on the couch, staring at nothing and trying to get my brain to replay the last few hours, but it patently refused. Like some deeper part of me was determined to save me from myself.

			Did I tell James to shut up? Did I tell Beau Walker that I was good in bed? Future me will have to solve these mysteries.

			For now, I could only sit there, wondering how someone so sure of herself could unravel so quickly.

		

	
		
			Chapter 19

			Five Days Before the Hurricane

			“Este,” Nora whines. “This is insane.”

			“My dead friend mailed back the dress I lent her. Insane is my baseline right now,” I whisper back. “All I need you to do is wait here.”

			“Why?” Nora crosses her arms as she looks between me and the side door to her old garage. “What if someone sees you?”

			“I don’t have time to explain it all right now. Polly’s at tennis and Ford’s at the pro-am charity tournament.”

			And I need to know if the broken tees in a jar in my closet match the brand Ford uses.

			“Okay, then why are we whispering?” Nora asks, finally matching my hushed tone.

			“Polly’s nanny, Ms. Dowling, might be home. And I’m not entirely sure, but I think she has the authority to ground anyone, including me.”

			When Nora lived in this house, I knew it like the back of my hand. And lucky for me, I enjoyed a front-row seat for all of the move-logistics coordinators and home decorators who unpacked Ford and Polly’s house, giving me a perfect view of the cache of sporting equipment they spent hours organizing in the garage.

			“Wait here and whistle if someone pulls into the driveway,” I whisper.

			“Who whistles? I don’t know how to whistle.”

			“Then chirp like a bird. I don’t care. Just be my lookout.”

			“All right.” She shoos me toward the garage. “But hurry.”

			As I creep toward the side of the house, I’m hoping no one ever repaired the faulty latch on an outside door leading into the garage. Nora always complained about Will’s forgetfulness. And Will would counter, “Who has time to think about the doors outside of the doors? If someone wants to swipe the Gatorade Mia keeps in the outside refrigerator, let them.”

			And as I jiggle the door handle now and feel the latch’s weak grip give way, I say a little prayer of gratitude for Will’s memory and push into the McGinnises’ garage.

			The room is dark, and a faint odor of motor oil and cardboard hangs in the air. I turn on my phone’s flashlight and leave the outside door open for some extra light. Then I book it toward the shelves on the opposite wall, searching for golf tees.

			Carefully sorted boxes of golf balls and chipping targets sit next to towels and rangefinders. My eyes scan past regripping kits and club-cleaning tools before I finally land on boxes of tees. A flash of Gemma flirting with Ford the night she died runs through my mind as I prop my phone up on a shelf so I can compare a picture of Ford’s tees to the brand in the jar.

			What if something went wrong between Ford and Gemma? Was he the complicated married guy she was seeing?

			I need something to shake loose the story of what really happened. When I see that every tee Ford owns is the same matte white, though, my shoulders slump. The tees in Gemma’s jar vary in color and in some cases material—some are wooden while others are plastic.

			I’m reshelving the tees when I hear a faint cawing sound coming from Nora that would be funny if it didn’t send a bolt of panic through me. Before I can drop the tees and run, the light snaps on, illuminating everything around me.

			“Fuck,” I hiss, dropping the boxed tees in shock.

			“Este Walker?” Carol Parker crosses her arms. “What are you doing?”

			This is not ideal.

			“Carol.” I try to smile and sound nonchalant as I reach down for the box of new tees I’ve dropped. “I could ask you the same thing.”

			“Ford forgot the autographed pin flags. He asked me to come get them,” she says, eyes cutting to the box of tees in my hands. “Didn’t expect to find you shopping.”

			As if things couldn’t get worse, Ms. Dowling appears behind her in the doorway, arms folded in the exact same pose as Carol’s. Neither of them has to say a word for me to know I’m fucked.

			I knew I should have called Carol to settle the debt on her lawn maintenance after the TPing. But now, it would look like I’m trying to bribe her.

			Wait. Should I try to bribe her?

			No. No. I have to find a noncriminal way out of this one.

			“Oh,” I start, grasping in thin air. “Ford asked Beau to bring him a fresh box of his tees, but Beau forgot. He’s already up at the club. I thought I’d save everyone the back-and-forth.”

			“Exactly,” Nora calls from the other side of the door.

			It’s barely helpful, but I know she wants nothing to do with this house. So this actually is the best she can offer.

			I don’t even know if Beau is at the club, but I’ll have to worry about that later. I need to get out of here.

			“Ford certainly was forgetful today,” Carol offers from the doorway.

			There’s a skeptical look on Dowling’s face. She’s definitely going to ask Ford about this. But she hands over a box of tees.

			“Thanks,” I squeak as I turn to exit the same way I came in.

			“We’ll let Ford know you stopped by,” Carol calls behind me in a way that makes the menace crystal clear.

			“What the fuck?” Nora murmurs as we fast-walk away from Ford’s house and toward her car.

			“I bet somebody’s finally going to remember to fix that latch now” is all I can get out.

			As we tumble into Nora’s car, I’m breathless.

			“Well, that couldn’t have gone worse if I had lit a match,” I mutter.

			Nora swivels in her driver’s seat to look at me. “Are you ready to tell me what we’re looking for?”

			The car falls quiet again. Carol has exactly what she needs to ruin me, and I have nothing. Something about Ford’s neat rows of white tees feels like proof that Gemma wasn’t his secret, which means I’m back where I started—chasing a ghost.

			“I mean—I’m already in up to my eyeballs on all of this, but you’re not.” I think of all the possible evidence I’m holding on to. “I can’t tell you this thing, because it could hurt you. And I don’t know where this leads.”

			“I’m a big girl, Este.” She turns in her seat to fully face me. “I’m a whole-ass widow and I’m not yet thirty. There’s not a lot that scares me anymore.”

			“If what I have means something,” I go on, thinking of all the Gemma pieces I’ve found, “and I tell you what it is, you could be an accessory. I could get you arrested. We could end up trading HIIT classes for prison-yard calisthenics.”

			“Okay,” she deadpans. “So I get arrested. We’ll trade lipstick tips through plexiglass. Tell me anyway.”

			“How will I visit you in jail if I’m already behind bars?”

			We hold eye contact for a long beat, because she has to be sure.

			“Tonight,” she adds, “we’ll google how to make prison wine. Maybe prison champagne, if we’re ambitious.”

			“I really do love you,” I whisper, tears threatening.

			“Spit it out, Walker.” She waves for me to hurry up. “I can’t take the suspense.”

			“I found a bunch of stuff that I think might be Gemma’s,” I blurt. “Some of it from Lemon & Fig and some of it…” I take a big breath. “Some of it is from the Hall House.”

			She looks stricken.

			“I really didn’t want to tell you that part. You deserve for the rest of your life to be mess-free.”

			“No one gets mess-free,” she says softly.

			And I can see that the myth of my perfect life is fading away for her.

			“Beau and I are not some perfect couple,” I say. “He’s hiding something from me, and I can’t figure out what it is. But”—I reach into my purse and pull out the pocket square I’m still harboring—“I found this, and he says the blood is Gemma’s.”

			There’s a hiss in the air as Nora lets out a big breath.

			“I thought Ford was involved,” I continue. “Or maybe knew something about what happened to Gemma. And now Carol has enough dirt on me to bury me.”

			“That’s not true.”

			“You know how quickly people can turn on someone around here. Especially vandals who break into their neighbors’ garages. She might pin me to the top of Ardell’s suspect list with the gossip firestorm this could kick off.”

			Nora processes for a moment. Then, she nods her head and throws her car into drive.

			The sudden motion makes my stomach dip. “What are we doing?”

			“We’re going to the club. If Ford doesn’t know what happened to Gemma, maybe someone at the club does.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 20

			
			When Simon fired me from Redwood—without so much as a warning shot—it left a mark I couldn’t shake. Not a bruise. Not a paper cut. Something deeper.

			Losing my parents had taught me that control and permanence were illusions. Losing my job taught me that even the casual cruelties of the world can leave scars.

			Simon split me in two with a note card. There was the life I had before I lost my dream job, and the one that started after.

			That we were sleeping together when Simon terminated me made it personal in all the obvious ways. Not because I loved Simon. I didn’t. But I had trusted him. I never expected him to betray me so brutally.

			The version of me that emerged after Simon was someone who met everyone with healthy skepticism. I was still me, but the softest parts of me stayed under lock and key. I chose my friends more carefully—often individually selecting underdogs who knew the sting of vulnerability the way I did.

			The ones who proved themselves? I kept them like blood oaths.

			So when Nora agreed to dive headfirst into the Gemma investigation with me, I didn’t hesitate. Loyalty recognizes its own.

			Too bad loyalty isn’t the same thing as a strategy.

			Because as we walk into the Interlachen pro-am charity tournament, I realize we have zero plan for how we’re going to smoke out Gemma’s killer.

			Through the window, I can see players and an event tent dotting the golf course. And in the member lounge, a rainbow of golf polos packs the room. Voices rise beneath the glow of the TVs mounted behind the bar. The turnout is larger than I expected.

			“Ladies!” Someone near the window waves like we’re old friends.

			“So good to see you here,” another trills, squeezing Nora’s arm as she passes.

			“I’ve been meaning to call you about doubles,” someone else adds, leaning too far over their cocktail glass.

			This is what it’s like now anytime we walk into the club. The crowd parts, but it’s not really out of deference. They want proximity. They want to be seen with us. Heads tilt toward us, laughter roars a little too loud, and I can feel the buzz ripple through the room like champagne foam. Everyone’s sugar-sweet, syrupy with compliments, but it’s the kind of sweet that leaves an unpleasant film in your mouth.

			Fake.

			I mumble to Nora, “If I shotgun a White Claw right now, you think that would be enough to make us misfits again?”

			“Hey, Mrs. Walker. Mrs. Somerset.” Darl, one of the club’s longest-serving bartenders, waves from behind the bar, reaching a hand above the crowd to flag us as we approach. With his free hand, he reaches for a pair of champagne flutes, already knowing.

			“Hey, Darl.” I smile, happy to be speaking to someone genuine. But I shake my head at the glasses before he can fill them. “No champagne for us today, I’m afraid.”

			And that’s when I get my first view of a weatherman waving his hands over a map on the TV, describing a tropical storm beginning to spin toward the Florida coast.

			“While it will still be days before this system makes landfall, we’re keeping an eye on the storm’s path as it enters these warmer waters,” the weatherman says, circling a red-and-orange bloom of storm activity on a giant map.

			What fresh hell is this? I already feel like I’m living in a natural disaster.

			“That’s the last thing we need,” I say with a sigh. The man in the blue sports coat is still at it, tracing the fiery cluster of radar echoes with a hand and describing a system gathering momentum in the Atlantic.

			I’m so fixated on the screen I almost miss Detective Ardell walking through the bar in golf attire. I’m so used to seeing him stuffed into suits and starchy button-downs, the golf getup almost feels like cosplay.

			“What’s he doing here?” I whisper to Darl as Ardell turns toward the doors that lead outside.

			“He’s been here all day,” Darl answers, looking in Ardell’s direction. “He’s Mr. McGinnis’s guest for the tournament today.”

			I freeze.

			Ford is buddying up with Ardell? Why?

			I scan for Ardell again, but instead I spot Polly, cornered by Carol Parker.

			Like she had been in Ford’s garage, Carol is dressed in an all-white tennis set with a baby blue sweater draped over her shoulders. She looks like a Good Housekeeping action figure—posable and polite. Pull the string on her back and her arm karate-chops fresh flowers.

			Carol’s eyes catch mine for half a second—cool and knowing—before her voice lifts into something warm enough to melt butter.

			“Este! Nora!” she trills, like we’re all old friends. Even with the dirt she now has on me, Carol knows when it’s time to play nice.

			“What a delight to see you here. I was just telling Polly that Art can’t wait to meet her. He’s an enormous admirer of Ford’s.”

			Polly waves in my direction, eyes pleading with me to save her from the most boring grown-up conversation ever.

			“Hey, Polly, I thought you had tennis,” I say, tossing her a lifeline.

			“Not today.” She grimaces. “Dad signed me up to volunteer with the junior caddies at the tournament instead.”

			Carol chuckles in that careful, perfect-hostess way of hers. “It’s wonderful to see young people so involved. Ford must be so proud.” She turns her attention to me. “Este knows how important it is to pitch in around here, don’t you?” Her gaze lingers a beat too long. She’s not talking about community service.

			Nora clears her throat, and I know we both feel it. Carol’s a breath away from mentioning the tees and the garage snooping.

			But then someone calls to Nora and me from across the lounge, giving an enthusiastic wave, and the way Carol’s smile widens makes my jaws clench. “We’re going to have a little trophy ceremony later today,” she says brightly, clapping her hands together once for emphasis. “You could help me pass out the trophies. Like my little assistant.”

			Nora sniffs a laugh as the word “assistant” lands with the force of a slap, but I keep my smile fixed. I can’t afford to dissent.

			“That sounds…fun,” I manage.

			Carol’s eyes glimmer with satisfaction. Being in her pocket is humiliating, but it’s better than being outed for skulking around Ford’s garage like a cat burglar. If Ford knew I’d been pawing through his sports equipment, Polly would never be allowed near my house again.

			And she needs the quesadillas.

			So I nod, accepting Carol’s Lilly Pulitzer–patterned leash.

			“Wonderful.” She presses her palms together like she’s delivering some kind of blessing. “I’ll come find you in a little while.”

			She scurries off, leaving Nora and Polly staring at me in disbelief.

			“What the hell was that?” Nora shakes her head. “Is Carol your boss now?”

			“What? No.”

			“But she got to tell you what to do,” Polly chimes in, probably thinking my servitude has something to do with penance for our prank.

			She’s half-right.

			Nora taps her chin as if trying to remember something. “I mean, she’s giving you assignments. It’s almost like you’re her…what’s the word I’m thinking of? Starts with a ‘b.’ ”

			I cross my arms. “I’ll give you a word that starts with ‘b.’ ”

			Polly snickers and suggests we go watch the last few teams finish the tournament.

			“Isn’t Beau playing?” she asks.

			My husband loves team sports and golf and his weed pen. This is his dream afternoon. Never mind the odd housewife whispering about him and Gemma leaving Marcus’s restaurant as he walks by.

			He’s the guy who buys the rounds, tips the waitresses without leering, and remembers everyone’s name with a smile. His untouchable charm is out there somewhere on full display.

			“Sporty” is not a word anyone would use to describe me. When I was a kid, the most athletic outings my parents engaged in were Renaissance Faires, where someone would heave a ten-foot log across a college field. In New Orleans, Delia counted the annual krewe season with its endless balls and parties as her cardio.

			Now, strolling around the golf course with Polly, I don’t bother to pretend I know what’s going on as people hush and cheer in sporadic intervals. But I’m doing my best to nod along as I scan the golfing equipment of different players, looking for anything that explains the jar of broken tees Gemma had her hair ties spooled around.

			I spot Beau across the green, laughing with Ford, Shep, and Marcus on the first tee like he was born holding a nine iron.

			“Marcus came?” I look at Nora, who shrugs.

			Someone is handing them their scorecards, and I wait for Beau to see me, like he always does. To catch me taking him in from afar. Longing simmers in my chest. For him. For who we were before Gemma died. For a time when I felt like there weren’t secrets and silence lodged between us.

			But he doesn’t look my way.

			It’s benign. Or at least that’s how it should feel.

			I didn’t tell him I was coming. He has no reason to be looking for me.

			But up until now, we had a knack for finding each other’s gazes in crowds. He’d wink. I’d blow him a kiss or flip him off, depending on how cheeky I was feeling. And then we’d go back to whatever we were doing, knowing that tether between us was always there.

			“You okay?” Nora nudges me.

			“No.” The laugh that escapes my lips is sharp. “Why would I be okay?”

			I watch as Beau’s group tees off and disappears down the fairway.

			Somewhere between the polite applause, the surface-level chatter about weather delays, and which club anyone is using, I lose four hours of my life. And by the time the last foursome finishes their round, the crowd is migrating to the awards table. Which means Carol will be looking for her less-than-trusty assistant.

			I take a step in that direction as the first drop of rain hits my cheek. It starts out as a harmless drizzle, sprinkling hairlines and darkening pastel polos. But then, the lavender-gray clouds that have been sulking on the horizon all afternoon finally split open, and it’s a proper torrent, sending golfers and caddies scrambling for cover as they dash for their carts.

			Around me, umbrellas bloom like flowers, and the course dissolves into chaos.

			“The Tartan Lounge!” someone bellows through the crowd. “Our awards ceremony will take place in the club lounge.”

			A wild-eyed Carol starts squawking orders at caddies, telling them to grab the awards and trophies as the rest of us chart a fast-walking, hands-over-blowouts course until we’re pushing through the lounge doors, AC blasting us head-on.

			Nora exhales, brushing the raindrops off her white ensemble. “Wait. Where’s Beau?”

			I look around.

			“How are they going to fit everyone into the Tartan Lounge?” Polly asks, swinging the mini-backpack she’s got on to one side and pulling out a Lip Smacker lip gloss.

			“Bleck. That stuff smells like a strawberry farted. Here.” I offer her the Chanel lip stain in my belt bag.

			“Looks like Carol’s already on it.” Nora smirks. “You’d better go make yourself useful.”

			Carol’s by the door, unloading a box full of trophies from the back of a golf cart as rain splashes off the cart’s roof. A patient-looking caddy in a baseball hat sits in the driver’s seat. She jostles the box free of the back seat and starts toward the front of the lounge.

			“You’re the worst,” I mutter to Nora as I spring into action. “Looks like you could use some assistance?” I smile with forced cheer, offering to take the box for Carol.

			Maybe killing her with kindness is the play.

			A little platform is already waiting near the bar, and I don’t ask who dragged it in or when. Instead, I get to work arranging the trophies on the bar top as Carol taps the mic, gathering the room’s attention.

			She nods toward Darl, behind the bar, and he mutes the TV while a text bar appears as the closed captions turn on. Something Carol has coached him on, no doubt.

			“Ladies and gentlemen,” she says with a synthetic brightness, “thank you for coming out today to support our charity tournament. I’d like to invite Este Walker to do the honor of awarding the trophies. While I have the privilege of sharing that this year’s tournament raised seventeen thousand dollars for Give Kids the World Village.”

			Eyes turn to me, and I see Beau in the crowd. He’s surprised at first, but his expression softens to a smile, however faint. It lands like a salve.

			Carol hands me a note card with a dollar number scrolled across it, but then Kristy Clark appears on TV screens behind the bar with a grave expression. The closed caption reads, Coming up at five, new evidence in the Gemma Klein murder case. We’ve exclusively obtained surveillance footage from the alleyway where—a clip plays onscreen. The camera is off the brightly lit news desk in an instant as security video of Gemma and Beau standing near a utility door together flashes on the flat screen.

			Everything in my peripheral vision goes black for a moment.

			Oh. My. Fuck.

			It’s less than ten seconds, but she’s waving her hands, clearly angry. Beau’s animated, too, but he looks a little unsteady on his feet. Drunk and still holding a tumbler I can only assume is half-full of bourbon. The room around me fills with a low chatter that I am working hard to tune out.

			This is hell. I am in hell.

			I catch Ardell’s steely gaze and clear my throat and try to read the cards, hoping to draw attention away from the screens. But people are already looking back and forth between me and the screen, whispering to each other.

			I try to find Beau again, but he’s already slipping through the exit, his head tipped low.

			“Um,” I say in a shaky voice.

			Judging by the rising whispers, though, the damage is already done.

			I’m not supposed to be here. Gemma’s not supposed to be dead.

			I have a little screen in my bathroom mirror so I can watch Below Deck reruns from my freestanding stone tub. That was the dream.

			And now absolutely everyone in Central Florida has seen video evidence of Beau and Gemma together. Fighting.

			Glee sparks in the eyes of the crowd swarming the Tartan Lounge—quiet but unmistakable. I am a spectacle, and every person in this room will get to say they saw the look on my face when the surveillance footage rolled.

			They live for this shit.

			By being here when the news breaks, I’ve handed them a fresh story to perpetuate the rumors about Gemma and Beau. I can already hear the whispers at tomorrow morning’s tennis lessons. “Did you see her face?” “Do you think she’s in on it?”

			Beau and I are as good as cannon fodder.

			The TV flips to SportsCenter. I blink and look around, hoping I’ve only hallucinated what I just saw. Darl is in the corner of the bar holding the remote. The room falls silent, and there’s a pregnant pause, as if everyone is waiting for me to do something.

			What? Run off the stage screaming?

			Chills run down my spine as my cheeks heat. Everyone in the room is looking at me. Everyone except Nora, who’s already moving toward the stage. The concern on her face is clear.

			From somewhere in the front, I hear Carol clear her throat, trying to get my attention to move things along. “The trophy,” she mouths.

			Like that will save this.

			Carol tries to salvage the ceremony by handing a trophy to me, but I put it on the bar like I’m placing a live grenade.

			Before anyone can speak, Nora appears and slips her arm into mine, ushering me along.

			“What the fuck just happened?” Polly catches up to us outside. “Why was Beau on the news with Gemma?”

			“I don’t think you’re allowed to say ‘fuck,’ ” I admonish, but the words lack authority. I’m dazed, replaying the footage of Beau in my head.

			Polly protests. “That’s not fair. You say it.”

			“I’m allowed. I have a mortgage and an aesthetician and a husband who’s in deep shit.”

			“Let’s go,” Nora says, not breaking stride. “Give them a minute to cycle through the gossip. This will blow over.”

			It’s a nice idea. But as we push through the front door of the club, the air scrapes down my throat in jagged breaths, and I realize I’m panicking.

			“I could go back and pull the fire alarm,” Polly offers. “That would change the subject.”

			“We commit one crime together, and now, you’re a delinquent? Sorry, Polly. Not today,” I say. “Today we go home.”

			“What about tomorrow?” she jokes.

			“We’ll have to wait and see.”

			The air outside is thick from the rain, and the sharp mineral smell turns my stomach.

			As Beau’s brake lights disappear down the club’s drive, my phone vibrates with a text.

			I check the screen, hoping for a message from Beau.

			But that’s not what I get. The 310 number is back.

			5:37 P.M.

			Looks like Beau made the evening news. Let’s talk in person.

			I stop cold. Nora and Polly are a few steps ahead of me, but when they realize I’m no longer beside them, they turn.

			The news package that aired to half of Winter Park a few minutes ago is a local broadcast. As in, not available in California. My past has made it all the way to Winter Park.

			Talking is one thing. But I’m not meeting in person. I can’t. From Boston to New Orleans, New Orleans to California, I’ve treated every relocation like a reinvention. And every reboot comes with the same rule: Don’t pick at old wounds. The past only has power when you open the door and invite it back in.

			Rain comes down in sheets around us, soaking my clothes until my socks are clinging to my feet. The sound of the raindrops ricocheting off asphalt and car hoods is all I can hear for a second.

			The night Gemma died? Outside of Lemon & Fig? Was he there then, too?

			“Este, are you okay?” Polly asks. Her voice is tentative, but she has to shout over the splashes of the storm.

			I paste on a brittle smile. “Yeah. Fine. Sorry.”

			“Listen,” Nora cuts in, pulling at the fabric clinging to her skin. “I’m wearing all white in the rain. Can we talk about this somewhere else—”

			“Yes,” I say. “Sorry. I’ll drive you home.”

			But as I walk toward my car, my body feels heavy. My phone dangles in my hand like deadweight. Somewhere between the news clip and the text and that stupid pocket square I’m still carrying around, my life has twisted into something unrecognizable. But one truth hums loud and clear beneath the chaos.

			The noose around my new life is tightening, and my old life knows something about it.

		

	
		
			Chapter 21

			California

			“Simon really thinks he can kill me off like that? Just—poof—and I’m disappeared? Does he know who I am?” I waved my glass of red wine around, and it sloshed a little over the rim as I jabbed the air with each word. “I’m not some problem he can erase. Like a bad tattoo.”

			I was pacing and slurring my words, wobbly but determined.

			“I’m a fucking phoenix. I’m a goddamn Avenger. I’m—” I raised my hands, more wine splashing. “I’m the McRib. You can’t cancel the McRib. It always comes back. Because the McRib is scrappy. It’s tenacious.”

			And it was true, I could come back, but first, I would have to get myself out of the loop I was stuck in.

			It had been like this for almost two weeks now, ever since Simon left me that cowardly note. I’d gone straight home, propped the note up on my coffee table like some fucked-up art installation, and hauled a bottle of tequila out of my freezer. Inevitably, the drinking turned to processing, which always spiraled into me defending myself—having full conversations with Simon’s stationery card. Some nights, I cried. Other nights, I begged.

			Tonight? Tonight was for rage.

			I was humiliated. Besides Gemma, my social life had been consumed with Simon and his crowd. Anyone I might have thought about calling would be on his side. And while Delia was understanding, suggesting I come to New Orleans to get back on my feet, she found things like disappointment and heartache to be “very pedestrian.” Not to mention bad for frown lines.

			I wished I could call my parents. I missed them so much, there were moments it physically hurt to draw breath.

			Instead, as always, I was alone.

			“All because I brought you the acquisition you wanted and you blew it up? You weasel.” I glared at the heavy card stock, drunkenly musing about taking it to a psychic to have it cursed, to somehow throw Simon’s life into chaos with bad energy.

			Eventually, I passed out on my couch. Again.

			I dreamed I was back at my desk in Simon’s office, trying to wade my way through a sea of emails. And it felt like a relief. After weeks of being home, alone, people finally needed me again. Every Slack or text was a hit of adrenaline. A rush of validation. A tiny little fire only I could extinguish. James was late with his report. Simon was lost on his way to lunch, and for no reason, Delia showed up to hand me a sweater.

			At some early hour the next morning, I woke up sweating and gasping, completely lost.

			It was all a part of the cycle. I’d wake up sometime past noon, try to do something moderately good for myself—like drinking water or going for a walk—and then catch sight of the note card. And instead of doing anything productive, I’d sink right back into the gaping wound that was my ruined career.

			Of course, not totally ruined. I could look for another job. But I didn’t have enough experience to vault too far past the title and tenure I had with Simon. So whatever job I landed would feel like starting over. Clawing my way up the ladder all over again. Impressing new people, doing grunt work, saying yes to everything. I’d already done the all-nighters and the whirlwind trips. I couldn’t stomach the thought of going back to the starting line and cutting my teeth again.

			A few weeks ago, I had a five-year plan—an airtight, bulletproof, underdog-takes-the-moon plan.

			Getting a great degree and then the perfect job and then insulating myself with power and money were the sum total of my mission. And every now and then the thought crept in that I hadn’t felt this lost since my parents died. Or maybe ever.

			Because when my parents died, I had the thought of some perfect job to distract me.

			Now, all I had was a recycling bin full of wine and tequila bottles. And a note card I worshipped at like it was some kind of shrine.

			Another fun feature of my post-Simon life? Midnight panic attacks.

			At some early hour the next morning—after I passed out on my couch—I started awake, heart pounding. My head throbbed like all the red wine I’d had was trying to punch its way out of my system.

			My phone was ringing from somewhere on my coffee table. It was Delia.

			“Hello,” I croaked.

			“Morning, darling,” she said in that breezy voice of hers. “I haven’t heard from you in a few days.”

			We didn’t catch up with any kind of schedule—she wasn’t partial to tradition—but she happened to call two days after Simon let me go. Calling more than once a quarter was about as maternal as she got.

			“Sorry,” I said, rubbing at my eyes. The lights of my living room were on, but my vision was clouded with sleep. “I’ve been—”

			“You’ve been wallowing. I can hear it in your voice.” When I didn’t disagree, she tsked and added, “Go get a blowout. Buy a new dress. You’re young. You should be enjoying it.”

			Slap a smile on and keep it moving, that was Delia’s doctrine.

			Nothing champagne and a jazz bar can’t remedy.

			On better days, I admired her indomitable spirit and the way she made being alone look heroic. But today, it only sharpened the truth: In this world, I had no one to lean on when I was broken.

			“A new dress,” I mumbled. “I’ll try that.”

			“Do you want me to call someone? Find you something new?”

			Delia had been a doer. Someone with little use for feelings. Emotions were distractions, and Delia never let herself be distracted for long.

			“I’m just going to take a little time, and—”

			“Wallow.” She sighed. “Well, all right, but don’t waste too much time on regret. There’s not much any of us can do with that.”

			Right.

			I hung up and thought of the last time my life detonated like this. Delia plucked me from the chilly Boston suburbs and dropped me in New Orleans. Never to return. And since I’d moved to California, I hadn’t been back to Louisiana. Another clean break. Now, as I reached for my water glass on the coffee table, I wondered if California should be next on the list of places I’d abandon for good.

			Sitting back with my water in hand, my fingers grazed the stem of a day-old glass of red wine. I heard the top-heavy wobble and lunged.

			Shit. Fuck. Fuck. Shit.

			The wineglass tipped toward the note card. Pinot noir sloshed up to the edge of the glass before I managed to get my hand underneath it. But just in time, stem in hand, I righted it. Only a few drops had escaped, landing on the bottom-right corner of the note card. A tiny stain, blooming like a drop of blood.

			The thought of the note card being ruined spurred genuine fear. But why? Why did I want to stay stuck in this moment?

			I’ve got about three more weeks before this note card becomes my whole personality. Delia’s right. I need to snap out of it.

			I peeled myself off the couch and decided to try acting halfway human again. I cleaned my kitchen. I washed my face. It was pathetic how much that felt like progress.

			But I wasn’t ready to face the world yet.

			A few days later, though, Gemma called, and it was like someone tossing me a tether back to real life.

			Gemma had been a confidante since that day James botched the numbers on his advertising budget and I had to rewrite half the board deck in a three-hour panic. Afterward, I shuffled into Greenleaf near closing, and Gemma sent me home with a bottle of wine and a to-go charcuterie box labeled Emergency Cheese.

			“On the house,” she’d insisted.

			Maybe Gemma is the friend I need right now.

			“Hey,” I answered, hearing the limp enunciation in my words.

			Her tone edged toward worry. “Are you sick?”

			Am I?

			“No,” I said.

			“Well, where have you been? It’s been like three weeks. Simon’s been in, but I haven’t seen you once. Your usual stool is gathering dust. Are you okay?”

			I took a deep breath. “Simon fired me,” I confessed in a voice that didn’t sound like my own, saying words I never thought would be true.

			I heard a sharp intake of breath on the other end of the line. “What the fuck was he thinking?”

			I didn’t answer. Because if I did, I might cry. And then I’d be back to yelling at a note card.

			“Where are you?” she asked.

			“I’m at home.” The last word wobbled a little.

			“Right,” Gemma said, her voice firm now. “Listen, I’m still working, but come here. I’ll pour you something decent, and you can tell me what happened. Or, you don’t have to tell me. But don’t sit in your apartment alone, Este. It’s too sad.”

			Something in my chest loosened by a fraction.

			“Okay,” I said.

			It was close to noon, and I told Gemma I’d be there soon. Then I showered for the first time in days and put on jeans—real pants, a triumph. Then, I made my way to the bar.

			Maybe the fresh air will be good for me.

			But the light flooding Greenleaf and the din of conversation were a riot of sound and sensation after weeks alone in the hollow silence of my apartment. It was like I was reentering Earth’s atmosphere after weeks on the moon.

			The bar looked the same, but I was different. My phone didn’t buzz with urgent work messages. My T-shirt and jeans were a far cry from my usual designer-label business casual. And I was pretty sure the light behind my eyes was permanently dimmed.

			Simon fired me.

			Gemma was behind the bar, eyes trained on her phone.

			“Hey,” she said, still scrolling. “Hold on. I’m in the middle of something.”

			I slid onto my stool. “What, sexting?”

			She barked a laugh. “Please. I’m trading.”

			“Trading?”

			“Investing.” She went quiet again for a second, her thumbs tapping away on her phone, and then she tapped hard, her eyes returning to me with a smile. “A few executives from WeWork were in here last night moping in their beers about the quarterly report they were going to have to release today, and I just made a thousand dollars.”

			I stood on the footrest of my stool, craning over the bar to see her phone. “You’re serious.”

			“Everybody’s got a dream, right?” she said, tucking her phone into her back pocket.

			“And yours is of ‘The Wolf of Wall Street’ variety?”

			“Hell no,” she scoffed. “But if I want to run my own restaurant someday, I’ll need more than tip money to get there.”

			I squinted at her. “Wait…isn’t that, kind of, insider trading?”

			“I mean, I’m not the one spilling company intel over bourbon.” Gemma smirked. “But if these tech bros are dumb enough to treat Greenleaf like a boardroom, I’m smart enough to listen,” she said. “I come from a long line of waitresses and bartenders. The scrappy blue-collar variety. But I’m going to be the one to break the mold. Open my own place. Maybe something in Ohio, where my folks still live. Something like this place, but slightly less bougie.”

			I nodded. It sounded nice, but I wasn’t feeling terribly optimistic for anyone in that moment.

			“Now, tell me what we’re drinking before I make you roll napkins as therapy.”

			I ordered a Diet Coke and started to color in the details of my last day at Redwood. I didn’t tell Gemma about the affair with Simon. There was every chance I was taking that secret to my grave. And not only because Gemma had just revealed that she was monetizing the disclosures of her customers.

			I stuck to a sanitized version of the truth—one where I left Redwood—without opening any fresh wounds. She listened while she worked, refilling glasses, dropping plates, moving with the rhythm of the bar as the lunch crowd filled the restaurant. After a little while, the voices bouncing off the marble bar top and the smell of fryer oil clinging to the air started to settle me. By the time the lunch rush thinned out, the tightness in my chest had loosened by another notch.

			“I’m going to have a drink with you,” Gemma said as she finished her side work.

			“Don’t take this the wrong way, but why?”

			For as many nights as we had spent talking through her shifts, we had only socialized outside of Greenleaf a handful of times, that party at Harlan Nichols’s house being one of them.

			“Because everybody needs a friend, Este. Even cynical you,” she shot back without hesitation. “Haven’t you ever been the new kid at school? Felt like you were an outsider?”

			“Only my whole life.” I blinked.

			“Okay, well, someone was supposed to come sit next to you at the lunch table and offer you half their fruit snacks. Because that’s what good humans do.”

			“Good humans?” I faked enunciating the words like I had never heard them before.

			“No. Nope!” She waved her hands like she was at her capacity for something—for what, I still couldn’t place. “You might have been raised by savages, but I will not hear of you going through this alone. I’m giving away my dinner shift. You need a real friend.” Then, she gestured to her uniform. “I just can’t sit at the bar in this. Give me a few minutes to change. And I’ll be back to upgrade that Diet Coke to a Clase Azul.”

			It was this morsel of kindness—no matter how small it might have seemed to Gemma—that endeared her to me. Years later, when I had boarded up the windows of my old California life, there was a crack in the slats. One made just for her.

			She was a friend. True blue. The kind of person who gave without strings.

			She didn’t wait for me to argue. She slipped through the kitchen door, leaving me in the hush of Greenleaf’s dining room. The buzz of the lunch rush was gone, replaced with the kind of stillness that makes you notice the scrape of every chair, every cough.

			My fingers itched with the instinct to check my phone, hungry for the old chaos of unread emails. But there was nothing waiting in my inbox. Only quiet.

			And then the sound of the stool next to me dragging across the floor mercifully broke the silence.

			I looked over to find Beau Walker beside me.

			“Beau?” I cocked my head to one side.

			That easy grin of his slid into place as he met my eyes. It was friendly, familiar, like we’d met here a dozen times before. But we hadn’t. His cologne—something woodsy and expensive—lingered in the air, and before my brain could catch up, my body turned toward him.

			“Este,” he said. “Hey, it’s good to see you.”

			Is it?

			The last time we spoke, I was spouting nonsense.

			“You, too,” I managed, fumbling for the right words as I added, “Hey, I’m sorry about that time you called and I…yelled.”

			He shook his head. “It was nothing.”

			“It was slightly more than nothing. I said a lot of things. Most of which I honestly don’t remember. There are some days where the headlines are destined to eclipse the fine print. Anyway.” I let out a big breath and tried to regain some of my dignity. “I saw you found the right buyer for InfoSynth.”

			A few days after the Simon note card disaster, news broke that InfoSynth was acquired by Aerava—some eco-tech darling—for north of eleven figures. Simon and Harlan had lost out, along with several other bidders, but Beau got everything he wanted. Aerava would use his company to keep renewable energy grids from collapsing. It was actual world-saving, planet-friendly, profit-churning brilliance. He rewarded the InfoSynth team with headline-grabbing bonuses, and now, Beau was rich. Buy-a-private-island-and-disappear-into-the-Aegean-Sea rich.

			“Congratulations,” I said, trying to mean it.

			It’s not Beau’s fault Simon blew the meeting, after all.

			“Thanks.” His gaze fell to the floor for a second. “You waiting on someone?”

			“Gemma.” I nodded. “She’s changing.”

			“Mind if I keep you company?”

			I didn’t mind. I didn’t want him to leave. That pull I always felt around him was a welcome distraction from the tangle of thoughts I’d been wrestling with for weeks.

			He ordered a drink from the bartender who had stepped in around the time Gemma flitted off.

			“So how does it feel to get everything you want?” I asked.

			Beau laughed. “You know that feeling you get right after you beat a video game? When the final boss is vanquished and the kingdom’s unlocked? You can do anything you want, but you’re still bracing for the fight?”

			That feeling is my whole life, actually. Only instead of phantom adrenaline, I keep trying to pinpoint exactly which choice squashed my career.

			“That’s every day for me now.” The flicker of vulnerability I had seen on his face at Harlan’s party was cracked open again. “Sorry. I think I really needed to tell someone that.”

			“Fair enough,” I said softly. But hearing I was someone he could trust with his confessions was a necessary antidote for the way I had been feeling since Simon fired me.

			My phone lit up on the lacquered bar top with a text from Gemma, but I didn’t check it. I suddenly hoped she was taking her time.

			“I used to be busy all the time. But now.” He made a poof motion with his hands, like the reveal of a magic trick. “I did the thing. Sold the company. Climbed the mountain. Now, I wake up and wonder if I’m supposed to take up woodworking or something.”

			“I think you’re supposed to be building a bunker in Colorado.”

			“I know.” He shook his head. “It’s a very obnoxious thing to confess—”

			“No.” I stopped him. “I actually know exactly what you mean.” The anxiety built over weeks of obsessing about how I would tell people I had lost my job washed over me in a rush, and I decided to rip the Band-Aid off clean. “I don’t work for Simon anymore.”

			Beau blinked. “Wait—really?”

			“Yep.”

			“No offense, but when I looked you up, I kind of got the impression you wouldn’t leave unless someone pried your laptop from your cold, dead hands.”

			“That was the original plan. Then life as I knew it imploded.”

			His face fell. “You want to talk about it?”

			I liked the spark in his eyes that looked like a promise, an offering to keep my secret. But that didn’t mean I was ready to open up about Simon. Because opening up about Simon meant revisiting how hard I had worked for him, how much I had given up for Redwood, and the fact that Simon fired me out of the blue anyway.

			Not to mention the mortifying detail that I was sleeping with him.

			“I literally never want to talk about it.”

			The idea of ethical, successful, charming Beau finding out I was dumb enough to sleep with my boss made me so anxious I downed the rest of my soda.

			He didn’t ask for more information. Just took a sip of his drink.

			“Well,” he said after a beat, “welcome to the existential void.”

			“Oh, thank you. I love it here.” I smirked. “I have so much free time these days. Which is useful. I get a lot of ‘me’ time for self-care and shit.”

			“Oh yeah? What do you get up to? I could use a hobby.”

			“Mostly I hide in my house like a gremlin while Postmates keeps me alive. Sometimes I drink wine. I found a gummy in my medicine cabinet the other day. That was a big night.”

			He laughed. “Look at us. Two highly functioning adults making excellent life choices.”

			Funny. He had everything and felt like nothing. I had nothing and felt about the same.

			But I bet he’s not worried about getting a new job like I am. I bet he’ll never worry about something so common ever again.

			He finished his drink.

			Then Beau tilted his head and said, “So we’re clear, you know my thing is way worse, right?”

			This made me laugh out loud. And it was a relief to let some of the pressure off. The tension in my muscles unwound a fraction. “Your thing?” I asked once I had caught my breath. “The thing where you sold your company for billions.”

			“Exactly.” He tapped the bar with his open palm. “That company was my whole life.”

			“Sounds like the only thing left to do is vanish into a compound in Topanga and start raising goats.”

			He flashed a wry smile. “Tempting.”

			My phone dinged again, and I opened it this time.

			3:58 P.M.

			You and Beau are looking verrrrry cozy. I’ll take a raincheck on our drinks. Please kiss him tonight and then tell me everything.

			Our barstools were almost touching, and I prayed Beau hadn’t seen the message.

			“Sorry,” I said. “Looks like Gemma’s not coming.”

			“Should we get another round?” he suggested, looking pleased by the news.

			It was an appealing offer. But I wasn’t sure I could trust myself around Beau. I couldn’t risk blurting out the fact that I had been sleeping with Simon before he cast me aside.

			I’ll never be able to tell anyone.

			I shook my head. “Thanks, though.”

			“You know what we need?” Beau said, after a long, quiet moment. “A project. Something dumb. Paddleboarding. Candle making. Truffle hunting. I don’t care.”

			I looked over at him. “You’re proposing we become the kind of people who go to candle workshops?”

			“I’m proposing we stop letting our careers run our lives. We’ll go try on new personalities until one sticks.”

			“You want to go on a personality quest with me?”

			“Side quests,” he said. “We need something new to get irrationally invested in.” He was already opening his phone. “There’s embroidery, surfing, upcycling…”

			“You know we’re only replacing one fixation with another, right?” I said, but I was giggling.

			“Please don’t argue with me when I’m solving our problems with a masterstroke.” Beau didn’t look up from his research. “Okay,” he said, his thumbs moving quickly across the keys of his phone. “We’re officially signed up for a sunset Segway tour of Santa Monica this weekend. Maybe our new personalities include helmets and liability waivers.”

			I smiled before I could stop myself.

			Beau Walker is going to save me with side quests?

			I doubted it. But I couldn’t deny the way he eased the loneliness that had been gnawing at me for weeks.

		

	
		
			Chapter 22

			Two Days Before the Hurricane

			From the second Beau and I connected, I never looked back. It was the first time I felt like I was half of a whole. In the most formative relationships of my life, I was always something other than an equal partner. A project for my parents—someone to mold and shape into their likeness. A babysitting gig to Delia. And to Simon, I had been a shadow. But as soon as I was Beau’s, he treated me like I was integral to his being. Our lives braided together so quickly that the sensation of loneliness—something that had felt woven into my very constitution until that point—stopped being familiar to me.

			But now, I feel the edges of isolation creeping back in.

			When I got home from the pro-am tournament three days ago, Beau was gone, driving around for hours, he said.

			“I hired a lawyer,” he announced when he finally walked through the door, his voice thin with defeat. “Not because I did anything, but because I don’t like how this is shaking out. I can’t let them—”

			“You’re right.” I nodded.

			Hiring a lawyer is the right move. The adult move. And I hate it.

			Suddenly, my house looks more like a war room than the cozy custom masterpiece Beau and I had made it when we moved in.

			There are his and hers offices in our house, which is hilarious, considering neither of us actually works anymore. But when you buy a ten-thousand-square-foot mansion in a tax-friendly state, you’ve got space to fill. There’s a home gym and a theater room. We’re one renovation away from a humidity-controlled cigar room.

			But after years of never setting foot in his office, Beau has been spending all his time at his desk, on the phone with lawyers. Nora keeps calling, but I don’t know what to tell her.

			All morning, I’ve been standing in my kitchen, staring into the middle distance like there might be some magical solution hidden in the dust particles.

			The TV hums in the background as a woman talks through potential storm paths in that stern but bright tone they seem to reserve for disasters.

			I’m not really listening. I’m watching Beau. He’s emerged from his office to pace the pool deck, on the phone with a fleet of attorneys.

			And somehow, I miss him like we’re in different time zones. Or parallel universes.

			And with Kristy rerunning the surveillance footage of him and Gemma like it’s the final touchdown of the Super Bowl, we’ve been lying low.

			I find myself checking the doors and watching the street, half expecting my past to come rolling up our driveway. I should tell Beau about the texts, but I can’t. He already has too much on his plate. I can’t add the resurgence of my past.

			I pause to watch the latest spaghetti models unfurl on the TV as the woman explains the system has officially been upgraded to a tropical storm with a name. Tropical Storm Gavin is bearing down on Florida in a hurry, seemingly determined to show me things can always get worse.

			The last time Winter Park was in a hurricane’s path like this, Beau and I fled to higher ground, making an impulsive escape to Blackberry Farm. We packed a single bag and a bottle of Blanton’s, and spent two nights tucked into a luxury cottage in the Smoky Mountain foothills.

			We played cards by the fire, sipping bourbon until we had drunk below the handwritten label. And I remember thinking we would always feel like that—insulated, free. That as long as we had each other, we’d only ever be one side quest away from safety.

			We can’t go anywhere now, though. Ardell wants Beau to come down to the station today to answer questions about his connection to Gemma.

			If Beau is under suspicion, leaving town would only make things worse. It might force the police’s hands in an arrest.

			I have no choice left. I have to talk to the last person I’d ever willingly let back into my life. 

			I’m standing in the kitchen when Beau comes in to pour himself another cup of coffee. He crosses right in front of me. And I stand there, homesick for the people we were at Blackberry Farm.

			“Este,” Beau says as he puts his mug down on the counter. His voice is low, but it sounds like a plea. He looks lost, and it makes every part of my heart ache.

			For a second, I let myself pretend. That we’re the people we were in that cottage. That we’re only waiting out another storm. It feels good to imagine that’s true.

			I cross the kitchen and wrap my arms around him, pressing my cheek to his chest. He holds me tentatively, almost like he’s afraid to trust it. Maybe we both are.

			This is the safest place I know. But the safety is faltering under the weight of everything we’re not saying.

			I pull back, and so does he. And the silence rushes in again.

			Beau rubs at his temple. “We’ll figure it out. Okay?” he says, but I can’t tell if it’s true. “Ardell wants to talk at eleven.”

			I look at the oven clock. Half an hour from now, Beau will be at the police station.

			“My attorneys have agreed to the interview under the condition that we meet in a conference room, not an interrogation room. I’ll stick to the script they wrote, nothing extra. If Ardell pushes, my lawyers cut it off. Their whole job is to make sure I don’t hand the police anything they can twist.” He laughs, but it’s humorless. “Basically, I sit there looking like a good citizen with nothing to hide while they run interference.”

			The rich-person playbook. Don’t say a damn thing.

			Beau’s attorneys will carry the narrative while he sits there looking respectable in a button-down that probably cost more than their monthly mortgage.

			But how does that help Gemma?

			I study his face, wondering who this man with the scripts and the lawyers is. Or is this who we are now? Burying the consequences of our choices under our piles of money?

			“I want to talk about the surveillance footage.” I shifted, unable to conceal my impatience.

			He’s been dodging my questions about the video since last night, an act that’s been helpfully aided by the nonstop calls from his lawyers.

			Being an almost–murder suspect has made him very popular.

			“Did you know you were on it?” I press.

			“Marcus told me.”

			“Funny.” I sniff, and my throat burns. “When I asked him about it at the dinner party, he swore the footage was nothing but shadows.”

			Beau stretches his neck like this conversation is starting to chafe. But he doesn’t try to deny the implied accusation. They had discussed this. Had planned what they would say if I asked. Had carefully negotiated the right flavor of vanilla to infuse their coordinated responses with.

			“Just read the script and keep your mouth shut. That’s what they told you, isn’t it?” I dig.

			He raises a hand to silence the accusation. “Este—”

			I slap an exasperated hand on the counter. “Stop acting like I’m crazy for asking. This”—I gesture around the space between us and the state of our lives—“is crazy. Gemma is dead. And you’re on your way to the police station with a gaggle of lawyers to babysit your every word. We’re so deep into crazy, we’ve franchised crazy and opened three new locations. So what else aren’t you telling me?”

			He holds my gaze for a second, the weight of the world lost behind his eyes. And then he clams up again. A retreat so familiar at this point it’s almost more predictable than the man he was before Gemma died. The man I knew and trusted and believed above anyone else.

			Breaking my heart one lie at a time.

			“I can’t do this right now,” he says. “I have to go get dressed for the interview.”

			He takes off toward our bedroom, leaving me in the kitchen. My cheeks burn red with anger, but I don’t waste one second coming apart in the kitchen. Even though I would really like to.

			Storming toward the garage, I snatch my purse off the hook in the mudroom and pull out my phone. I can’t tell if I’ve lost my mind or suddenly tuned in to a level of extreme focus when I pull up the 310 number, and my thumbs start flying as I type out a message.

			10:32 A.M.

			Where are you?

			If Beau won’t talk, I’ll take my chances with the man who taught me information is leverage.

			A thought bubble appears almost immediately, and then I have my answer.

			10:32 A.M.

			Ritz Carlton. I’ll meet you in the lobby.

		

	
		
			Chapter 23

			California

			The day Beau and I went to Santa Monica for the Segway tour, I had more or less made peace with the fact that I was going to fall off a scooter and die. But I kept reminding myself that my life was already in shambles.

			Things can’t exactly get worse.

			As we signed away the rental company’s liability for “life-altering injuries,” though, I gave Beau a sidelong look. “I don’t think my new personality includes a traumatic brain injury if I get to choose.”

			He looked handsome in aviators and a linen shirt as he handed me a helmet that appeared to be child size. “In that case, make sure to wear your safety gear.”

			When I told Gemma that Beau and I were going out, she screamed into the phone.

			“It’s not a date,” I said. “It’s a side quest.”

			“If that’s what makes you feel better,” she said with a laugh.

			The man who showed us how to use the Segways kept saying we’d “glide” once we got the hang of it. Like we might actually take flight, instead of wobble past a juice bar on two wheels.

			My incredulity must have been showing, because Beau, with a playful smirk tugging on his lips, leaned in and whispered, “Are you ready to glide?”

			“Emotionally? Never,” I said. But the heat of his whispered breath lingered on my ear, and it was doing twisty things to my stomach.

			On second thought. Let’s glide.

			The sunset painted the sky in shades of pink and red as we cruised along Ocean Avenue. The Santa Monica Pier streamed below us in a blur of lights, pulsing soft and fast as carnival music drifted through the air. At one point, I nearly clipped a guy who was skateboarding down the street with a giant pole like some kind of landlocked gondolier. When I made a face and swerved to avoid hitting a palm tree, Beau laughed—a full, unrestrained laugh.

			That was new.

			And it made me want to hear it again.

			Luckily, Beau had scheduled a lineup of questionable experiences for the next few days. He was still calling them side quests. And on Monday, we tried a trampoline workout at a strip mall in Venice, where I discovered muscles I didn’t know I had and made Beau laugh with a string of “tramp” puns. Tuesday was drawing class, where I leaned in earnestly—careful with every stroke of my pencil—and attempted to render a bowl of fruit, and Beau drew a perfectly chiseled seagull with abs. By Wednesday, we had moved on to sushi making, where I was politely banned from using the blowtorch.

			It didn’t exactly feel like rediscovering myself, but it didn’t feel like rotting on the sofa in my apartment either. We didn’t talk about Redwood or my job. We just kept finding little hits of humor in the absurdity of each new adventure. Beau had a way of approaching every new hobby with a mix of nonchalance and skill. He was athletic, artistic, and truly funny.

			I told myself we were friends, nothing more. Because I didn’t have the capacity for more. But every time he called with a new class or hobby for us to try, I couldn’t deny the lift I felt in my chest. We went on like that for weeks. We tried stand-up paddleboarding, aerial yoga, circuit training on the beach, aerobics on a vibrating plate. Every class was more out there than the last. They all offered tiny bursts of dopamine. Like I was crawling back to who I used to be. Or who I would be once I healed.

			My body was tired every night when I lay down to go to sleep. A heavy sort of exhaustion that yanked me under almost as soon as my head hit the pillow, so there was no time to stare at the ceiling and second-guess all of the choices that had led me here.

			“Why are you good at everything?” I asked him one afternoon in a woodworking class.

			We sat beside each other at a workbench, surrounded by the dry scent of sawdust. There were little blocks of pine in front of us, and we were supposed to be cutting pieces to make a pencil cup. Beau had already measured and sliced his blocks with neat, perfect passes on the miter saw, and the instructor kept stopping by to admire them, nodding like Beau had channeled some divine geometry. Meanwhile, I’d nearly sent my block flying in my first attempt with the saw, and now I stood squinting at my shaky pencil line, bracing myself to try again.

			He shrugged. “I was an Eagle Scout.”

			Of course he was.

			Sweet, sometimes nerdy, devastatingly decent Beau. I don’t know why his confession made me think of Simon and the note he’d left. But it did. And my heart dipped, like it always did when I remembered the part of myself I hadn’t told Beau about. The part I probably never would.

			Eagle Scouts don’t deal in the morally gray. And they definitely don’t sleep with their bosses. There’s probably an oath about it and everything.

			He’d never look at me the same way. And I couldn’t bear to see the admiration in his eyes dim. So I kept my secret tucked away—a quiet divide between us—and pretended it didn’t sting.

			But that wasn’t the worst part.

			The worst part was every time he laughed or flashed that off-kilter smile, I wanted to kiss him. I wanted to lean in and press my mouth to his and see if he tasted like spearmint or bubble gum. I wanted to know if he’d kiss me back. If he’d pull me into his arms and hold me there.

			I didn’t get to know if he wanted to kiss me like I wanted to kiss him, though. Because my life was enough of a mess. I was fired and dumped. I didn’t get to have Beau Walker, and that’s all there was to it.

			I looked down at my lopsided cup as I stuffed down my heartache. “This one’s going to have a lot of personality.”

			“I can see that.” He laughed. And it was the good laugh again. Lately, I was starting to worry I might be addicted to that laugh.

			When he had assembled his pencil cup, he turned to help me with mine, and the quiet concentration necessary for the task felt intimate. As we both reached for the clamp, our hands brushed—warm skin against warm skin—and my stomach did a little flip. I looked up at him to see if he felt it, too.

			His eyes were soft at the edges, but he kept his gaze steady on me.

			What are you doing? What are you doing, Este? You’re on a time-out. Forever.

			“You ever wonder if our new personalities involve dinners?” he asked, and there was a rasp in his voice, like he was nervous.

			Thank God I’m seated.

			“What do you mean?” I laughed, feebly searching for a joke. “Have you not been eating dinner?”

			“Not with you.” He smiled. “There’s a place near my house. Some Michelin-level spot everyone’s raving about.”

			He said it like a suggestion. But I could hear the question, too. Did I want to go on a date with him?

			Obviously yes.

			But I couldn’t. I couldn’t trust myself to be somewhere with him that didn’t have bright overhead lighting. And if I said no, that might be the end of our side quests. But if I said yes? No. I couldn’t say yes. Couldn’t see him dressed up and candlelit. It already took effort to resist the way I wanted to kiss him when we were wearing woodworking aprons.

			“Maybe,” I countered, looking back down at my pencil cup. “But the weather on Saturday is supposed to be beautiful. I was thinking we should try this thing in my neighborhood.”

			“Oh yeah?”

			I nodded, attempting to hold two pieces of wood in place without letting him see my shaking hands. “Unicycling. I’ve been wanting to give it a shot.”

			“You’ve been wanting to try unicycling?” His mouth twitched, and I couldn’t tell if he was amused or disappointed.

			“Yeah. Maybe that’s my new personality.” I looked back at the cup, but I could feel his eyes on me. “And then maybe we can do your thing some other time?”

			“All right,” he said after a beat. “Send me the details.”

			He hid his disappointment well, but I could feel it. The tiny part of him begging me to let him in.

			I can’t. I wanted to telegraph back. Because you won’t like me if I do.

			So instead of dinner by candlelight at some ritzy restaurant, we ended up wobbling on rented unicycles through the streets of Venice. And it wasn’t the worst distraction I had ever cooked up—mostly because it was impossible to feel sexy while wearing a helmet and flailing for balance. But Beau, of course, was a natural.

			I told myself I’d just have to live with that. He was handsome and funny and kind. So kind I sometimes wondered if he was raised on a steady diet of fairy tales with sitcom-perfect parents. And he was good at everything. And I could never kiss him. Never tell him how much I liked him, which unfortunately for me was a little more with every side quest.

			While balancing all of these thoughts along with my imperfect core strength, I was too busy to notice the uneven sidewalk that bit at my wheel and sent me flying.

			My arms pinwheeled as I fell. I wasn’t airborne long, but it was long enough to register that my landing was really going to suck, and then, I slid forward. My bare arms scraped against concrete, skinning my elbows with a searing pain.

			“Shit—Este.” Beau was off his unicycle in an instant. I didn’t have to look up. I could hear his feet hitting the blacktop as he ran back and crouched beside me. “Are you okay?”

			I sat up slowly, hissing through my teeth as I looked at my elbow. Skin raw. Blood dripping. My pride eviscerated.

			This is what you wanted, right? Distractions. Theatrics. Anything to avoid thinking about Simon. Or Beau.

			“It’s fine,” I said, trying to laugh, but my voice shook.

			“Let me see.” He reached for my arm before I could stop him, and I think the amount of blood took us both by surprise. He looked around for something to stop the bleeding, but the only things in sight were a recycling bin and a tipped Bird scooter.

			“My place is right up there,” I said, swallowing a wave of nausea at the sight of my own blood trickling onto the concrete. “I can make it.”

			“Can you walk?” His hand was already beneath my arm, steadying me.

			“It’s not that bad,” I lied as I winced and tried to stand.

			And after Beau picked up our unicycles with one hand and slipped his free arm around my waist, we started toward my apartment.

			“You think we’ll get our deposit back?” I asked as I leaned against him to steady my balance. And even when I wasn’t stumbling anymore, I didn’t move away. I stayed pressed to his side, knowing I was taking something I shouldn’t. And I quietly thanked the sidewalk—and the blood dripping down my arm—for giving me an excuse to be held close to him for once. Just for a block.

			His chest rose and fell on a soft laugh. “I’ll make some calls. It’ll be fine. Let’s go.”

			By the time we reached my door, the blood had started to dry on my arms and clothes, and the biting pain was waning. Beau still treated me like I was fragile, though.

			“Keys?” he asked, and when I handed them over, he unlocked the door for me.

			Inside, I kicked off my sneakers and made a beeline for the kitchen sink and a roll of paper towels while Beau trailed behind, already scanning the apartment for what he might need.

			“Do you have a first aid kit?”

			“I have some expired Neosporin and a single Advil in my junk drawer. Does that count?”

			He shook his head, catching up to me as I turned my back to him to flip on the faucet and wash my arms.

			“What?” I asked. “Not all of us were Boy Scouts. My parents were professors, and they had some pretty specific ideas on Girl Scouts being a gateway to corporate servitude.”

			“Were?”

			“Car crash,” I said with practiced precision. The words tasted like chalk, dry from overuse. “I was sixteen. We don’t have to talk about it.”

			With over a decade of orphan experience under my belt, I found that being direct helped temper the pity people liked to hurl at me.

			“Okay.” He nodded. “Luckily, we have that gash on your arm to keep us entertained.”

			I dabbed at my arm with a wad of damp paper towels, but the sting made my knees wobble.

			Beau started nudging me out of the kitchen. “Come on. Sit down before you pass out.”

			I let him steer me toward the sofa. My coffee table was cluttered with mail and receipts, and right there in the middle of it—like it had been waiting for this exact moment—sat Simon’s note card.

			“That’s nothing!” I said too loudly, grabbing the card and flipping it upside down on the table with slick, shaking hands. “It’s—it’s nothing. Nothing.”

			But Beau had already seen it. For a too-long second, I just stood there, dripping water and blood onto the floor, wishing I could disappear into one of the puddles at my feet.

			“Is this the thing you’ve been trying not to tell me?” he asked. He wasn’t angry. Not yelling or hurt. But I knew what this was going to cost me. “Is this real? He fired you on personal stationery?” Beau picked up the card and studied it.

			Here lie our dearly departed side quests.

			My throat burned and my heart ached. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“Este, everyone gets fired—it’s something of a rite of passage.” Beau glanced at me, amused. “And the way he did it is so tone-deaf. It’s going to make for a great story someday. Steve Jobs was fired and it became—”

			I snatched the card out of his hand, cheeks burning red with embarrassment. “I know the Steve Jobs story. Everyone in this industry knows that story. But it’s just a story. Steve Jobs is just one guy. And thousands of ordinary people get fired every day. You’re not reading all of their come-from-behind memoirs, are you? Because there are too many of them.”

			“Maybe so, but you’re not ordinary.”

			“See, that’s what I used to think, but then I got that note card. And now, I know otherwise. All I am is another person who put their life onto the conveyor belt of some company and got chewed up and spit out. Soon, someone else will be running Simon’s life, and it will be like I was never there at all. And I’ll still be fired. On a note card. Plain and simple. Not to mention entirely ordinary.”

			That card was a reminder of every mistake, every wrong choice.

			His face fell, losing the hint of amusement from before and softening into something earnest. “Do you want to talk about it?”

			“I really don’t.”

			If only he knew all the layers pressed into that expensive stationery.

			“That’s a cop-out,” he said, and I could tell by the way he said it there wasn’t a doubt in his mind. He wasn’t angry, though. He was pleading. “I don’t know what it means, but I know it’s why you won’t let me take you to dinner. Why you panic a little every time we’re having a good time.”

			“I don’t panic—”

			“You do. And I don’t care. I like you. I think I’ve made that pretty clear. But if you need to hear it again, Este, I like every version of you.”

			Not for long.

			Humiliating, hot tears started to well in my eyes. Because our friendship was about to be over. And I deserved what I got.

			Beau reached into his pocket and held out an old, worn coin. “Here. My grandfather gave it to me when I was a kid. He lived down the street from us growing up. My mom had four kids, and our house could get noisy. In the third grade, I had a bully at school. I’d ride my bike to my grandfather’s house most afternoons. We’d sit on his porch and talk. He taught me how right and easy weren’t always the same. And he gave me this coin the day I stood up to my bully. Said it would bring me good luck. Maybe you need it more than I do.”

			I blinked to keep the tears from falling. “You don’t have to stay, Beau,” I said, and my words came out shaky and pathetic. “I wouldn’t if I were you. But I’m sorry. I really am.”

			“Take the coin, Este.” He stepped forward to press it into my hand. “It’s a binding contract now—a Buffalo Nickel Clause. Whatever you did or Simon did, I won’t tell anyone. Whatever he’s trying to cover up, you don’t have to keep it from me. But I think you need to tell someone. I can see that it’s destroying you. So you can tell me, and I promise I won’t tell anyone.”

			The words ripped me in half, and I couldn’t hold back the tears anymore. He was the guy I should have waited for. But I had already ruined everything.

			“Hey,” Beau soothed. “Whatever it is, the Buffalo Nickel Clause covers it.”

			“So it’s a magical nickel?” I wiped my eyes, feeling defeated.

			“I think it’s sacred, actually. Whatever you have to tell me, I won’t judge you.”

			I knew he meant it. But after weeks of side quests, I knew him, too. He was kind. He was also deeply optimistic. He believed things worked out in the end, because people did the right thing. And I got the sense that the experiences that had shaped him showed him people were inherently good. The world was messy, but there was more good than evil. Harlan was a braggart, but InfoSynth still won. Beau had never been betrayed by a mentor. Never seen the worst parts of me. Never had a reason to think trusting your gut and diving in could lead you astray.

			I can’t close my eyes and jump. Not after Simon. Not this time.

			“What the hell did Simon do to you?” he asked.

			“Simon’s not the one who fucked up,” I said. “I am.”

			I stared down at the coin in my palm. It was warm and heavy, and I was sure I didn’t deserve it.

			Beau might not like me after I told him the truth, but he was here. Making grand gestures and taking me unicycling. I owed him the truth.

			“I slept with him,” I said, and saying the words out loud made my ears ring a little. “For, like, months. Like an idiot.”

			When Beau didn’t look shocked, my stomach dropped.

			“You knew.” My voice cracked on the realization. “How?”

			“I didn’t know, but after I saw the way he looked at you in the conference room, I had a hunch,” Beau said quietly. “Honestly, I think it’s why he was so off his game. He wasn’t focused on InfoSynth. He was too focused on you.”

			“That’s not actually possible, because it was never romantic. I told myself it was convenient. Maybe I thought it was a shortcut. But I was good at my job. I loved it.” I swallowed. “And then after the InfoSynth meeting, he dropped me. Didn’t even have the decency to tell me to my face.” I looked down at the card stock, searching for the umpteenth time for some trace of absolution.

			“Maybe you’re more of a distraction than you think.”

			“Doubtful,” I said, holding the coin back out to him. With trembling fingers, I tried to get Beau to take it. “Here. I’m not the kind of person you want to make pacts with. I’m the kind of person who sleeps with her boss.”

			I thought getting fired hurt, but something told me losing Beau over Simon was going to be so much worse. But I had made my bed.

			I reached for that familiar thought that men are temporary, but it did nothing to soothe me now.

			Beau’s eyes flicked down to the coin and then back to me, unspent tension thickening the air. His jaw flexed—only once—like he was absorbing the last of what I’d told him. Then, he gently closed my fingers around the coin.

			“You don’t have to deserve it,” he said. “That’s not how this works.”

			“The Buffalo Nickel Clause?” I stared at him, waiting for the judgment or the inevitable shift in his eyes. But it didn’t come.

			“Us.”

			The word made my heart pound.

			“You get to keep it, because I gave it to you. And because you don’t have to be perfect to be worth something. Not to me.”

			The feeling of my shoulders dropping made me realize how tight I’d been holding myself until now. “You don’t hate me?”

			“I don’t think I could ever hate you.” His eyes went a little liquid. “I feel bad for Simon. You’re beautiful and smart and fearless. He blew it.”

			Fearless. I didn’t believe it. But I wanted to. I wanted to be as good as he thought I was.

			With my secret out in the open, breathing felt easier. I knew exactly what I wanted to do now that I was liberated.

			I understood the risks. I’d known Simon for years before things turned personal. Somehow, after a few months, I trusted Beau more. And for the first time since Simon—since that fucking note—I wanted to trust my instincts again.

			“I don’t want to talk about Simon anymore.” And as the words left my mouth, my body had already decided. I was moving toward Beau, finally letting the pull between us win.

			I saw the flicker in his eyes a split second before our mouths met—surprise, heat, and the ghost of a smile. As we kissed, I skimmed my thumb across that crinkle by his eye—the one I had told myself I could never have. And then his hands were on me, one sliding up my spine, the other curling into my hair. He kissed me like he’d been waiting months for this.

			Maybe he had. I had, too.

			The kiss was soft for all of one second—one breath—and then it was hungry. Months of almosts finally breaking. His breath caught when I deepened the kiss, and I felt it like a strike of lightning, hot and sudden, unraveling me from the inside out. A low sound rumbled in his throat—surprise, maybe, or hunger—and I felt it everywhere. Down my spine. Between my legs. I gripped the front of his shirt, holding him against me.

			After months of fighting the draw to him, months of keeping him at arm’s length, I was finished with that. I wasn’t scared anymore.

			I just wanted him.

			The kiss broke, but neither of us moved. We stayed pressed together, breathing like the air had shifted around us. My arm ached from being scraped across Paloma Avenue, but I didn’t care. The sting grounded me. Reminded me I was still here.

			When I reached for the hem of his shirt, though, he stopped me.

			“Let me get a bandage for your arm first.” He smiled and kissed my forehead.

			“Stop trying to ruin the moment.” I laughed, and I could hear the hunger in my voice.

			“I think the moment will last.”

			He was right. It did.

			As he bandaged my arm with Scotch tape and a folded paper towel—the only medical supplies in my apartment—I savored the warmth of his touch. We were laughing about it when he cupped my face in his hands and kissed me again like I was already his.

			When I led him into my bedroom, our laughter quieted. The air between us fell still as my pulse hammered. Beau kept his eyes on mine as our clothes started slipping away.

			We didn’t rush. There was no tearing off clothes or fumbling with frantic hands. Although the temptation was there, especially when I felt his warm, bare skin on mine. But he was careful. Maybe it was because my elbows were sore. Maybe because we both knew this kind of first wouldn’t come around again. And there was something in his eyes—quiet and steady—like he was committing me to memory.

			It was a kind of intimacy I had never let myself want before, and I had to fight not to let it terrify me. The Simons and the Dylan-not-Damons of my dating life had been placeholders for the real thing. Doomed from the start. And that was how I liked it. I had chased sex that felt like power. Sex that felt like escape.

			But moving with Beau—pressing my forehead to his and feeling the warmth of his breath against the hollow of my collarbone—wasn’t some guarded exchange.

			It was being seen.

			Beau had seen me irreverent, ambitious, moody, irresponsible, and clumsy. I had told him the worst thing about me, and here he was wanting me anyway.

			That was it. From that day on, I was all in.

		

	
		
			Chapter 24

			Two Days Before the Hurricane

			I knew the Ritz-Carlton property well. Beau and I had spent time here after we left California.

			The lobby gleams, soft light bouncing off pale stone and soaring ceilings defined by elaborately carved archways. But it isn’t warm. It’s not supposed to feel cozy—it’s supposed to feel slightly out of reach. The marble arches and muted light convey a kind of hushed reverence that makes you want to whisper even when you aren’t sure what you’re feeling guilty about. Every smooth leather chair is placed carefully, like stage dressing for the theater of keeping up appearances.

			And then, there he is.

			Simon Avery is sitting in an oversize chair near the bar in the back. He looks comfortable. Like he’s been here all along, waiting with the patience of a statue. He’s wearing dress pants and a white button-down. In the middle of the Florida heat, he’s decked out in designer digs.

			When he spots me, he doesn’t wave. Of course he doesn’t. Men like Simon don’t wave when they can command. Instead, he rises, and before I can decide whether I want to be touched, he reels me in, sliding his hand behind my back and brushing a kiss against my right cheek.

			In California, I thought those vaguely European gestures he’d picked up at his East Coast boarding school were sexy. Now, they feel rote. The cloying scent of his aftershave clings to my skin as he lets me go, sharp enough to spark a headache.

			“Este.” It’s almost gentle, the way he says my name. Almost.

			“Ew. Stop it.” I bristle at the implied warmth. “I didn’t come here for that.”

			“But you’re here.” His eyes drag over me, as sharp and measuring as always.

			Standing beside him is like stepping into a wrinkle in time. His voice, his face, it all yanks me into the past with disorienting force. I can’t believe I’m speaking to him again. I can’t believe he still exists on this planet.

			“You look the same,” he says, meaning it as flattering.

			I search his face, hunting for the real reason he’s standing here, before I say, “What do you want, Simon? Why are you here?”

			“There’s a bar this way.” He points toward a white-neon scroll of text announcing a restaurant. “It’s more private.”

			He smiles faintly as I fall into step beside him. “Does Beau know where you are?” he asks.

			“Does it matter?”

			“It might,” he says, studying me, calculating, searching for a crack in my façade.

			I want to ask how he found me. When we left California, I changed my number, leaving no forwarding address. No breadcrumbs, no trail. The only person who had my details was Gemma, and she only got them because we’d fallen back into each other’s lives one Instagram DM at a time.

			Did Gemma tell Simon how to find me? Or was it the news coverage from last year that tipped him off?

			“I didn’t realize you were in hiding,” he says.

			He watches me for a reaction. If I know his tells, he knows mine.

			“Beau and I wanted a fresh start. There was nothing left for us in California.”

			“Nothing? You wound me.” He smiles, but it doesn’t reach his eyes as we find a high-top and slide onto velvet stools. “How’s he doing, by the way? Looks like he took a beating in the news.”

			“You would know,” I bite back.

			His eyes go wide for a breath. “You’ve been keeping tabs on me.”

			“You were kind of hard to miss for a minute there.”

			His smile crooks, but it doesn’t soften him. “Funny, isn’t it? How fast something can crumble. One good push and the whole thing goes.”

			This is the game. In a Simon Avery negotiation, no one says what they really mean. Discussion twists through detours and dead ends until the floor shifts and you find yourself boxed in.

			I haven’t missed his double talk. But I can’t afford to blow up this conversation without some answers. So I relax my shoulders, telling myself to stand down. “When’s your meeting? The one in Miami?”

			His eyes flick to the floor for a second. “Postponed. With the hurricane, everyone south of here is headed to Orlando to avoid the worst of the storm.”

			“But you’re staying put? What about the hurricane?”

			He shrugs noncommittally. “A few more days. There are some loose ends I can handle from here.”

			The words prickle under my skin. My pulse ticks up, but I don’t flinch. Instead, I narrow my eyes. “Am I one of them? A loose end?”

			“You always were direct.” Simon nods, looking me over like he’s trying to recall some buried memory. “I’ve missed that about you.”

			“Answer the question, Simon.”

			A server approaches with water glasses but, sensing the tension in the space between us, seems to think better of asking if we’d like to order anything.

			“No.” He softens. “You’re not a loose end, Este. You’re…you’re a question mark.”

			I hold his gaze, refusing to give him the satisfaction of a reaction. “That’s poetic. Did you rehearse it in the mirror?”

			He chuckles fondly. “Still quick. Still sharp. You’ve no idea how rare that is.”

			“What do you want?” I ask, barely repressing the urge to slap the tabletop.

			“I was worried about you,” he says, as if it’s the most innocent thing in the world. “I hadn’t heard from you in years, and then last year, you turned up on every cable news channel after your friend’s husband was murdered. And then I saw the news on Beau with that waitress,” he continues, giving a weary sigh like he’s weighed every other option and there’s only one choice left. “I think you should come back to California with me, Este.”

			My eyes go wide with the absurdity of it. “That’s quite the non sequitur, Simon.”

			“I’m here because I want you to know how sorry I am. I never should have let you go.”

			“God, men will do literally anything but go to therapy. Including fly across the country to bother a former employee with their personal problems. Why. Are. You. Here?”

			“Because I fucked up,” he says, finally coming alive. He leans across the table, urgency pulling his face into something I recognize as pleading. “The last time my life made sense, I was with you.”

			“I know you’ve never made one before, but this is not how apologies work, Simon.” The more emotional he gets, the more remote I feel. I want to tell him to leave, but I need to know why he’s really here. So I’ve resorted to my strongest suit of armor—sarcasm.

			“I mean it, Este. Come back to California. I’m sorry about all of it.”

			“I feel the need to correct the record here, because I think you’re misremembering the part where you fucked me and then you fired me. On a note card.”

			He sighs, all manufactured attrition. “That was cold of me. But after the way I botched that acquisition meeting—all because I couldn’t focus with Beau looking at you—after all that time I spent trying to get you to take down your walls, here was Beau making you smile like you belonged to him.”

			For a brutal second, I can only blink. Holding my breath, I wait for more. For a real reason. Some grand reveal that might justify the note card, the exile, the humiliation, and the years I’ve spent nursing a wound that never quite closed.

			But that was it. The end of my career, the end of everything I had built hinged on Simon’s petty jealousy.

			The truth is so banal it feels like mockery. So ordinary it steals the air from my lungs.

			It’s my turn to laugh, but my chest is stiff.

			He exhales another long sigh. “I did everything I could back then. To get you to take us seriously. To get you to let me past your walls—”

			“You? Tried to get me to take down my walls? Such a convenient way for you to remember it—”

			“I believed in you—”

			“Stop talking. You don’t get to say anything. And whatever you’re feeling isn’t my problem. Me coming here isn’t some opening. You’re not invited back in. So I need you to hear me when I say: I am never going back to California.”

			“Fine,” he goes on. “I don’t care where we go, but for God’s sake, let me get you out of this situation. I care about you enough to say seeing Beau with that girl was very worrying.”

			Oh, the magnanimity.

			The way he says “that girl” makes the hairs on the back of my neck prickle. He thinks Beau’s guilty, or at the very least, he thinks Beau cheated on me.

			“Beau didn’t sleep with Gemma,” I snap. “Not everyone bails as soon as things get complicated. Not everyone is as mercurial as you.”

			He doesn’t have an answer to this. And Simon always has an answer.

			“You’re right,” he finally says.

			My nails bite into my palms under the table. “I want to know when you got here.”

			“That’s not really what you want to ask me,” he chides. I didn’t expect his disapproval to sting. But it does. “Now who’s not being direct?”

			After all these years, I want to win. To best him. To make him take back his careless dismissal of me. I hate it, but it’s true. I used to fantasize about confronting Simon in this new life I’ve made. I’d be unaffected and untouchable, and he’d finally be truly sorry. But in those fantasies, Beau wasn’t down at the police station giving a statement.

			“Fine.” I lean forward and lower my voice. “Were you here the night Gemma died?”

			I don’t know why Simon would follow Gemma all the way to Florida to kill her, but everything started the night she died. Including his text messages to me.

			His smile falters, but in a breath, it’s back to something smooth and practiced.

			“Gemma?” he repeats, like the name is brand-new to him.

			I roll my eyes. “You knew her. You went to Greenleaf as much as anyone.”

			“Of course, I knew her. Everyone knew her,” he says lightly, though his jaw tightens. “She was…memorable.”

			“I saw you,” I blurt out, worn down by his deflections. “Outside of Lemon & Fig. The night she died. I saw you.”

			He doesn’t blink. Just takes a sip of water like he has all the time in the world. “Why do you care?”

			“Why don’t you admit it?”

			“So you can ignore the footage they’re playing on a loop? Of Beau and Gemma arguing? I think you’re worried Beau’s involved, and you want me to give you a reason to believe he’s not.”

			My pulse jerks. He wants me to give him something he can use, offer some shadow of doubt that he can slip through and drive a wedge between Beau and me. I square my jaw. “This isn’t about Beau.”

			“Everything’s about Beau.” His smile sharpens. “Even her.”

			I steady my voice. “So you were here.”

			He leans in, close enough that I catch the aftershave again and the back of my throat pinches. “You’re asking the wrong question again.”

			Suddenly, I’m boxed in like I always was with him. Simon writing the rules and making me play his game.

			“Why would I kill a girl like that?” He gives a dry laugh. “Think about it. Why would I bother?”

			“You’re not denying it.”

			“Of course I am.” His gaze sharpens. “She didn’t matter to me. She mattered to Beau.”

			He won’t let it go. Always back to Beau. Always circling.

			“What is your obsession with him? I’m sorry he didn’t sell his company to you. But that’s not why Redwood failed.”

			“I know why Redwood failed,” Simon says through clenched teeth. After a beat, his jaw relaxes, slow and deliberate, like he’s savoring the moment. “You really don’t see it?”

			“See what? You’re reaching,” I say, though my stomach twists.

			“I don’t need to reach.” His smile sharpens. “I already have what I need.”

			I watch him, searching my memory for some tell—a tap of a finger or a tic of his brow—that he is bluffing. But I come up short.

			“Where were you that night?” I press. “Answer it straight.”

			He drains the rest of his water, sets the glass down with care. “The night Gemma died?” His voice lowers to something dangerous. I open my mouth, but he keeps going, his voice low enough that only I can hear. “If you want answers, you’ll have to look closer to home. Ask your husband.” His eyes glitter. “Ask him what really happened the night Gemma died. Ask him what really happened to Redwood while you’re at it.”

			The last of his words slips poison into my bloodstream, and the truth of what Beau’s done slides into place with chilling ease.

		

	
		
			Chapter 25

			California

			After that first night in my apartment, Beau and I went on something of a world tour.

			It started as a single trip. I was unemployed, and he was fun employed—the distinction being his bottomless bank account—and we wanted to get away for a few days. But one trip kept rolling into another until we hadn’t stopped moving for months.

			We’d hopped from city to city, carrying only what fit in two suitcases, trading boardrooms and deadlines for airports and hotel pools. It felt like we were chasing sunlight across the globe. And now, somehow, our tour had delivered us here to Joshua Tree.

			“You’re going to get eaten by a mountain lion out here,” Beau said when he found me by the pool.

			All day, we had drifted from the pool to outdoor daybeds, thumbing through books under the desert sun. And as the sky shifted from seamless blue to a smoldering amber sunset, I was transfixed by the arrival of a night so dark it was hypnotic. Away from the light pollution and the noise, the stars burned in an almost ghostly white.

			“Look.” I pointed up at the sky. “Isn’t this why we came?”

			We had read Joshua Tree was one of the best places in the country to see the Milky Way. We had timed our trip around the season when you could see the Milky Way’s core from the flats of the desert—millions of densely packed stars. It looked like a city in the sky.

			“To get eaten? You left that off my itinerary.”

			He reclined beside me on a daybed, and I instinctively fit myself against him as we both stared at the ocean of stars above us.

			“It’s so quiet,” I whispered. The stillness of the air was almost hypnotic, to the point where I felt guilty speaking above a hush. “I’d rather get eaten by a mountain lion than go inside right now. I’ve never seen anything like this,” I said, unable to take my eyes off the stars.

			Beau’s chest rose and fell with a laugh. “All right, death by mountain lion it is.” He put his arm around me and pulled me close. “Hey, Este,” he said, matching my low volume, turning to look at me. And I peeled my eyes away from the stars to catch a glimpse of the crinkle of his eye. “Don’t panic, but I love you.”

			The words made my chest swell. The endless warmth in his eyes made me sure he meant it. He wasn’t saying it to get something from me. He just wanted me to know. And like he did in those quiet looks he gave me sometimes—the ones where I could feel him promising to keep my secrets—I knew he would always feel that way. I could count on him.

			But I was who I was, so I looked away. Turning my eyes back toward the stars in the sky. And for a split second, I wondered if Beau was just a soft place to land after Simon’s total decimation of my life and career.

			Worse, am I his soft place to land after the InfoSynth sale left him adrift?

			Simon had gotten time from me—a dense concentration of years of my life. From the start of my time at Redwood—long before we were sleeping together—I gave Simon most of my days. But there was so much I held back from him. And with Beau, after a handful of months, I trusted him completely. More than I ever trusted Simon.

			I listened to his chest, searching for any signs of hesitation when I didn’t say the words back right away. But he was steady as ever, breathing evenly and tracing slow circles on my back. With the quiet drum of his heartbeat in my ear, I gave myself permission not to overanalyze or cast cynicism on how I felt about Beau. He wasn’t abstract books and ideas, like in my childhood home. Or chaotic jazz like in Delia’s New Orleans. And he wasn’t the cold, blunt force of slide decks and power lunches. He was solid ground and a starry sky. He accepted me, and I liked the way it felt to simply exist with Beau. No expectations. No rules. Only me—entirely myself.

			And in the stillest quiet I had ever known, I looked back at him and said, “I love you, too.”

			After Joshua Tree, Beau and I flew to Playa Mujeres for a week, trading long nights under desert skies for sultry heat and the sapphire-blue waters of Mexico. We were lovestruck and mooning most of the time. And away from California—away from the roads I used to take to meetings and the places that haunted me with reminders of Simon firing me—it was getting easier and easier to reinvent myself post–career collapse. With Beau’s encouragement, I sold off my Redwood equity, washing my hands of Redwood for good.

			Suddenly, our days were sunburns and fresh-mango margaritas. And I liked who I was in a maxi dress under a tropical sun.

			Unfortunately, the dream was almost over, because it was checkout day.

			“Are you ready to pack?” I asked. Beau was dressed in shorts and a T-shirt, waiting in a pool chair for me to get out of the water.

			“I mean, hear me out,” he said. “We could stay here.”

			I laughed. “Haven’t we done this dance before?”

			He cocked his head and frowned in mock confusion.

			“I say it’s time to go home, and then you say, let’s plan a new trip.”

			“I’ve always wanted to see Norway. What about a cruise?”

			I gagged. “Cruise ships are nothing more than floating traps for norovirus.”

			“I won’t hear you disparaging the cruising industry like this.” Beau gave a throaty chuckle. “A cruise ship is the only way to see the fjords.”

			“That can’t be the only way to see the fjords. I bet you could paraglide.”

			“Or take a helicopter.” He played along.

			“For the right price, you could maybe arrive by polar bear.”

			“Probably not a real polar bear. I think those are protected.”

			“Okay, it’s two men dressed as a polar bear. It’s a niche experience, but a real crowd-pleaser for the people who are into it.”

			“No judgment, as long as those involved are consenting adults.”

			I smiled, but I couldn’t keep the banter up. “I’m not going on a cruise.”

			“Okay,” he said, and then he went on. “But I don’t want to go back to California yet either.” He reached for his phone. Patting the lounger beside him, he said, “Come on. Let’s plan our next trip now.”

			I pulled myself out of the pool, the chain around my neck swinging as I moved. I’d had Beau’s Buffalo Nickel turned into a necklace, and I wore it every day. When I stood, it rested on my collarbone, cool from the water. Then, I crawled onto his lounger, dripping pool water as I curled beside him. He didn’t flinch, just slipped an arm around my waist and tucked me in close. He smelled warm and salty as we pulled up maps on our phones.

			Somewhere between researching the Amalfi Coast and checking out Cape Town, a news banner appeared at the top of my screen.

			Breaking: Redwood Stock Plummets Amid Data Breach

			“Fuck,” I breathed.

			I could feel Beau shift beside me. He didn’t say anything. He just waited, searching my face, anticipating my next move.

			I didn’t want to click on the story. Didn’t want it to be true. But I couldn’t stop myself. The copy was bleak.

			
				Redwood Security confirmed a massive breach of its internal systems, exposing millions of customer records as well as executive correspondence, and sending its stock into free fall. Shares dropped more than 10 percent in early trading, erasing billions in market value as analysts warned the company’s reputation may not recover. Regulators are already circling, and several major clients are reportedly considering pulling contracts.

			

			“You okay?” he asked, finally—soft, not prying.

			“Simon’s gotta be losing his shit right now.” The words slipped out before I could stop them. A part of me could picture it too clearly—the glass-walled conference room, the analysts frantically refreshing stock tickers, Simon at the head of the table, demanding answers no one had. For years I’d been in those war rooms, flanked by executives and PR teams, spinning disaster into strategy.

			“It’s weird,” I admitted. “Being on the outside. Reading about something I put my heart and soul into.”

			Beau’s thumb brushed my wrist. “Simon will land on his feet. Let’s not forget he wanted to turn Redwood into a government surveillance tool. Maybe Simon’s loss is civilization’s gain.”

			I chuckled. “Side with the hackers, why don’t you.”

			I didn’t press, though. Didn’t know if I should. I was lost in that early-love-drunk haze. So I let the questions die on my lips.

			And when Beau leaned in and kissed me, I told myself to forget the hack. Because what did it matter, really, what happened to Simon anymore?

			Beau rested a hand on my leg as he went back to scrolling.

			“Any luck finding our next destination?” I asked after a few more minutes.

			“Actually.” He started typing something. “My friend Marcus is opening a restaurant in Florida.” He turned his screen toward me so I could see a Google search that had pulled up brick-lined streets, moss-draped parks, and kayaks drifting through canals. “Want to go to Winter Park?”

			I couldn’t think of a reason not to. So we did.

			And Beau took me to meet his childhood best friend, Marcus, at the opening of his new restaurant, Lemon & Fig.

			It was set right on Park Avenue, an oak-shaded stretch of Winter Park lined with posh boutiques and expensive cars. Inside was amber lighting and exposed beams, and the scent of smoked cedar hanging in the air. Food passed by on trays with small plates that looked like they were fresh from a garden. The crowd was already thick—circling with cocktails and small bites—buzzing about Marcus’s menu. The food gave some of L.A.’s most hyped spots a run for their money.

			“Try this,” I said to Beau, offering him the next bite of the mushroom tartine I was holding. “I think something about the seasoning just rearranged my flavor palate.”

			Marcus emerged from a sea of well-wishers and smiled. “You came!” He swept Beau into a backslapping hug. “You must be Este,” he said, turning to me. “So good to finally meet you.”

			Finally.

			Like he had been waiting a long time, and the way Marcus beamed at me like I had done Beau some sort of kindness had me falling a little deeper in love.

			“Congratulations on the opening,” I said, trying not to let Marcus see the sudden heat in my cheeks as I looked back at Beau.

			“I have to say hi to a few people, but don’t leave,” Marcus insisted. “There’s a bottle of champagne for you guys behind the bar. Open it, and I’ll be over in a few minutes.”

			Beau led the way, and when my phone buzzed with an incoming call from an unknown number, I killed it to voicemail without a second thought. We posted up at the bar while we watched Marcus bounce around to different conversations.

			“We met at a summer camp near the Appalachian Trail when we were twelve,” Beau said of his friendship with Marcus. “The kind where they hand you a backpack and a tent and wish you luck. Surviving the elements made us fast friends, and we’ve stayed in touch.”

			I pictured young versions of them both, flying between Florida—where Marcus grew up—and Beau’s hometown in North Carolina. Watching him greet patrons, I could see Marcus had a charming warmth not unlike Beau’s. It was in the décor of the restaurant, too. Effortless and fun. Like everyone belonged here.

			After a little while, when the crowd started to thin out, my phone rang again. I continued to ignore it as Marcus found us, pouring himself a bourbon and taking a seat at the bar.

			“Proud of you,” Beau said, clapping Marcus on the back. “You’ve been talking about this for years. And you really did it.”

			“Proud of you, too, man. The InfoSynth sale.” Marcus looked over to me. “A great girlfriend. We both did very well for ourselves.”

			“Where’s your date?”

			Marcus shook his head. “She dumped me last week. You can open a restaurant, or you can have a life. You can’t have both.”

			“Oof. Sorry to hear that.”

			Marcus and Beau clinked their glasses, and I joined them.

			They slipped easily into banter, catching me up on stories and inside jokes. As I watched them both, relaxed and smiling, something clicked.

			I had read about Winter Park on the plane ride—an artists’ haven with a liberal arts college, childhood home of River Phoenix, chock-full of old neighborhoods that used to be massive orange groves. Bohemian prep with star-studded lakefront charm.

			The tropical heat in the air and the breeze from the lakes and the brick-lined streets and the way Marcus treated Beau like a brother made me think there might be something here for us. Something worth sticking around for.

			The whispers I had first heard after Simon fired me—the ones that urged me to leave California behind and find somewhere new—crept back in.

			In Winter Park, no one knew me as the former right hand of a failed CEO.

			Late that night, we hugged Marcus goodbye and went back to the hotel.

			I was washing my face as Beau brushed his teeth when I realized I had missed another four calls.

			“I like Marcus,” I said.

			“He likes you, too.” Beau winked at me in our mirrored reflection. “You want me to book our return flights in the morning? Or should we go to Disney World first?”

			I was blotting water off my face with a towel, but the question slowed me down. “Return flights?”

			I picked up my phone and started to listen to the first voicemail.

			“This is Ryan Flynn with The Wall Street Journal. I’m trying to reach Este Todd for comment on the Redwood Security data breach.”

			The next voicemail was from USA Today. Then The New York Times. Reporter after reporter had found my number.

			“How?” was all I could say to Beau.

			He took the phone from my hand and listened to the next voicemail for me.

			“Marin Anders with NBC News?” He looked between me and the phone before throwing it on the bed and wrapping me up in his arms. “Fuck ’em. This will blow over. We can change your number in the morning.”

			“I can’t go back to California like this. How did they get my number? Why do they know who I am?”

			I knew the answer, of course. I had trusted the wrong person. Invested my time in the wrong venture. The ache and shame of failure sank in my chest. The job that was supposed to give me enough power to inoculate me from any kind of grief or loss was in embers.

			When Beau said, “What if we don’t go back?” a small part of me wondered if I had willed him to say it.

			Is this how my California dream ends? In hiding?

			I went to L.A. to do this big thing. But what I got was nothing like what I had planned. Did I really want to run into Simon and his business friends? To have to watch the legal consequence stage of Redwood’s demise? Did I need to go back to sitting at a desk, trying to prove I could outwork and outsmart everyone else?

			“Okay,” I said in a daze. “We won’t go back.”

			It wasn’t like I had a booming social life on the West Coast—everything I had made for myself there felt like an extension of Simon now. Gemma was my only friend of note. While I would miss her, as soon as the words left my mouth, I knew my love affair with L.A. was over.

			It hurt. Just not as much as I had expected it would. There was a time when all I could picture was my life on the West Coast. California had lured me in with sought-after jobs, sunshine, and the promise that anything was possible.

			But I had left before, reinvented myself before. I told myself this would be the last time. Beau and I would start a life somewhere new, and I would find a version of myself that wasn’t buttressed by grief and ambition. “If we’re not going back, where are we going?” I asked after a few minutes, trying to catch up to the leap forward we seemed to be taking.

			“I’ll get on the next plane to anywhere with you,” Beau said, and I knew he meant it. He was solid ground and a starry sky, like always. “Or we can stay here. But it’s been a few months, and we’ve had to buy two new suitcases. We need a home base. Or I mean, if we’re going to live like nomads, we’re going to need to stop shopping or pack lighter.”

			“That’s the meanest thing you’ve ever said to me.”

			He laughed and stepped closer, arms wrapping around my hips.

			One last reinvention. One more fresh start.

			This time, it would be different, because I would be with Beau. I didn’t know what I’d do with my days, but I had enough savings to take my time figuring things out.

			“We’re moving to Florida?” I said, trying out the words to see how they felt in my mouth.

			“Fuck California,” Beau interjected dryly. “The entire West Coast is dead to me if you’re not there.” He bent down and planted a warm kiss on my shoulder.

			“So do we just stay here?”

			“You want to live in a Ritz-Carlton?”

			“Doesn’t everyone?”

			“Okay,” he agreed, smiling as he pulled me into a kiss. “We’ll have our mail forwarded to the cabana with the best breeze.”

			“Really? You really want to do this?”

			“All I want is to be where you are,” Beau said just before he kissed me deeply, tugging at my shirt as he pulled me toward the bed.

			Behind us, the television glowed. But I ignored the news crawl. It would be days later before I found out.

			The data breach had gutted Redwood’s stock price. The company was disintegrating in real time.

		

	
		
			Chapter 26

			Two Days Before the Hurricane

			The drive home from the Ritz-Carlton—away from Simon, away from the veiled accusations he lobbed—passes in a blur. Street signs barely register. All I can see is the litany of mistakes I’ve made flashing through my head.

			How did I miss it? Simon’s jealousy. The Redwood hack. And Beau.

			Beau. How could he hide the truth from me for all these years?

			When I finally reach the driveway, my hands tighten on the wheel. This house is supposed to be ours—walls we painted together, a life we made. But now all I can see is the fault line running through it.

			I’m about to walk in and ask Beau the kinds of questions you can’t take back, questions that split everything open. And I’m not sure I want the answers.

			“Este?” Beau’s voice startles me. I turn and see him stepping out of his car beside me in the garage. His face is caught in the wash of headlights dimming on a timer.

			I’m out of my car before I know it, adrenaline crackling through me.

			“I just got back from the police station,” he says. “Where were you?”

			The words rip out of me before I can stop them. Loud and sharp. “Were you behind the Redwood security breach?”

			His brow ripples with the start of a frown or something more sinister, like he’s doing everything he can to mount a defense.

			He dips his head to reach my eye level. “Can we go inside to talk about this?”

			I open my mouth—to agree? To scream?—but no sound comes out. Because I already have my answer. I can see it in his eyes.

			I know he did this. Because I know him.

			And that’s when I realize two things at once: I was right to suspect he’d lied about what really happened the night Gemma died. Because he absolutely had something to do with the security breach that sank a multibillion-dollar company. And he’s been keeping it from me for years.

			My chest seizes. “I can’t breathe.”

			I shoulder past him, stumbling into the house, desperate for oxygen.

			Inside, the stillness in the air feels heavy. I grip the kitchen counter until my knuckles are white.

			The door clicks shut behind him. His footsteps follow, measured, deliberate.

			“Este.” That’s all he says. My name, low, careful.

			I squeeze my eyes shut. “This whole time.”

			He stops a few feet away. I can feel him watching me, the weight of his gaze dragging heat across my skin.

			“This whole fucking time! You kept this from me.”

			“Este, it’s not—”

			“Don’t bother denying it, Beau.” I drop my hands from my eyes. “Is this why we moved here? Why you took the meeting with Redwood? Is this why you married me?”

			“Come on, Este.” His voice is softer now. Each time he says my name, it’s slightly calmer, like he’s trying to coax me back from the brink of madness.

			“You were never going to sell to him, but you wanted something from inside that office. So you let me book the meeting. You let me walk you in there. Did you think I was stupid?”

			His eyes plead with me to stop, but I can’t.

			“And then he fired me.” I don’t realize I’m crying until the tears start to burn the corners of my eyes. “Because of that meeting. My career—” The word tightens my throat.

			Beau’s jaw flexes once, twice. He looks like he’s choosing his words with a gun to his head.

			“Did we move here so you could hide out?” I demand. The memory of Beau suggesting we could stay in Florida comes rushing back, and this time it’s tinged with something bruised. “You acted like it was for me, but really, this was for you?”

			Maybe my first impression of him was the right one. Maybe he is a poison pill. One of those electrical storms that takes down a whole grid. I stepped into his atmosphere and lost my fucking mind.

			Because how else did I miss this?

			“Este.” His voice is low and careful. “I didn’t hack Redwood.”

			“I don’t even know what that means, Beau!” I scream.

			He flinches at the sound of my voice. “I love you more than all of this, Este.” His voice is barely a whisper. “But I need a few more days to make things right.”

			“Make what right? You can’t un-bankrupt a company, Beau. You can’t un-fuck my career. Unless what you’re working on is a time machine? Some kind of magical wormhole into the past. Is that what you’re doing?” I throw up my hands, angry and barely able to look at him. “Actually, don’t tell me. Turns out I’m pretty comfortable in the dark.”

			Beau’s mouth opens like he might speak, but I can’t take another half truth. Not one more word meant to pacify me.

			My hand closes around my keys, the metal biting into my palm. “I can’t do this.”

			As soon as I say it, I want to be gone. Want to put a quiet room or maybe an entire continent between us.

			“All this time I thought I was hiding from Simon. From some mistake I missed.”

			“I didn’t—”

			“But it was you. You’re the reason my old life fell apart. You’re the glitch I couldn’t find.”

			“Este—” My name sounds sharp and desperate on his lips.

			“Did you kill her?” I say, and the words slice at something between us. My stomach aches, and I wonder if this is what the beginning of the end of us looks like.

			Or did the beginning of the end happen years ago? Have we been on a crash course toward this moment since that day in Simon’s conference room?

			Beau takes a step back as if I’d thrown a punch.

			“If you lied to me about this, how do I believe anything you’re saying? If she could prove the hack, that would be motive. Last time I checked, hacking a company like that would be subject to criminal prosecution.”

			“Este, this isn’t—That’s not—” I can’t tell if he’s trying to mount a defense or reaching for some new lie.

			I spin on him, tears streaking down my cheeks. “Don’t. Don’t say my name like it absolves you. Like it makes this anything less than a betrayal.”

			His hands flex at his sides. But he doesn’t move toward me. And that, more than his secrets, breaks something deep inside me—that he would let me go.

			“I’ll be at Nora’s,” I murmur. The words tremble, but my spine is steel.

			The silence between us is thick and merciless.

			Then I turn. “Call me when you want to say something true.”

			I slam the door behind me, and the midafternoon heat swallows me whole.

		

	
		
			Chapter 27

			Five Years Ago, Winter Park

			“What do you think?” Beau asked when he appeared in my semipermanent residence—a cabana at the Ritz-Carlton with a view of the golf course.

			He handed me an iPad with a real estate listing already pulled up.

			“Isle of Sicily?” I pushed my sunglasses into my hair. “Sounds like it should come with a drawbridge. It can’t possibly live up to the promise of its name.”

			“Pam says it’s one of the most coveted addresses in Winter Park.”

			Pam. The realtor Beau had enlisted for our house hunt. We were putting down roots. Beau had Pam, and the only friend I needed was Cody, my cabana attendant.

			“If we’re going to be here, let’s be here,” Beau had said a few days ago while we were having drinks in the lobby bar.

			“Hmm.” I had listened while sipping a margarita. The floor-to-ceiling windows that framed the view opened on hinges, and the way they had been left ajar sent a cool sunset breeze drifting through the space. Everything about this new life of ours felt soft and unhurried, and the easy calm found its way into parts of me that I’d held tense for years. A few weeks in, and house hunting already sounds like too much clawing and competing for the person I was letting myself become. “Does this have anything to do with the fact that you talked to your money manager this morning?”

			“The discount on taxes afforded to permanent residence here definitely doesn’t hurt.”

			“You think that’s why Bezos did it?”

			“Yes,” he said without hesitation. “And we should, too.”

			Everything was “our” and “we” these days. Beau and I gave up California without blinking, and we were living in a hotel suite with ironed sheets and little chocolates on our pillows every night. And every time I reached to cover a bill, he beat me to it—quick, casual. He was buying the house, too. By the eighth time I tried to chip in on anything, I understood this was his new side quest. Making a life here. Making a life with me.

			“I love you. I want to take care of things,” he had said one night when I tried to pick up the tab for Popsicles at the poolside stand that sold hats and sunscreen. “I sold my company. I rebooted my life. And this”—he pointed to the space between us—“is the part that makes it all feel real.”

			I’d been right to think reinvention came easier with Beau. He steadied me and made the world less sharp. But buried beneath all my lovesick optimism was a truth I never saw coming.

			I hadn’t known then the hand Beau had in the end of my career. In the end of Redwood.

			Is that why he kept picking up the tab? Did he feel guilty?

			If he did, he didn’t mention it. He spent his days driving around Winter Park, examining prospects with Pam while I lazed in a cabana.

			“We don’t need the most coveted anything,” I said when he found me that day, handing the iPad back to him. “As long as it feels like ours.”

			“That’s what I told Pam. And she suggested we meet with a designer.” He flipped the device’s screen to a series of CAD drawings, renderings of what the place could look like after a total overhaul.

			He wasn’t just buying a house. He was sketching a new life for us. A closet for me. A home gym for him. A pool where we could watch the afternoons stretch into evenings. Paradise.

			“This is nice, but we should at least ask about a drawbridge,” I teased.

			That’s when Cody rounded the corner of the cabana to hand me a fresh drink. Beau accepted the drink on my behalf as I padded back to my post on a daybed.

			“What do you need your laptop for?” Beau asked as he looked over the spread I had assembled—a plate of fruit, a breezy novel, and, yes, my MacBook.

			I shrugged and said, “Sometimes the Net-a-Porter preview window is a little too small on my phone.”

			A casual lie. The kind that would make Beau laugh. He loved the idea of me running up charges on his black card, procuring a new wardrobe to match our resort-style life.

			But the truth was that I spent my free time digging far too deep into the Redwood breach on my laptop.

			A month after the first headline came screaming into view, the fallout was still everywhere. Gossip, lawsuits, and think pieces on the cost of centralizing security data spread like dandelion seeds, impossible to contain once they caught the wind.

			Simon tried throwing money at the damage—charging James and a crisis PR firm to stem Redwood’s nosedive in public opinion while an army of lawyers tried to stop the bleeding as former customers banded together in a class-action lawsuit.

			James was uncharacteristically deft in his work, finally shedding light on why Simon had kept him around all this time. He lined up interviews, fed reporters a decoy villain in the form of “a disgruntled contract,” and even had every cable chyron echoing his talking points for a little while. But no amount of media triage could save Simon or Redwood.

			Because while the leaked customer data was the start of the hack, the fatal blow to Redwood’s image was the emails. Simon’s emails. Five years of private correspondence spilled out in a tidal wave, signaling Redwood wasn’t the only target for the hack. Simon was, too.

			Strategies, planning documents, and emails between him and me became public, each one spiking into his coffin like a rusty nail.

			It’s how my number got out to a pool of reporters. Why I had to change it. Why I didn’t give my last name out freely. People couldn’t stop talking about every little detail of the hack, and their questions served as fresh reminders of my humiliating termination. I wanted to get as far away from that version of me as possible.

			The silver lining was I could dissect the email trove. It felt like I had been handed a postmortem on my own termination. I knew when Simon had turned on me—he barely looked at me after that last meeting with Beau.

			But one question haunted me in the quiet moments of my day—of which there were now plenty—and that was: Why?

			I read through reports and message chains, following a breadcrumb trail that never left me sated. No matter how far down the threads seemed to lead.

			It was jarring to see how often Simon and I had communicated while I was in his employ. I had lived those years, of course. But there was something about seeing the hours of my life tallied up in black-and-white emails that cast a harsh light on exactly how much of myself I had handed over. And for what? I responded to messages around the clock as he pinged about research he wanted me to do, mistakes he needed corrected, and presentations—some real, others euphemistic—that he insisted we “work on.”

			I found small comfort in knowing neither of us had ever slipped up and revealed the details of the intimate relationship between us. But my name was a pervasive player in the Reddit threads that analyzed Simon’s downfall.

			And speculation wasn’t easing up anytime soon now that the email leak had revealed something far worse than Redwood’s flimsy cyber security.

			Simon had been quietly developing a surveillance empire. Once it dominated the current market, the only way for Redwood’s profits to grow was to reinvent itself.

			And Simon had his sights set on a vision that would take Redwood from home resource to a product with the kind of reach that gave me chills. He wanted cameras on street corners, feeds from doorbells and phones. He wanted data pulled from cars. It would all be fueled by AI powerful enough to curate and catalog every detail. The new consumer? Government agencies.

			Privacy would disappear as Simon’s Orwellian machines gobbled up every corner of daily life.

			The brief glimpse Simon had once given Beau was only the tip of the iceberg. But when Redwood collapsed, the technology died with it.

			“Find anything good?” Beau asked, handing me my drink.

			I looked between the laptop and him. “Huh?”

			“Net-a-Porter? I thought you were shopping.”

			We curled up in the daybed, a tangle of arms and legs, and I let my Simon research slip into the recesses of my mind.

			We had a house to build.

			It took time for the house to be ready—a month of late mornings in cabanas and dinners at Lemon & Fig.

			I know. I am God’s strongest soldier.

			Before I knew it, though, I was standing in the backyard Beau had shown me—the one with a sweeping green space that went down to a dock—as lake water lapped gently against our shore, and the moss dangling from towering oaks swayed gently in the breeze. A low pontoon boat crept along in the distance, and we could see the shells of the Rollins College crew team as they lined up for practice.

			The renovation was nearly completed, and as we looked out at the glistening lake, I felt light and a little giddy. Look up “old Florida charm,” and it would have called up this exact view.

			It was like stepping into someone else’s life—a softer, quieter one. And I decided to pretend that this version of me had been the real one all along.

			We’re home.

			I leaned in. I gave away all of my old work clothes, and bought a designer wardrobe of athleisure, resort wear, and maxi dresses. I’d decided I’d never need to think the words “business casual” again. I changed my number and deleted all of my old social media accounts.

			Este Todd from Simon’s email hack kept attracting reporters and internet sleuths.

			Este Todd can’t come to the phone anymore.

			When the renovation wound down, our new home was ours to enjoy, along with lazy days on the lake. We brought back side quests and got into water sports, like wakeboarding and stand-up paddleboarding, and we spent a few nights a week at Marcus’s restaurant, sitting at the bar and chatting with him between courses as he popped out from the kitchen. With some encouragement and a generous member sponsorship from our new neighbor Will Somerset, Beau negotiated our entry to one of the coveted clubs in town—Interlachen Country Club.

			We found our groove—slow days, good food, the kind of peace that makes you forget life ever hurt.

			Which is probably why I never saw Carol Parker coming.

			We were grabbing drinks at the club’s bar the first night I met her. I can’t be sure if she waited for Beau to step away or if it was merely an unlucky coincidence. But when Beau spotted Will in the lobby, he told me he was going to say hi, and that’s when Carol pounced.

			“You must be the new member,” she said, and the double string of pearls around her neck made me uneasy.

			“Carol Parker.” She extended her hand. “Etiquette committee chair.”

			“Este,” I said.

			“Este Todd, is it?” She narrowed her eyes, and I would have sworn I saw the specter of Simon’s emails flash behind them.

			I nodded. “Thank you for having me.”

			“Oh, don’t thank me. Thank your boyfriend.” The drawl on that last word delivered the implied judgment with surgical precision—this woman had a doctorate in passive-aggressiveness. “I’ve heard he’s quite the philanthropist.”

			And then another woman slipped in beside Carol—tall, redheaded, and bubbly in a way that begged for approval.

			“This is Autumn Kensington,” Carol announced, her voice going up a full octave in admiration. “Our new head of events. She started last week, but she hasn’t wasted any time whipping us into shape.”

			“I wouldn’t go that far.” Autumn laughed. “But I am excited to be here. So many ideas.”

			“Isn’t she a breath of fresh air?” Carol beamed. “She’s already planning a garden gala in April. Maybe a Derby watch party, too.”

			Autumn’s eyes pulled wide with an incoming idea. “What if it was ‘Derby de Mayo’?”

			“I love it,” Carol said. “It’s perfect.”

			“That does sound thrilling.” I smiled, but I could feel the dread trickling in. Country clubs were never really my scene—too curated, too coded. But when we joined, I had thought I could be myself. The check cleared, didn’t it? Something about the way Carol looked over my bare shoulders and beachy maxi dress, though, told me I had fallen short of her expectations.

			Autumn turned to me, offering her hand. “Carol said you’re new in town, too? Moved here with your boyfriend? Some tech success story?”

			I watched the way Carol’s eyebrows went up at the word “boyfriend,” and I could feel what she wasn’t saying.

			Freeloader. Temporary. Arm candy in the wrong dress.

			There were rules here, too. Just like in Simon’s office, but the politics were at an angle. People at the club didn’t want financial power—they already had that. Here, they wanted popularity. It was like high school with a driving range. Old me would have lunged for the top of the food chain. But the last time I did that, it cost me everything I had. I couldn’t risk it again. So I did the opposite. Let them whisper. Let them think what they wanted.

			I had already survived worse than Carol could ever throw at me, so I tuned her out and smiled at Autumn. “I am. We’ve been here a few months. We bought a place we just wrapped up the renovations on.”

			Autumn’s smile was bright and a little too fixed. “That’s so exciting. I love HGTV.”

			“Me, too!” Carol beamed.

			Oh, brother.

			The way Carol and Autumn started tittering about shiplap solidified my suspicions that being new in Winter Park wasn’t a problem for Carol. But breaking from formation? That would cost you with her.

			When Beau returned, having said good night to Will, I smiled and whispered to him softly, “Have you met Carol? She finds my status as your girlfriend to be quite the scandal.”

			And I couldn’t be certain, but I think he kissed my bare shoulder for the sole purpose of making her nostrils flare.

			“I love you,” I mouthed.

			He winked.

			When we got home, I went out to sit by the pool, where the soft slap of water against the dock blended with the low hum of cicadas in the trees.

			It was humid, but not in a bad way. The kind of warmth that settled under your skin. I pulled my hair off my neck and leaned back in my chair, thinking I could get used to this version of myself.

			She’s rested. She’s loved. She’s shielded by money. She doesn’t give a single fuck.

			I heard Beau’s feet coming and then saw a glass of wine being offered. I took it, and he settled into the chair next to me.

			“Wonder what the poor folks are doing,” he said with a slight drawl.

			I looked at him.

			“Southern expression. Something my grandfather said every time the air-conditioning kicked on in the summer.”

			I touched the Buffalo Nickel—the one his grandfather had given him—on my neck and then tapped my drink to his in a quiet toast.

			“I’m really happy,” I said softly.

			I could see the awe spread across his face. He started to say something, but he didn’t get the chance. Because just then, a shriek ripped through the quiet.

			We both sat up and looked toward the sound.

			The male voice started, “I was at the club. I—”

			“Because I do everything!” a woman shouted. “I want to be you for twenty-four hours, Will. I’d like one day of ‘Oh, hello, I’m everyone’s golden boy!’ ”

			It was Constance Somerset. Will’s wife. Our next-door neighbor.

			The sound carried cleanly through the hedges, echoing off our lawn.

			“We should go inside,” Beau suggested.

			Then, a puff of white rose above the hedge line—laundry, maybe? A crumpled dress shirt caught a breeze and then flopped back down.

			I stifled my laughter. “Are you crazy?” I said, eyes trained on the hedges. “This is the best entertainment I’ve ever seen.”

			Will didn’t shout back. From what I’d gathered in our few neighborly conversations, he was the even-keeled type. But Constance was only getting started.

			We had never heard them fight like that before. And I don’t remember them fighting like that again. It would be years before their divorce. Before Nora. But that fight lasted for hours.

			“Carol’s throwing shade at me because I’m not signing up for that?” I rolled my eyes. “She’s out of her mind.”

			“We would never be married like that,” Beau said.

			“No,” I agreed, knowing he was right. “I guess there are lots of different kinds of marriages.”

			The thought had only just occurred to me. Perhaps because I was living in some kind of denial about what this had become. What we had become.

			Before Beau, I had never given marriage a second thought. I was going to be hardworking like my parents and carefree like Delia.

			Nothing is permanent.

			Maybe I had come to believe it was selfish to ask for more than a thrill. Life doesn’t owe anyone anything. Better not to expect something lasting.

			I found myself memorizing the way he smelled after a shower, storing away little moments like this as though it could all be over—he could walk out on me or cast me aside any second. We might be just as ephemeral as everything else I had ever known.

			But if I could make one thing permanent, choose one person to hold on to for the rest of my life, it would be him.

			Suddenly, the world narrowed to just us, and I knew what I wanted to do next. Because losing him felt like a fate I wouldn’t survive.

			“Maybe we should get married,” I said. My voice was almost a whisper, but I was certain.

			“So you have spousal immunity when you set Carol’s house on fire?”

			“No.” I swatted at him. “I don’t care what Carol thinks. Or how much emphasis she puts on the word ‘boyfriend.’ ”

			He laughed, but when our eyes met, he seemed to realize I wasn’t kidding. Something hopeful and unguarded softened his expression.

			“I want to be Este Walker,” I said. I liked the way it sounded, and not because changing my name would distance me from the Simon scandal.

			He reached for my hand, turned my palm upward, and pressed a kiss to the inside of my wrist. It reminded me of the night he gave me the Buffalo Nickel and told me to trust him. I felt loved. Protected.

			“I want to always be with you. Like, forever,” I said quietly. “And I want the courts to make it mandatory.”

			“I don’t know why people don’t commission you to compose their vows.”

			His eyes were watery, but he still hadn’t given me an answer. Anxiety flashed through me.

			“Are you saying no?”

			“Are you going to get down on one knee?” he asked as if he was holding back by the thinnest measure, in case I was kidding.

			I took the Buffalo Nickel off my neck. His coin on my chain had rested near my heart ever since he gave it to me. It had been his promise to me once, and I wanted to make him a promise, too. So I wrapped the chain around his left wrist, like a tether to the safest place I had ever known. “Say you’ll always be my home.”

			Tears were rolling down both our cheeks as he drew me into his lap for a long kiss.

			“And promise we’ll never fight like that.”

			I giggled, because laughter was easier than admitting how terrified I was by my own longing. I’d watched my life collapse before and wanting forever with Beau felt like an act of love—yes. But also an act of defiance.

			“I promise,” he said before he kissed me again.

			It was a smug lie. The kind you tell yourself before you know better. But at the time, I believed him. I believed in us.

		

	
		
			Chapter 28

			Two Days Before the Hurricane

			When I walk through Nora’s front door, my eyes are swollen from crying.

			“Oh fuck,” she says, mouth falling open as she looks up from her living room sofa. She’s on her feet in an instant, arms open wide and pulling me into a hug. “It’s okay. Whatever it is, we’re going to figure it out.”

			She has no idea how wrong she is.

			She was right about one thing at least. Love messes with your judgment on all types of shit.

			The words start tumbling out before I can stop them. “I slept with my boss. I never told you. But I did. Years ago. And he’s here now. At the Ritz. I just saw him.”

			“Shit,” she says, her face frozen in horror.

			“Yeah.” A jagged laugh chokes from my throat. “Simon. He thinks Beau took down his company with this massive data breach. And I think…I think he’s right. And if that’s true, Beau blew up the company I built my life around. And I don’t know why, but I think it has something to do with what Beau and Gemma were fighting about on that security footage. And maybe why Gemma’s dead.”

			A sound comes from the kitchen—the soft tap of a drawer closing—and it momentarily slows the cascade of words spilling out of me. I look around the corner, and Marcus is standing at the sink, like he means to be anywhere but here right now.

			“What are you doing here?” I say, stunned. “I’m furious with you.”

			“Me?” Marcus points a finger to his own chest as if he couldn’t think of one reason why I’d be angry.

			“You lied to me,” I accuse. “You told me the security footage was nothing. Covered for Beau and let me think things were going to be fine.”

			“Este, I’m sorry,” he says, more defensive than contrite. “Beau didn’t want you to be upset.”

			“Well, look at how well that went!” I shout back, and the tears I’ve been keeping at bay start running down my cheeks again. “Are you covering for him? What do you know about that night, Marcus?”

			Marcus opens his mouth to protest, but Nora gets there first.

			“Okay.” Her voice goes soft and high like a preschool teacher’s. She rubs my back a little. “Marcus is going to leave.” She cuts a look in his direction signaling him to cooperate with this plan. “And you’re going to go wash your face, and I’m going to open a bottle of wine. And we’re going to breathe in and out for a little bit. And then we’ll make a plan. Okay?”

			“Yeah,” I whimper, because it feels nice to not be in charge of anything but my own mental breakdown.

			And if anyone gets to tell me I’m going to be okay, it’s Nora, who is already piecing her life back together after her fairy tale combusted.

			So I turn and wander down the hall to Nora’s bathroom.

			Once inside the echoey space, though, all I can do is stare at the bottles of cleansers and tubs of moisturizers and serums on her counter as fear and anger and grief blend together, clamping down on me so hard that the idea of lifting my arms to wash my face feels impossible.

			Behind me is Nora’s claw-foot tub. A reminder of the stage of my life when I thought a claw-foot tub would be the most elegant extravagance in the world. Before Simon fired me and Beau and I ran away together.

			Is this my punishment for sleeping with Simon? For running away with Beau? Is everything breaking because I built it on the wrong foundation? Beau used me to meet with Simon. Beau used me, and he took down Redwood. And he kept it from me for years.

			And then I decide the only logical course of action—in light of my completely on-fire life—is to climb, fully clothed, into the tub.

			At first, the slick, glossy interior is so cold on my back, it almost hurts to fully recline. But I sit back anyway, wanting the pain to keep me grounded and wondering if this is what it feels like to dissociate from reality completely. And then after a few minutes, my skin goes numb, and the numbness feels something like relief.

			When Nora comes in with full wineglasses, I’m staring straight ahead at the white finish of the bath. She doesn’t say anything. Instead, she sets the glasses down and climbs in facing me.

			Mirroring my posture, she tucks her knees up to her chest, and in the center where our legs meet, our toes touch.

			Because this is what a best friendship is sometimes, sitting in the pieces of the damage someone else caused.

			But who’s the villain here? Simon? Beau? Me?

			For a long time, the only sound is the occasional hollow movement echoing off the porcelain enamel—I shift my tailbone, Nora slides her feet a little closer to herself.

			Then she finally says, “What can I do to help, Este? What do you want to happen next?” And the words are louder at the bottom of an empty bathtub.

			Louder is good. Louder shakes me out of my daze a little.

			But the questions she’s asking feel impossible. I’ve never known how to answer that second question. When my parents died, I didn’t process it. I moved to New Orleans. And then to college, and then I moved to California. Every few years, since I was sixteen, I’ve started over. When Simon fired me, I didn’t fight back. I ran. And then Beau appeared, and we made a new life, too. A clean slate.

			Every reboot offered the chance to pretend nothing had hurt me. Every new place inspired a fresh suit of armor. Until I thought I was untouchable—healed and so far past it all.

			But this time the past isn’t staying buried. It followed me here. Or maybe I brought it with me when I came here with Beau. Suddenly Beau, Simon, and Gemma are all tangled together.

			No fresh start will save me this time. I’m not sure any of them ever did. Confronting my ghosts doesn’t seem like enough to vanquish them either.

			So when Nora’s eyes find mine across the glossy white expanse of the tub, I finally manage to whisper, “I don’t want another new life. I want what I had back.”

			She winces, and I watch in her eyes as her heart breaks a little for me. I know it’s because she can feel how deeply I mean it. And because, after losing Will, she knows how irrevocably broken some things can be.

			I know it, too. Even if I don’t want to admit it yet.

			A widow and an orphan walk into a bar.

			“Some things don’t come back,” she says.

			I know she’s right. We have to deal in facts right now.

			Fact: Beau might be going to prison.

			The Eagle Scouts are going to be so disappointed.

			

			—

			It’s late the next morning when I wake tangled in Nora’s top sheet, wearing the clothes I drove over in. They’ve grown heavier overnight. Stuffier. I pull at the neck of my shirt to fight against the sensation of overheating, and my fist aches from clutching my phone to my chest all night.

			Eleven missed calls from Beau glare at me from the home screen.

			By the time I drag myself to the kitchen, Nora has the news on, and cheerful anchors with bright teeth are gesticulating around the latest storm maps behind them. But the sound is too sharp, too loud for how restlessly I slept.

			Nora looks up from the spot where she’s rinsing her breakfast dishes in the sink. “There’s coffee if you want some?”

			Before I can answer, there’s a splashing sound behind me. I spin around and Marcus is outside throwing Nora’s patio chairs into her pool.

			Beau is probably at my house doing the same. He always says the chairs are safest at the bottom of the pool in a storm, which is not a sentence I’d ever heard about furniture until we moved to Florida.

			Honestly, sinking to the bottom of a pool sounds like a reprieve right about now. I might try it later.

			Grateful for the distraction from the fiery blaze that is my life’s problems, though, I turn back to Nora. “So you won’t go on a date with him, but you let him do your hurricane prep?”

			Her facial features turn down in exasperation. “Not this again.”

			“What? I think he wants to kiss your face, and I think you also want that. And in the hour of my discontent, you two finally just kissing a little might cheer me up.”

			“Okay. As much as I’d love to help, Marcus called this morning looking for you,” she explains. “I told him you were asleep. But he said he’d come over and wait.”

			Looking back at Marcus, though, I’m not buying it. He can’t not be close to her. But he’s patient.

			It reminds me of Beau. Maybe that’s why I keep nudging them together. Nora deserves something steady and earnest.

			Something like what I thought Beau and I had.

			As Marcus appears in the doorway, though, I’m not ready to forgive him for covering the security footage details for Beau.

			“I’m still not speaking to him.” I point in his direction.

			Nora looks between us.

			Marcus sighs. “We need to talk.”

			“Why?” I frown, knowing it’s mean and misdirected and hating myself for not being able to stop the words.

			“Because I’m here,” Marcus starts, pulling his phone from his back pocket and holding it up like it’s a white flag of surrender, “to broker peace.”

			He crosses to the counter and sets the phone down between us with a tap, and the sound carries through the tense silence of the kitchen.

			“I shouldn’t even have this,” he says, his voice rough with the guilt of whatever he’s offering. “And I definitely shouldn’t be showing it to anyone.”

			My gaze locks on the mobile device. Ordinary. Harmless. But the tension in the air makes my pulse skitter.

			“The restaurant’s copy of the surveillance footage is on there,” Marcus says. “From the night Gemma died. Everything my cameras caught behind Lemon & Fig.”

			My mouth goes dry.

			“Beau and Gemma fight, then split. He goes one way. She goes the other. You see a hand reach out and drag her into the alcove. The one with the arches. It’s where she was found.”

			Marcus looks to me for permission to play the video as he unlocks the phone. I nod once, and my skin prickles cold despite the sunlight warming Nora’s kitchen.

			With the push of a button, the screen flares and the narrow alleyway appears, and my stomach flips as if I’ve been dropped into the scene playing out onscreen.

			There’s no sound, but lights mounted on buildings and a few lampposts cast a faint glow against the cracked asphalt. He’s timed the bird’s-eye view of the footage behind his restaurant to play right at the moment Beau and Gemma push through the door. At the sight of her, my heart leaps into my throat. She’s alive, and in a matter of minutes she won’t be.

			Grief spikes hard and fast, but I swallow it back.

			Their argument is already under way—hands waving, Gemma crowding Beau’s space, like she’s goading him. He puts his hands up, keeping his face composed, shaking his head. And then she shoves at him—once, like the final punctuation of their showdown. And she turns to go. Beau watches her for a moment, lingering. He glances left and right, then slips back through the door he came out of.

			And then, like Marcus promised, I can see Gemma in the top left corner of the footage. She’s walking away from the restaurant, past the employee parking lot, cutting a path behind the store to the left, which shares a wall with Lemon & Fig. And then, from the dark stone mouth of an alcove, a hand—whose hand?—reaches out, yanking her into the shadow of the arch and out of view.

			Nora gasps.

			But I lean forward, scouring the screen for any sign of who pulls Gemma into the darkness. And without asking for permission, I snap a photo of the final image, and the grainy, rounded sneaker toe that seems to step out of the alcove for a fraction of a second.

			Marcus’s eyes are raw when I finally take my eyes off the phone to look up at him. “I’d have told you if I thought Beau was in trouble,” he says to me. “I don’t know why someone leaked the footage of them leaving together, but whoever’s seen that has probably seen this too. Beau didn’t hurt Gemma.” The ache behind his eyes is for Beau. “He’s worried about you. He’s sorry. He wants you to come home.”

			Brokering peace.

			The words circle above my head. Beau has deputized his best friend to negotiate a truce.

			I want to ask whether Beau told Marcus anything about Redwood, but Marcus is risking something by showing me this. I can’t let my anger with Beau spill over.

			At least I have one answer—Beau didn’t strangle Gemma. He couldn’t have. Relief sweeps through me at that revelation.

			Part of me wants to stay angry, but I can’t shake the question Nora asked me last night.

			What do you want to happen next?

			I want Beau. I want the answers he’s hiding, and I want them to not be so treacherous that they tear us apart. Because I want our life together. The lazy mornings and the way he can turn everything into something fun. I want his smile. I want him.

			And wanting all that means I’ll have to face whatever he’s keeping in the dark.

		

	
		
			Chapter 29

			
			On my drive home to talk to Beau, the storm is already making itself known with meteorological tantrums. Outer bands sweep through in sudden, slanted bursts of wind and rain. The lakes are choppy, too. Like the water knows something is coming.

			By the time I pull onto Isle of Sicily, the rain has stopped, but there’s an eerie air to the lull. The low, restless cloud cover grays the midafternoon sky.

			Central Florida is often spared the brunt of storms. But models for this one show Hurricane Gavin making landfall as a Category 5 hurricane, ripping right through the center of the state and cutting a straight line up toward Georgia. By the time it reaches Winter Park, models have it weakening to a Category 3 storm, with winds well above a hundred miles an hour.

			All of this, and Tippy Schaeffer is still out for some kind of hot-girl walk, athleisure-clad and ponytail bouncing. As if a hurricane could slow down the resistance training regimes around here.

			She must see me as I pull onto our street, because she’s waving for me to stop. I’m tempted to ignore her and speed up, but then, she pretends like she’s going to step right in my path, laughing as she pantomimes.

			I’m hanging on by a thread, Tippy. Don’t threaten me with a good time.

			“Hi, honey!” she calls with a wave.

			“Hey, Tippy.” I try to find some enthusiasm as I roll my window down.

			If she notices that my mind is elsewhere, she doesn’t let on as she says, “I’m on my way to Ford’s. He and Shep bumped into each other at the club this morning, and they decided we should have a little hurricane party.”

			I frown. “A hurricane party?”

			“They figured we could all blow off a little steam after a day of storm prep.”

			“Sounds fun,” I mutter, not meaning it.

			But I’m not sure I’m welcome at Ford’s house after Ms. Dowling caught me breaking in.

			“So you’ll come?”

			I grip the wheel and make some kind of noncommittal gesture with my hand.

			Tippy must only see the answer she wants, because she’s already clapping and bouncing on her toes. “Yay! Hey, can I ride with you?” She doesn’t wait for me to agree before she rounds the hood of my car and climbs into the passenger seat. “This humidity is doing a number on my flyaways.”

			I force a smile, but inside I’m screaming.

			Am I a hurricane party hostage now?

			By the time I pull into my garage, she hasn’t stopped talking about her hair, and I’m wondering if it’s too late to fake a migraine. But she’s already out of the car, breezing toward my kitchen door like she owns the place.

			“Shep said everyone’s out back in the outdoor living room,” she calls, as if I’ve agreed to any of this.

			And just like that, I’m swept along with her, through my own house and onto my pool deck. The sky outside is a deep-bruise purple. Wind is tugging palm trees into a lean, and the air buzzes with that strange electric pressure that always comes before a storm breaks.

			From next door, I can tell that a party is already under way. The sound hits me first. Laughter and music carry through the humid air.

			And as we clear the hedges that lead to the McGinnis house, Ford’s backyard—dressed up for a party—comes into view. The pool deck is cleared of any furniture that could blow around in the storm, but beneath a pergola near the pool, string lights are straining against the wind, and a buffet of cocktails and finger foods is lined up as golf plays on a TV in the background.

			Nothing like drinks and canapés while the world is trying to blow itself apart.

			It’s a small crowd, limited to the people living within a few houses.

			Carol Parker is perched on a wicker sofa, clutching a glass of sauvignon blanc like she’s taking communion. Shep hovers nearby, booming with some story I’m sure he’ll never finish. Across the space, Polly darts between adults with a handful of tortilla chips, and Ford stands at the grill, spatula in hand, wearing what I believe to be the only kind of clothes he owns: khaki shorts and a polo shirt.

			A golfer is a golfer is a golfer. He probably sleeps in a Nike quarter-zip.

			Beau is standing near the grill, holding a bottled IPA and talking to Ford. If it weren’t for the looming murder charge, he’d look positively suburban.

			But we have never really fit in here. I used to think we were above the petty swipes and frivolous party invitations, but my smug attitude toward the meaningless politics of this place feels like a farce now. They stay worried about their Garden Club catering and designer wardrobes while I am trying to outrun secrets and accusations that could end my life as I know it. Their social politics—and the ability to worry about such small details—are the highest form of privilege.

			Shame on me for misunderstanding that simple fact.

			As I step onto the deck, all I can think is how lucky I would be if my only concern was the country club events calendar right now.

			Beau looks up, and his jaw twitches at the sight of me.

			“Hey,” he says first as I reach the pergola.

			“Hey,” I answer, my voice flat.

			Carol and Shep offer a chorus of polite welcomes, and a breeze comes off the lake, sweeping up the lawn and tugging the loose strands of my hair away from my face.

			“Este.” Ford turns, that headline-grabbing smile on full display. “I’m glad you made it.”

			And I’m glad I’m allowed on your property after I was caught breaking into your garage.

			Carol must be likewise stunned there isn’t a court order keeping me off Ford’s lawn, because she clears her throat at a volume that rises above the hushed commentary of the Golf Channel.

			Glancing between Carol and Ford, though, it appears no one has told him about my misbegotten recon mission.

			Surely Ms. Dowling has had the chance. Through the kitchen window, I can see her at the sink, posture straight as a ruler, still very much employed. She doesn’t look up, but the sight of her makes me feel uneasy. She could have told him. She should have told him.

			Yet here Ford is, smiling at me like no one has ever caught me red-handed pawing through his sporting gear.

			Either Ms. Dowling has decided to keep my secret. Or, like Carol, she’s waiting for the perfect moment to use it.

			Beau reaches me, touching my arm to pull my attention away from Ms. Dowling in the window.

			“We should talk,” he says.

			“I don’t think here is—”

			But he’s not taking no for an answer. He puts a hand under my elbow and guides me a few steps away from the crowd, so we can whisper without being heard.

			I can see the urgency in his eyes. He can’t wait. Can’t stand there being conflict between us. “I want you to know I’m sorry. For all of it. Redwood. The security footage. I wanted you to be happy. I didn’t want anything to get in the way of that.”

			“You should have told me. About the Redwood hack. It wasn’t fair, leaving me in the dark like that.”

			His jaw flexes once, twice. “I know.”

			“But Marcus showed me the footage.”

			“Good.” He takes a step closer. “Then you know I couldn’t have killed her, because—”

			“What did you fight about?” I stop him. “You and Gemma?”

			Beau’s shoulders sag, like the question itself is too heavy. “She had a lot of money tied up in Redwood stock. When the company went under, she lost her savings.”

			A piece of the puzzle clicks into place. “And she blamed you? Because of the hack?”

			Gemma and her recreational stock habits all came crashing down because she followed the wrong tip.

			Does Simon know that? Were Simon and Gemma working together?

			Beau says solemnly, “I told her I was sorry. I offered her some money to get her back on her feet, but she wanted me to admit I had done it.”

			The wind pushes hard on the trees down by the docks, their treetops bowing with the gust. And I wonder how much pressure they’ll submit to before they collapse.

			“But I didn’t hack Redwood,” he says.

			“That’s not the same thing as not being behind it.”

			His eyes lift to mine, steady but shadowed. “No, it’s not.”

			The words sink in my stomach until I think they’ve reached my toes, and it feels like I’m standing in quicksand. “What does that mean, Beau?”

			There’s a commotion by the doors that lead from the living room out to the pool—someone’s just arrived.

			From behind me, Polly shrieks, “He’s here!”

			She’s racing from the pergola to the door as the color drains from my face.

			Conversations falter and my breath catches at the top of my throat as we all watch him step outside.

			Polly beams, and Simon Avery crouches to meet her, folding her into a hug.

			She’s buzzing, practically dancing in place, and then, as if someone might have missed the way the earth shook a little and a hellmouth opened up beneath us, she shouts, “Dad, Uncle Simon’s here!”

		

	
		
			Chapter 30

			
			Simon Avery is Polly McGinnis’s Uncle Simon?

			My blood goes cold.

			This isn’t worlds colliding. It’s the big bang. The extinction of dinosaurs and nuclear fallout rolled into one. A blast so potent, the poison could linger in the air for years to come.

			Looking to Ford, then Simon, then Polly, I try to force my mind to time-hop. To mentally conjure Simon’s Rolodex circa six years ago. His roster was so star-studded any publicist would have traded their firstborn for it. If Ford McGinnis was in there, the name wouldn’t have stood out. He’d be yet another legendary phenom in a long list of the pro athletes, power brokers, and celebrities Simon liked to keep in his orbit.

			But here he is, bending down to greet Polly in an exchange that is so wholesome, I half expect him to pull a quarter from behind her ear.

			Too bad he’s here to destroy my husband.

			Questions flood my thoughts, like a mushroom cloud in my mind detonating far and wide.

			Did Ford lose money in the Redwood meltdown like Gemma? Is he in on whatever Simon’s scheming? Is anyone else here an accomplice to the Redwood revenge plot?

			I scan the crowd for signs of recognition in their eyes. But Carol, Tippy, and Shep seem blissfully unaware.

			My mouth is still slack when Beau hisses, “What the hell is he doing here?”

			I can’t find the words to answer him, my gaze jumping between the two of them for a moment. Beau notices what I don’t say.

			“You knew?” His jaw tightens. “You knew he was in town?”

			“I—”

			“Este, you should have told me. He’s been after me for years, pummeling my lawyers with everything he can think of about the Redwood hack. But he doesn’t have any proof. He never gets any traction.”

			The knot in my stomach pulls tighter. “You’ve never told me that. How the fuck can I help you when I keep learning new stuff like this?”

			“I knew how much you cared about it.” His features harden. “Redwood, I mean.”

			I can’t tell if this is a cheap shot or a confession. Did Beau ever feel threatened by my relationship with Simon? Does he still?

			“Is there anything else, Beau?” I ask, watching the crowd rise to make their introductions. “Because now would be a really good time to tell me.”

			“That’s all of it.” He exhales, and with steely eyes, he returns, “What about you?”

			Our standoff is short-lived, though. Simon peels himself away from Polly and straightens to his full height, smoothing his designer shirt like he didn’t just crash-land in my neighbor’s yard. As Polly turns to run inside, Simon moves toward us with the ease of someone who’s always belonged everywhere, even here, even now.

			“Este, Beau,” Ford calls, waving for us to rejoin the group. “Come meet Simon.”

			“Let’s just try to get out of this night alive,” Beau mutters as we cross the lawn.

			But that hope feels laughable. Simon Avery, the man who taught me to always be running more than one play at a time, is standing a few dozen yards from the hedgerows where I smuggle Polly snacks—a few dozen yards from my home. And he’s two moves ahead like always.

			Is he here to ambush Beau? About the hack? About Gemma?

			“Simon Avery,” Simon announces. As we reach the pergola, he’s offering Carol a charming nod and a handshake.

			She finds her most poised party guest voice and asks, “How do you know Ford, Simon?”

			Yes. Do tell, Lucifer. How did you make it to this side of Earth?

			“We lived on the same floor at St. Paul’s,” Ford says as he approaches, clapping his hand to Simon’s back.

			“Ford left after the first year, though,” Simon continues as if they’ve both told this story many times before. “Recruited down to a golf program here in Florida. But we stayed in touch. I’m not really Polly’s uncle. But she bestowed the nickname a few years ago, and it stuck.”

			Jesus Christ.

			The world is small, and the world of the one percent is smaller. But Ford’s brief stint at Simon’s alma mater explains why I never connected them, despite the years I spent ordering Cuban cigars for his class reunions when I worked for Simon. If they socialized, it didn’t happen anywhere near my airspace.

			Simon wasn’t wrong about me keeping him at arm’s length. I stowed my professional life and our relationship in airtight compartments. At the time, I convinced myself that detachment was its own kind of power.

			A decision that’s still costing me, apparently.

			Every ugly truth I thought I’d buried is clawing its way back into my life.

			I touch my fingers to the bridge of my nose to keep from seeing double. My nervous system keeps sending up flares to run, but his wolfish grin tells me Simon’s trap has already sprung. And whatever play he’s running tonight, it’s already in motion.

			Tippy and Shep offer brief hellos before Simon turns back to me. “Este, it’s good to see you again.”

			“Oh!” Carol nearly fumbles her chardonnay. “You two know each other?”

			Do any of us really know anyone?

			She perks up, eyes narrowing with interest, practically vibrating at the prospect of new gossip. Tippy’s head tilts, confusion knitting her brow. She’s not sure what it means, but she knows she’s missed something juicy.

			Beau’s knuckles whiten around his beer bottle. But I can’t tell if he’s angrier with me or Simon at the moment.

			“Este might know me better than anyone.” Simon chuckles affably. “She was my right hand for years.”

			“ ‘Better than anyone’ is a euphemism.” I grin, feeling myself take a sharp left turn out of my right mind. “I was Simon’s chief of staff while we slept together in secret, and then he fired me.”

			Carol gasps so loudly I think she might swallow her own tongue.

			“Apologies for being so forward in polite company, Carol,” I add, my tone frosty—conveying that not only am I not sorry but I’m far from finished antagonizing our new guest. “Whatever this is, Simon, maybe we should cut to the chase.”

			“Este.” Beau puts a hand on my arm, trying to steady me.

			Uncomfortable laughter ripples through the pergola.

			A few glances dart between Beau’s tense expression and Simon’s too-perfect grin. Shep shifts his weight like he’d rather be anywhere else, while Ford looks puzzled. Simon’s smile doesn’t falter, but the muscle jumping in his cheek gives him away.

			I force a smile that feels like it’s stapled to my face, while my heart pounds against my ribs.

			I’ve stolen some of his momentum, going off script and outing the one detail he’d expect me to be discreet about.

			Size up your opponent’s weakness, and then exploit it to create imbalance in the negotiation.

			That’s what he taught me. It feels good to turn his war games against him.

			Tippy lets out a bark of laughter. “I love her!” she shouts. “Didn’t I tell you we were cut from the same cloth?” She looks over to Shep as she points at me. “It’s like, we don’t give a fuck what anyone else thinks. ’Cause life’s too short.”

			“She always has been a wild card. That’s for sure,” Simon says. There’s a lift of his eyebrows that only I recognize as irritation as he turns to Beau.

			“So many Californians coming to Florida.” Carol simpers over the rim of her wineglass. “It’s like Beatlemania. Wasn’t Gemma Klein from California, too?”

			Carol is best known for her love of gossip, but something about the question feels sinister. Especially for Carol, who’s always working so hard to be the arbiter of decorum and manners.

			“Maybe you should move to California, Shep?” Tippy mumbles into her glass of wine.

			And I wonder how the countdown to their prenup standoff is coming.

			Shouldn’t be long now.

			But before anyone can take the bait, Simon smiles and responds to Carol, “I’m only visiting. I had some business in Miami, but when the storm altered my plans, I decided to spend a few days checking in on old friends.”

			He says “old friends” like the phrase is laced with strychnine—a threat that’s hard to place but clearly toxic.

			“We’re not friends,” I say without inflection.

			Return to sender.

			“She was from California,” Tippy mutters. “Gemma. Este knew her.”

			“Beau, too,” Simon adds, not missing the chance to cast suspicion in Beau’s direction.

			“She hated you,” Beau answers bitterly. “Said you were never going to leave her alone.”

			Carol’s ears perk, the way a dog catches the word “walk.” Tippy tilts her head like she’s missed the joke. While Shep and Ford look like they’re daydreaming about being on the golf course.

			Simon was never going to leave Gemma alone. What the hell did Beau mean by that?

			Simon keeps his expression fixed, but I catch the cunning flicker in his eyes. “Gemma had a flair for the dramatic,” he says. “Always convinced everyone was out to get her. Maybe she wasn’t entirely wrong. Right, Beau?”

			“What the fuck does that mean?” Beau says, stepping toward Simon.

			“Did Gemma finally unravel all your lies?” Simon taunts. “She figured out what you’re capable of—hacking Redwood, lying to Este—so you murdered her to shut her up?”

			“I didn’t kill Gemma,” Beau snaps back, and I feel him move toward Simon. Before he takes a step, though, I reach out a hand to keep him from lunging.

			“Don’t,” I plead in a voice only Beau can hear.

			“Gemma said you were obsessed with the Redwood hack,” Beau says, taking a sip of his beer to steady his voice. “But I didn’t realize it had driven you to delusion.”

			My pulse stutters at the antagonism in Beau’s tone. I have to get him out of here before there’s a fistfight and Winter Park has one more reason to believe he’s a violent killer.

			“I’m not delusional, Beau.” Simon’s tone is so light, Shep chuckles. “But when someone guts your company with a massive security breach and runs off with your chief of staff, you tend to take notice.”

			“You fired me on a note card,” I sneer, unable to hold back.

			And now both of the Walkers are coming unglued.

			“A gross misjudgment on my part.” Simon touches his heart, playing at gentlemanly. “One for which I apologized when we met at my hotel.”

			Beau’s nostrils flare at the mention of this.

			“It doesn’t change the fact that—” I start. But I stop myself, realizing I’m falling into another one of his well-laid deceptions.

			Judging from the careful smiles plastered on everyone’s faces, they’re missing it, too. They’re all looking at me like I’m being unreasonable. Like I should really hear Simon out. Not Beau, though. His eyes darken, like I’ve wounded him.

			“What do you know about why Gemma was in Winter Park, Simon?” I press.

			Simon was after Gemma. For what? Details about Beau and me?

			“You sent her here,” I accuse, hardly believing the words as I’m saying them.

			Gemma was also a notorious gossip, literally profiting off her patrons. Why would she come here for Simon? She was my friend.

			But there was a time when I trusted Simon, too.

			“You give me too much credit.” Simon chuckles. “Gemma never did need an invitation to insert herself.”

			My palms are clammy as the heat rises in my cheeks. Shirking accountability is an area Simon always did excel in. He slides out from under the weight of an accusation like it was never meant for him. And worse, he makes the accuser sound unhinged for voicing a complaint.

			I can feel the eyes under the pergola flick to me, then away again, like maybe I’m the problem. Like I’ve pushed things too far.

			All these years of lazy summer days have dulled my instincts.

			White-hot rage moves through me in an instant. I’m one breath away from settling this the old-fashioned way—charging at him with my fists flying—but Beau’s already got a hand on my waist, and he’s hauling me toward our yard.

			“We’re leaving,” he says firmly.

			“Beau—” I start, vibrating with fury.

			“I know,” he says. “But not like this.”

			That’s when Polly barrels out the back door, a cookie platter gripped in both hands.

			“Uncle Simon, I made cookies.” She looks at me, enthusiasm lighting her eyes. “He’s staying with us tonight, because his hotel is full.”

			“Lucky you,” I say, relaxing my posture so she doesn’t suspect there’s an argument under way. She shouldn’t have to hear that her “uncle” is a narcissistic megalomaniac until she’s at least a teenager. So I smile, but it doesn’t reach my eyes. Beau’s grip on my waist has barely loosened. He’s poised to pull me out of here at a moment’s notice.

			Simon takes a cookie, winking at Polly. “Apparently platinum status doesn’t mean much when the whole coast is fleeing inland.”

			“Este and I are headed home,” Beau says, pulling at my waist again.

			Before anyone can say good night, though, Detective Travis Ardell cuts across the lawn, as rain begins to spit down. He’s waving us in with the practiced impatience of a lifeguard finishing his shift.

			“The storm’s moving fast,” he calls, swinging his arms as he lopes across the yard. “You all need to be inside, hunkered down. Now. Once the winds pick up, it’s going to slow down our ability to safely reach residents in need.”

			Chairs scrape, Shep clears his throat, and Tippy and Carol look relieved to finally have something to do with their hands after the Beau–Este–Simon standoff. The three of us stay rooted while everyone else hurries to gather the dishes outside, shuttling them through the hurricane-impact doors of Ford’s house. Ms. Dowling comes out to help, squinting as the rain lands on her face and hair. The homes here are built to withstand weather like this, but as the crowd disperses, every one of them glances skyward, wary of the storm bands closing in.

			We break apart toward our respective homes like schoolchildren filing inside after recess. Beau leads the way back to our house, but I watch Simon, unwilling to turn my back on him before he’s a safe distance away, closed inside Ford’s living room. Even then, it feels irresponsible to take my eyes off him.

			“Este,” Beau calls from the pool deck. “Come on!”

			Over the lake a crack of lightning splits through the sky as thunder rumbles, and I know we’re out of time to find out what Simon’s doing in Winter Park.

			The storm is here.

		

	
		
			Chapter 31

			
			“Simon killed Gemma,” I say to Beau once we’re back inside the quiet of our house. I’m pacing, circling the doors that lead out to the pool deck. “We have to go tell Ardell. Someone has to arrest him.”

			Beau snaps the lock on the sliding doors. “No one’s going to do anything in the middle of a hurricane. We have to be strategic.”

			I almost stomp my foot, the frustration fizzing out of me faster than I can regulate. “Beau, Simon’s not waiting. He told me at the Ritz that he has—”

			Beau’s head whips toward me. “I want to talk about how you ended up at his hotel.”

			The look on his face cuts me to the quick. He thinks I betrayed him. After all these years, he still can’t understand why I’d show Simon an ounce of loyalty.

			Outside, the storm picks up. Rain falls in a gauzy curtain, blurring the view outside.

			“He’s been texting me, saying we need to talk.”

			“Texting you? You went?” Beau looks torn between which betrayal hurts more—the Simon texts that went unmentioned or our meeting at a hotel—but the pain is etched in the frown lines of his face.

			“It wasn’t like that. He’s going to frame you for this murder, Beau,” I say, waving my hands like the walls of our own house could close in on us both at any minute. “He can’t pin this hack thing on you, so he’s going to take you down some other way.”

			“Why would Simon kill Gemma?”

			“Why else would Simon be in Winter Park?”

			“I told you, for years he’s been looking for proof that I was behind the Redwood hack. I don’t think he can let go of the fact that he lost—not just the company, but you.”

			Of course. Redwood wasn’t the only thing Simon lost. He lost me.

			God forbid Simon Avery ever be deprived of a possession.

			Maybe it should feel satisfying, to hear that Simon might regret having let go of me so easily. But the suggestion only serves as fuel for the dread coursing through me. Simon doesn’t like to lose.

			“If that’s true, he’s never going to let this go. What if he finds proof?” I voice the fear caught in my ribs.

			“He can’t.” Beau shakes his head, his voice dropping into something warm. “He never will.”

			“How can you be certain?”

			He rubs at his jaw, looking me over as if appraising what else he can do to absolve himself. “Because I didn’t hack Redwood. And I didn’t plan the Redwood data breach. But I let it happen. That’s why Simon’s never been able to find anything.”

			“What does that mean, Beau?”

			“The day of the Redwood meeting, the Wi-Fi password to the guest network…” He takes a long breath, the anguish behind his eyes making it clear that this is the one piece of the story he wishes wasn’t true. Not the hack. Maybe not even the part where I find out about his role in the hack. But the part where I learn about my role in it. The part where I handed him a scrap of paper and made it possible for him to walk straight into the Redwood network like it was his living room and start spotting weaknesses.

			“Wait.” I put a hand up between us as the air leaves my lungs. “The password I gave you?”

			“You didn’t do anything wrong. But Redwood’s security was—‘negligent’ is the first word that comes to mind. I mean, you saw the lawsuits.”

			I had. Most of the Redwood team had moved on in their careers. Even James had started his own agency. But not Simon’s chief technology officer or his head of network security. They had both been unemployable since the class-action lawsuit showed they had left critical loopholes open in their system.

			But they weren’t the ones who scheduled the meeting between Beau and Simon.

			“That’s why I never told you,” he says. “After that meeting, I didn’t make it a secret, telling mentors and friends how vulnerable the system was. What he was building. I didn’t plan the breach, Este. But I wanted it to happen.”

			All those days I spent obsessing over Reddit threads and court filings, trying to understand the final blow that brought Redwood down, I was living at ground zero. After I handed him the keys to the front door, Beau started a whisper campaign that Redwood was primed for a security attack, and Simon was building something that would end privacy as we knew it.

			It had only been a matter of time before some vigilante hacker snaked through the crack in Titan’s foundation.

			“Now, can we talk about why you were meeting your ex-boyfriend at the Ritz-Carlton?”

			I brush past him, heading toward our bedroom. “I need a second.”

			But he follows me. The house groans as the storm presses in, rain drumming the roof above our heads.

			I’m at my sink in the bathroom, thinking I should wash my face, when my eyes catch on my closet. There are suitcases. Passports.

			Could I reinvent myself again?

			Running would be the cleanest option. Everything is either collapsing or tearing apart.

			But I can choose to stay. Maybe the bravest thing I can do is hold on to what’s left of the life I want.

			The Buffalo Nickel on Beau’s wrist catches the light. The silver disc is rubbed smooth in places, burnished by years of being handled, and then wrapped around Beau’s wrist. I tried to explain it to Nora once, but even she seemed to misunderstand the meaning.

			“Why that coin, though?” she had asked, like something as ordinary as pocket change couldn’t hold so much weight.

			It’s a language only Beau and I speak.

			Now, we don’t understand each other at all.

			I turn toward him, leaning my hip on the side of the sink with tears threatening in my eyes.

			He moves closer. “Can you forgive my secret? Let me make it up to you?”

			“How can you make up for a secret like that, Beau?” I can’t tell if I’m asking in earnest or begging him to reverse what he’s done.

			Tears blur my vision as he stands in front of me, waiting like an offering, like a promise.

			“Look, we’re both exhausted. Let’s get some rest,” he whispers. “I’ll sleep in the guest bedroom tonight, and we can talk in the morning. The house is ready.”

			He’s talking about the hurricane. That storm, we’re ready for. The hurricane windows are sealed, the generator is prepped, and the fridge is packed like we’re hunkering down for the end times.

			Eagle Scouts never die.

			He’s halfway down the hall when a gust of wind slams sideways against the side of the lake. Our boat is in storage, but some of our smaller vessels are secured to the boathouse. From the windows in the hallway, we watch as the gale knocks a kayak loose down by our dock, and the shell bounces up the yard with a hollow, thudding sound.

			“Damn it.” Beau heaves a sigh from the other room, and then, shoulders tensing, he looks toward the dock. “I have to go tie that down before it blows through a window somewhere.”

			“You’re not going out there,” I snap. “You’ll get struck by lightning.”

			But he’s already headed toward the front of the house.

			I can’t explain the panic that rises in my throat as he goes. Something inside me is screaming about wool socks and razors’ edges.

			Am I worried I’ll lose him? Or worried he’s already gone?

			I stare out the window, waiting for him to materialize in our yard. Within seconds, he’s soaked and swearing, dragging the kayak into place and fastening it to the boathouse again.

			I hold my breath the entire time. Only when I hear the lock by the pool doors click behind him does the knot in my chest ease.

			Beau comes back into the bedroom, dripping, hair plastered to his forehead.

			“You’re insane,” I mutter, relief and fury tangled together.

			“Kayak’s tied down,” he says, water pooling at his feet.

			“Thanks,” I say, and it’s polite but remote.

			He smells like rainwater and churned earth, and he tells me he’s going to shower off and go to bed. But he doesn’t shower in our room. Instead, he walks down the hall and closes himself behind the guest bedroom door.

			When I hear the hiss of the shower, I climb into bed.

			He’s safe. For tonight, at least. But I don’t know what we’ll do—or who we’ll be—come morning.

		

	
		
			Chapter 32

			The Morning It Happened

			The storm passes over our house in fragments, or at least that’s what it feels like. There are moments when it seems almost ludicrous that I’m trying to sleep.

			Beau and I stay in separate bedrooms, the weight of the revelations of Simon, my visit to his hotel, and the security hack wedged between us.

			All through the night, I’m stirred by loud thuds, only to be pulled back into an uneasy sleep. At one point, I hear the hollow crack of wood giving way as the wind pulls a branch loose. Then an eerie hush falls over our bedroom again. The sounds of heaving winds and deluging rainfall invade every dream.

			By early morning, the sound of scratching pulls me out of my sleep. It starts as a subtle dragging noise that rapidly becomes persistent and impossible to ignore—scritch, scritch, scritch. I look at my phone. It’s almost 6:00 a.m. According to the weather app, the eye of the hurricane is north of us now, the outer bands passed over Winter Park a few hours ago. The forecast calls for rain on and off all morning. The windows that usually usher in bright morning sunlight are filled with a wall of dark gray clouds and rain. Sunrise is about an hour away.

			Scritch, scritch, scritch.

			“What is that sound?” I say, reaching for Beau, but his side of the bed is cold. I sit up, remembering that he’s not here.

			In the thick silence, I can hear the low hum of our generator, meaning our appliances and air-conditioning are running but little else. Our renovation was plagued by supply chain delays, including one that had us ditching plans to rewire our electrical panel for storms like this.

			Fuck.

			I’m out of bed and looking around, remembering Simon and the night before. A fully functioning electrical panel seems like the least of our troubles right now.

			A closer inspection of our bedside window reveals the source of the scritching sound: a wayward branch from the oak tree near our bedroom. The wind had wrenched it loose from its perch, but instead of crashing to the ground, it had become tangled among the other branches. Suspended in an awkward embrace, it swayed and scraped against the glass, its jagged edges dragging on the windowpane. Beyond the tree, the lake’s water level is high, and the storm has left tree limbs and palms strewn across the backyard. But in the predawn light, it’s hard to make out every detail.

			I pull on a pair of Lululemon shorts and pad barefoot out of the bedroom, toward the guest bedroom.

			But he’s not there.

			Maybe he went to watch the storm.

			Beau loves the science of weather systems. He probably fell asleep on the couch.

			The sofa cushions look mashed, like maybe he did sleep there, but as I look out to the pool deck, my view of the wreckage gets a little sharper. Heaps of downed branches and a ticker-tape parade of leaves appear to be the worst of it. The usually blue water of the pool is clouded with dirt and scattered tree limbs.

			But tangled in the gnarled mess of the violence the storm rained down, there’s something at the surface of the pool that doesn’t look as wild or natural as the rest of what’s gathered in the water.

			Is that a shoe?

			I go to the doors that overlook the deck.

			Jesus. Is that a person?

			It looks like someone is facedown in the pool.

			But that’s not right.

			I open the pool door to get closer, panic rising like bile in my throat. The water is clouded and dark, tinged with a baleful shade of red. The Buffalo Nickel chain is broken and splayed on the deck.

			Is that Beau? Is Beau dead in our pool?

			My body goes into a shaking kind of shock, and I’m trying to get my feet to move when a voice screams from the side of the deck, “Stay inside!”

			I jump. “Fuck!”

			Beau is waving his hands for me to freeze.

			Thank Christ, he’s alive.

			“Este, get back inside. I’ve got this.”

			“Got what?” I look between him and the body. And it is a body. “Who is that? What the fuck is happening? Is that blood?”

			We turn back to the red in the pool. Both of us are silenced by the shock. It’s smothering, and for a second, I don’t know if I’m breathing.

			“I’m calling the police.” I pull out my phone.

			“Just wait,” Beau cautions. “We have to figure out what we’re going to say.”

			“What we’re going to say? There’s a goddamn body in our swimming pool, Beau. That’s what we’re going to say. I’m done moonlighting as a detective. This is…fuck. This is so fucked.”

			I punch 911 into my phone and hit call. As it rings, I lock eyes with Beau, an ocean between us. The frenetic pace of my racing heart is the only sound I can hear.

			What has he done?

			The thud of my heartbeat roars so loud, I can barely hear the ringtone of the call.

			I begin to rehearse. My name is Este Walker. I live on Isle of Sicily Road…

			“911,” the operator answers. “What’s your emergency?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 33

			
			After I tell her there’s a body in my pool, the 911 operator offers to stay on the phone, but something about the way Beau is looking at me tells me to decline. She says the police will be there soon, and I hang up. Then, several minutes pass while I’m clutching the phone to my ear and staring straight ahead.

			It’s shock. I’m in shock.

			I remember the sensation from the morning Delia came to tell me my parents had died. The feeling of being hollowed out. The way my whole body shivered. The way time suddenly made no sense at all.

			But I need to snap out of it, because there’s a dead body in my pool and my husband might be the reason why.

			Beau crosses the deck to reach me, but as he makes it to my side, I put up a hand to stop him from coming any closer. The expression on his face tightens, as though I’ve already delivered some kind of unspoken verdict.

			“Stop,” I say. “I need a second to think. Or stop shaking. Or throw up—or fucking something. I just need a second.”

			A thousand impulses flood my body. I want to rush to Beau’s side. I want to know who it is. I want to run away and never come back.

			The space between us seems to stretch as Beau’s eyes flicker to the hand I’ve raised to keep him at bay and then back to my face.

			“Este,” he pleads.

			But I don’t answer right away, and for a moment, the weight of the silence presses down on us both. My gaze drifts back to the body in the pool.

			“What the fuck?” I rasp. “What the fuck happened?”

			Anger—blazing and unwelcome—coils around me. I’m not mad at him. At least, I don’t think I am. But I certainly don’t want to be here—don’t want any of this to be happening.

			I drop my hand in defeat, but Beau stays where he is.

			“Este,” he starts again. He’s focused now. “We have about two minutes before the police get here, and we need to talk. And you need to know I didn’t do this.”

			“Do what? Beau, what happened?” I look him over again, taking in the smear of dirt on his shorts and the black eye blooming above his cheek. His shirt is wet, too, and there’s a thin layer of maroon on his hands all the way up to his elbows. “What happened to your eye? Why are you wet?”

			“It was raining. I fell asleep on the couch, and I thought I heard something. When I came outside, it was windy and pouring, and the body was already in the pool.” His eyes are wild, pupils dilated. I’ve never seen him like this. “I tried to get him out. But there was—there’s blood, Este. I couldn’t—the eye is—more complicated. It’s—”

			Him?

			He’s in shock, too. His hands tremble a little as he gestures.

			“Who is it?” I ask, looking back at the pool. The water is murky, and the predawn light is muted. “Do you know?”

			Tears well in his eyes. He wipes at his face, and his hands are covered in dirt.

			Jesus. This isn’t bad. Bad would be such a treat compared to this. This is fucking doomsday.

			There’s a commotion coming from the front of the house. We turn to see two police officers stalking through the side yard, looking alert with guns drawn.

			I turn back to the figure in the pool. The sun is starting to rise, warming the air a little and casting fresh light, and I see what look like designer slacks—stained with blood—on the body floating on the surface of the water. My hands fly to my mouth to muffle a scream, and my eyes dart back and forth from the pool to Beau in rapid succession now. “Is that Simon?”

			“Este,” Beau says in desperation.

			Did Beau kill Simon? Because I told him Simon was going to frame him for Gemma’s murder? Because Simon was never going to let the Redwood hack go?

			“Oh my God,” I whisper, pain and panic squeezing my throat.

			“It’s not how it looks,” Beau insists. “I came outside, and he was here. I didn’t do this.”

			Didn’t he? Didn’t he light the match that burned Simon’s company down? Didn’t he hide it all from me for years? Didn’t Gemma tell him Simon would never let this die?

			“What happened to your eye?” I ask, and my voice sounds dazed.

			“I tried to pull him out, but the body’s too heavy—waterlogged or something. His elbow hit my eye, I fell back and—” As if he’s remembering something, Beau crosses to the Buffalo Nickel on the ground. “This fell off.”

			The officers draw closer, and I look back at Beau, noticing the beads of sweat in the corners of his eyes and on his forehead. Near that crinkle of his eye that I’ve always loved.

			Fuck. What has he done?

			“Here,” he says, voice cracking as he presses the Buffalo Nickel into my palm. “Hold on to this for me.”

			“What?” My gaze drops to the coin and then lifts back to him. “You say it like you’re going to war or something, Beau. What happened to ‘We’ll figure this out’?”

			“Look at me, Este.” He uses his hands to make a show of how spectacularly suspicious he looks right now. “They’re going to arrest me. And they might lie to you to get you to say something that will help them.”

			Would they be lying?

			“Keep the coin for me,” he implores, his face taut with worry.

			My mind jumps to the Buffalo Nickel Clause. When I told him about Simon, the coin absolved me. He gave me acceptance. And he’s never asked for anything in return. But now, he’s calling it in.

			“Did you do this?” I plead with him, already fearing I know the answer. “If they’re arresting you, don’t you think—”

			“No,” he promises again. “I didn’t kill Simon.”

			But it’s not the same as not being behind it.

			The way he skirted the truth of the hack when I confronted him flies up like a roadblock.

			I don’t know if I can believe him.

			And if I tell him that? It will mean the end of us. Maybe not today or next week. But no matter how long the timeline, we’d always be able to trace the collapse of us back to this moment. This hairline crack of doubt, slowly widening until everything gives out.

			I look at him—studying carefully. And I see the man I fell in love with in the laugh lines by his mouth, formed with countless smiles and inside jokes. He’s always let me be exactly who I am. Even now, he’s not begging or pushing or cajoling. He’s waiting for me to decide.

			But I see the cracks, too. The dirt on his clothes. The blood on his arms. The panic in his voice. The ghost of a bruise starting to form on his face.

			Did he do something he can’t undo?

			Something irrevocable must have happened. Because Simon Avery is floating facedown in the pool we sip cocktails in on Sundays.

			Everything’s been unraveling since Gemma died. And I don’t know why.

			I don’t know what Beau’s done. I know what I’m going to do, though.

			“A Buffalo Nickel Clause,” I say in a faint whisper. “I’ll take care of it.”

			And I’m not just talking about the chain.

			The officers who arrived first separate Beau and me to get our statements, ushering me to our living room and Beau to the dining room.

			Within minutes our backyard is crawling with uniformed officers, and as the sun continues to rise, the higher-ups in the Orange County Homicide Squad have been dispatched to the scene.

			Most of the police activity stays central to Simon and the swimming pool.

			Detective Ardell arrived around the same time as the homicide squad. His neighborly demeanor dissolved quickly as he took in the scene. He explained that the investigation is contained to the pool area as if that should be comforting. As if my life isn’t falling apart right in front of me.

			“The officers can only search in the house if there’s reason to believe a crime occurred inside, which would require a warrant,” he added, glancing in Beau’s direction in the dining room. That was hours ago, and Beau and I are still separated. No one is talking to us, but I listen for sound bites and stray conversations. I heard one of the officers say that it looked like Simon’s neck was broken.

			No one says murder. But everyone knows what this is. The blood in my pool. The stains on Beau’s shirt. The stern expressions on the officers’ faces. Everything about this scene is damning.

			I want to tell them about the Redwood hack, and Simon harassing me. I want to tell them I think Simon killed Gemma.

			But then who killed Simon?

			Bringing any of it up just piles more motive on Beau and me. So I shut up, speaking only when spoken to.

			Never my strong suit. But worth it for the right cause.

			A cop with salt-and-pepper hair and a name tag that reads Powell bombards me with questions. What time did I go to bed? What time did I wake up? When was the last time I saw Simon? And Beau?

			With the Buffalo Nickel tucked into the inside pocket of my shorts, I tell him everything I know about what happened overnight, which isn’t much. Our security cameras went out with the power, and any surveillance of what happened during the storm is lost.

			Turns out, I was wrong about the generator not being a real problem today.

			I wonder what Beau is saying. He’s sitting a stone’s throw away in the dining room, waving his hands with conviction about something I can’t hear. I wonder if it’s good or bad that Ardell is the one to question Beau. They’ve always seemed to get along, and Ardell shows favor to the people he likes. Still—maybe because of his willingness to show bias—I don’t trust him.

			From the couch, I watch the forensics team cordon off our yard with police tape, preparing to pull Simon’s body from the pool. My stomach turns as Officer Powell’s radio crackles with the news that the coroner’s arrived.

			With the doors to the pool deck shut, most of what’s going on outside is muffled. But I watch the steady hum of movement as early afternoon arrives. They pull a privacy screen across the deck, blocking our view as they lift Simon from the water.

			Simon.

			I knew that chest. That man. I knew him so well, I could predict what he wanted for lunch based on the way he lifted his eyebrows. He was terrible and complicated and someone.

			I wanted him to leave us alone, but not like this.

			I can’t see much—only the shadowy outlines of people moving behind the screen.

			But the moment they turn his body over, I feel it. The static in the air shifts. The air inside the house sharpens. The officers become more tense, more focused.

			“What’s that? What happened?” I ask Powell, sitting up straight to get a better view.

			Someone says something about “blunt force trauma” at the same time I see an officer checking a cabinet in the outdoor kitchen and calling his colleagues over.

			Ardell must notice the shift by the pool, because he leaves Beau, telling him to stay put as he steps outside.

			Powell follows my gaze, and we watch as a gloved officer pulls a canvas bag out of the outdoor kitchen.

			Shit. The tote bag.

			I never moved it. My stomach lurches as the wine bottle, the Interlachen cups, and Gemma’s bra are laid out on a table.

			And now a gloved officer is handling the items with careful fingers, like they’re artifacts from some lost world.

			I try to tell myself it’s fine. Those things could belong to Beau and me. But I know everything in that bag has at least Gemma’s and my prints.

			Shit. Shit. Shit.

			An officer steps through the pool door, holding up the bra. “Is this yours?”

			I want to say yes, but it wouldn’t help to lie. Gemma’s fingerprints and DNA are on it.

			So I shake my head in resignation. “I found it—” I start to tell the truth, like it might help. But I realize it’s just as bad. I’ve been harboring evidence. “I think it’s Gemma Klein’s.”

			As he leaves, he and Powell exchange a nod. Then, Powell turns back to me, folding his arms at his chest like suddenly he’s a warden standing guard.

			“What the fuck is happening?” I curse under my breath.

			“I’m sorry,” I mouth to Beau as our eyes lock, and I hope he can tell it’s not about the swearing.

			Whatever Beau did or didn’t know, the police finding the evidence from the Hall House is on me. My hasty Hall House snatch and grab might be the final piece of evidence they need.

			The police have been icy to Beau since they arrived and saw the body and his black eye. But now, they have a thread to pull. And I’m the one who gave it to them.

			Ardell’s back inside. “Beau, I’m going to need you to come down to the station with me,” he says. And the tone of his voice makes it clear this isn’t an invitation.

			“Are you arresting him?” I take a step toward Beau, wishing I could grab his hand, so we could both run. When Ardell stiffens, I stand down.

			“I’ve got enough probable cause to arrest him for Simon’s murder. We’d like to ask a few more questions about Gemma Klein, too. If he’s willing to come down to the station quietly, we’ll skip the handcuffs.”

			“Beau—” I start, my voice trembling with a mix of fear and defiance.

			But Beau shakes his head, cutting me off with a quiet nod toward Ardell. “It’s okay, Este, I’ll call my lawyer when I get there.”

			The resignation in Beau’s eyes says there’s nothing else to be done. The threat we’ve been fending off for days has finally caught up to us.

			Beau stands, and for a moment, it feels like I’m seeing him off to war. Only the expression on Ardell’s face and his hand on his service weapon’s release tell me I can’t hug my husband. So we make eye contact in a wordless goodbye.

			“Thanks, Beau,” Ardell says. “Appreciate your cooperation.”

			The blood drains from my face as they step toward the door. Ardell moves out of the way so Beau can walk out first. I’m shaking as I watch them weave through the sea of police vehicles in the driveway, heading for Ardell’s cruiser. An excruciating few seconds later, Beau disappears inside.

		

	
		
			Chapter 34

			Hours After the Hurricane

			I want to chase after the cruiser that pulls away with Beau inside. I want to do something—anything—to get Beau out of the back of the car.

			Before Beau is even out of my driveway, Officer Powell hands me a search warrant. “This is to search the house, Mrs. Walker.”

			The warrant is all legalese, but one phrase jumps out: “items associated with the commission of a homicide.”

			They’re looking for a weapon. Something to explain the gash in Simon’s head. The blood in my pool.

			“You can’t be here while we conduct the search,” Powell says. “But we’ll let you pack a bag before you go.” Then he tips his head toward a fresh-faced cadet whose attempts at looking serious only make him look like a kid playing dress-up. “I’m going to have Officer Smith go with you to make sure you don’t disturb any evidence.”

			A warrant. I know how this part goes. I watched it happen to Nora last year.

			Only last time Beau wasn’t in handcuffs. So that’s new.

			“Mrs. Walker?” Officer Smith says, shifting his weight from one foot to the other like he’s not sure if I’m going to pack a bag or burst into tears.

			I get the impression tears would really freak him out, but I don’t care about packing a bag either. I’m about to tell him I don’t want anything in this house unless Beau is in it. But that’s when I remember I’m in my pajamas, and there’s only so much humiliation I can endure in one day.

			So I nod, and Smith follows me to my room, stopping just outside.

			“Are there any weapons or firearms in the house?” he asks.

			I shake my head, and then he waits while I pull on real clothes, throw a few overnight supplies in a duffel bag, and try not to feel like I’m packing for the apocalypse.

			I can’t be. After all, the apocalypse has already come.

			I’m zipping up the duffel when I remember Gemma’s jar of tees. Of all the things I’ve found, I know the least about this little gem. I could leave it here, and there’s a chance it will go unnoticed by the police. They already passed over it once in their search of Lemon & Fig.

			But I have to keep everything that could mean something to Gemma close to me.

			I grab it from my underwear drawer and stuff it into my purse—a giant bucket of a bag. Some bottomless trendy designer thing that seemed like a good idea—until it started taking me five minutes to locate a hair tie in the expanse of the interior.

			But it will help me hide the evidence I’m sneaking out of my house.

			I wrap a sweatshirt around the jar, hoping it won’t make any noise as I ferry it away. Smith follows me down the stairs and into the garage. Once the garage door yawns open, and he’s sure I’m leaving, he disappears back inside.

			Pulling out of the driveway, I see Tippy coming down the street on foot. She’s shielding her eyes from the early afternoon sun, wearing sunglasses, athletic shorts, and a tank top. I park on the street and get out of my car to meet her.

			“I was going for a walk around the neighborhood—thought I’d get a little exercise and a better look at the storm damage,” she says as she approaches. “What the hell happened here?”

			The storm caused some irreparable damage, Tippy.

			I follow her gaze back toward my house, now shrouded in a gloom I fear will linger long after the forecast has brought sunny days back to Winter Park.

			When I turn back to Tippy, I wonder how strong our alliance really is.

			If I tell her Simon’s dead, will she blast the news on a group chat to the whole town?

			As much as I want to keep my secrets close, I can’t prevent this from getting out. All I can do is control the story.

			“We don’t know for sure, but something happened to Simon last night.” I wait for Tippy to close the distance between us before I deliver the heavy news. “He’s dead.”

			Her hands fly to her heart. “My God,” she gasps, tugging off her sunglasses and perching them up on her head, like she needs to see me more clearly to understand. “Dead?”

			“Tippy—”

			Officer Powell opens my front door to glare at me.

			“Do you have power at your house?” I ask.

			“No, but I heard some of the stores on Park Avenue do.”

			I climb back into my car. “I’ve gotta go.”

			Before Muscle Milk and his buddies haul me out of here.

			I head straight for Lemon & Fig, not bothering to call Marcus and announce I’m inbound and Beau’s in jail.

			Some news is better delivered in person.

			The storm’s wreckage is everywhere—branches and leaves are strewn across the sidewalks and roads—but at least the streets are passable. Most of the windows of the homes and retail spaces are darkened without power. But pulling onto Park Avenue, I spot a lone light on in the back of Lemon & Fig.

			I’m pounding on the front door before I can remember parking.

			“Hey,” Marcus says, cracking the door open, his face pulled taut with concern. “What’s wrong?”

			“Beau’s in jail.” I rip the Band-Aid off quickly. “Simon Avery died in my pool last night and they think Beau did it. And I think it’s my fault. I am in hell. And I’m a selfish kind of person, because I don’t want to be in hell alone.”

			Marcus takes it all in with a kind of patience that endears him to me more. He doesn’t cause a scene or throw up his hands in shock. He nods.

			“Okay,” he says as he eases the door wider for me to come in.

			I brush past him into the dining room, lit by daylight and the lights in the back of the house.

			“Do you need a lawyer, Este?”

			“We’ve actually already had to cross that threshold, I’m afraid. When the security footage leaked.”

			“Right.” Marcus has the decency to look like he regrets not telling me the whole story about the footage before it leaked.

			“It’s fine,” I say. “But whatever happened between Beau and Simon, I think it has something to do with Gemma.”

			Then, my thoughts circle back to the surveillance video Marcus showed me yesterday.

			“Can I use your computer?” I ask. “You have power, right?”

			“Yeah…” He trails off, like he knows there’s nothing that’s going to slow me down. “In the back.”

			But I’m already on my way. “I need to see that security footage again.”

			Marcus cues up the footage from the night Gemma died, and I drop into his desk chair. I stare at the last frame—that moment when a shadow in the alcove reaches out to grab Gemma—for what feels like too long. Long enough for my eyes to burn from the blue-light exposure.

			I zoom and zoom until the white toe box of the shoe stops looking like a shoe at all.

			Marcus is standing over my shoulder as the pixelated shoe swims in and out of focus on the screen. But the memory stays maddeningly out of reach.

			“Este,” Marcus says. “The police have had this for two weeks. I don’t think—”

			“Do you recognize that shoe?”

			Marcus steps closer, eyes narrowed. “How do you even know that’s a shoe? It kind of looks like a paper cup. Like trash or something.”

			Now, we’re both leaning toward the screen as if we can fit inside the frame to look around the corner hidden from view.

			But he’s right. I’m reaching. The police have had ample time to dissect the video for leads.

			“Don’t you think it’s weird that Ardell isn’t stopping anyone from thinking it’s Beau when the video footage clearly proves it’s not?”

			Marcus clears his throat and looks away from the screen. “What?”

			“Why didn’t he say something about that surveillance leak? And why is it that the part most incriminating to Beau is the only part that leaked?”

			“I don’t think Ardell can comment on an ongoing investigation,” Marcus offers. “This is evidence. We’re not supposed to have it.”

			Right. Evidence.

			“But if Ardell is in charge of the evidence, he can make it look however he wants, right?”

			Marcus frowns. “I know Ardell gives off a bad-guy vibe. I think he’s a little socially awkward, and he’s been more reserved since his wife left him.”

			I snap a look in his direction. “He was married?”

			“Years ago.” Marcus squints like he’s trying to do the math. “His wife and I went to high school together. They’ve been separated for a long time. I think she moved to Wisconsin or something. He never talks about it, but I’m not sure they ever finalized the paperwork.”

			“I’m sorry, what?” I say, remembering the clipped smile Gemma threw his way when Ardell tried to speak to her at the Lemon & Fig party.

			“An uncontested divorce costs a couple thousand dollars. It sounded like they were arguing over how to pay for it. I stopped asking, honestly. It was complicated. He has his moments, though,” Marcus continues. “He’s been looking after the Hall House for Nora since she bought it. Even before then, he was making sure it didn’t get vandalized by high school kids.”

			Adrenaline courses through me. “Ardell? He was in the Hall House?”

			The Hall House. Where Gemma was meeting some mystery guy. The mystery guy with a complicated marriage.

			“I don’t think Nora likes it when we call it the Hall House,” Marcus says.

			“Does he have a key?” I pull out my phone.

			“He did for a while, I think?” Marcus looks at me like the details are fuzzy.

			There’s a knock on the door near the kitchen, and I’m already on my feet as Nora walks into the back of the house, lifting the coffee and pastries she is carrying like an offering. Her smile falters when she sees me, though.

			“Gemma was sleeping with someone, and it was complicated,” I say. “And they used to meet at the Hall House.”

			Nora stomps a foot. “It’s not the Hall House any—”

			“Okay, your house. But Ardell was in it. I think he might be framing Beau. Maybe Simon paid him to do it? Maybe there was something going on between Gemma and Ardell?” I’m pacing the tiled floor of Marcus’s kitchen now. “He was there last night. At Ford’s house. He came to tell us all to go inside.”

			“And then he killed Simon?” Marcus tries to follow the thread for me, not believing it.

			Nora’s face goes pale as she drops the bag of pastries. They land with a smack on the floor. “Simon’s dead?”

			“And Beau’s in jail,” I add.

			Nora turns toward me, her eyes wide, and asks, “What are you going to do?”

			As the thought comes to me, it’s disorienting.

			Before Beau, the only person I could really count on was myself, and when we married, my bench grew by just one.

			But if I need someone to persuade a midlevel political figure, like Eric Kennedy, to take an accusation against Travis Ardell seriously, there is someone I can call.

			“I think I have to call my aunt Delia.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 35

			Five Years Ago, Winter Park

			“What about Capri?” Beau asked, handing me his phone so that I could see the photo he’d found of a cliffside view of Capri’s emerald-blue waters and jagged Faraglioni peaks.

			“Everyone there is so obsessed with the see-and-be-seen crowd.” I winced. “Don’t we get enough of that here?”

			With a hand, I gestured toward the Interlachen Country Club patio. Beau had played a round of golf that morning, and I’d come up to meet him, lazing by the pool with a stack of wedding magazines.

			It had been a few weeks since I proposed, and we were in the thick of wedding planning. We had taken to tossing destinations back and forth.

			He’d say Ireland, and I’d protest about the cold. I’d suggest the Maldives, and he’d describe the twenty-plus-hour odyssey that would require.

			“I hate to interrupt,” Carol Parker said in a voice that made it perfectly clear she did not, in fact, care if she was interrupting, “but the space you’ve parked your car in today is reserved.”

			I handed Beau’s phone back to him and looked up without standing. “Oh. I thought that sign was decorative.”

			Beau choked a little on his iced tea.

			Carol had been after me for months now, never missing the opportunity to point out my lack of decorum, often using Autumn as her perfect model for “how it should be done.” And I had taken a liking to how easy she was to fluster.

			Carol’s eyes narrowed. “There are rules here, and following them is a matter of respect.”

			“Totally,” I said, and nodded; I was trying to sound reverent but trying harder not to laugh.

			The way she hissed in her tennis whites reminded me of a territorial goose, and that only made it harder not to laugh.

			“Give me a second, Carol, and I’ll move the car.” Beau stood, clearing his throat.

			Carol’s smile was brittle. “Thank you, Beau.”

			She turned on a heel and stomped off, and I let myself dissolve into giggles.

			Honk, honk, silly goose.

			“Don’t conform to her stupid rule,” I whispered to him as he dug around in my purse for my car keys. “They’re even fussy about the brands of water they drink. Water, Beau. The single most essential thing keeping them alive. They would rather die than drink off-brand water. That parking space is the tip of the iceberg. When I picked up our lunch order the other day, I asked for a tap water—plain old tap water, instead of some sparkling artisanal whatever-the-fuck—and everyone acted like I had volunteered to gargle the runoff from a rain puddle in the street.”

			He laughed, finding my keys and pulling the weed pen out of his pocket. He offered me a conciliatory hit. I took a quick inhale and blew the smoke out before having a sip of wine to wash away the earthy aftertaste.

			“Feel better?” He winked.

			“Barely.” I waved at him. “Have fun moving my car, narc.”

			He laughed again.

			This place is ridiculous, and apparently, Beau and I are the only ones in on the joke.

			But Beau’s little trip to the car gave me time to keep searching, and when he returned, flopping into the lounge chair next to mine, I had the perfect pitch.

			“Mallorca,” I said, dropping a magazine spread of the island in his lap. “That’s it.”

			He thumbed through the feature photos, showcasing olive groves and stone villages. A sky-blue sea hugging the Spanish coastline.

			“Sunny weather, sea breezes,” I cajoled. “Mountains and coves, and if there’s a celebrity sighting, everyone’s cool enough to keep it to themselves. It could be perfect.”

			Marrying on the island became the dream. I fantasized about exchanging vows under a weathered stone arch with the Balearic sea glistening in the background.

			But soon, the details crept in. Paperwork and permits. Venues that didn’t care about my fantasy, only cared about their years-long waiting lists. I started to worry we’d never pull off a wedding before the season ended.

			Capri would have been easy. There are more high-end venues, more loopholes that can be closed with a check.

			But Mallorca? That took Delia.

			The grande dame of the French Quarter had a way with local officials and a contact list that stretched back forty Mardi Gras seasons.

			“Give me the afternoon. I know someone at the Spanish consulate in Miami,” she said when I called, and I could hear her shuffling papers around like she was looking for a lost business card.

			Delia was in her sixties by then, and she was as formidable as ever.

			Moments like this were when Delia shone. If I had a plan? She’d drive through every locked door to make sure it came to fruition. When there was action to take, she was first in line.

			It’s how she reached me so quickly the morning my parents died, hitching a ride on some friend of a friend’s private jet. How she made sure I had the best college consultants to get into my first-choice school. And how, after a few hours, Beau and I got our fantasy wedding in Mallorca.

			Some people are made for tender moments. Others are made for action.

			True to her word, our paperwork was miraculously expedited. A caterer called for a head count, and before I knew it, I was standing in a centuries-old courtyard that wasn’t even on Google.

			It was a small wedding. Only Beau’s parents, Marcus, and Delia came. Marcus officiated. We’d handled the legal paperwork back in the States before we said “I do,” but the moment Marcus pronounced us married was the one that felt real.

			When we got back from the wedding, tan and happy, I couldn’t resist slipping a copy of our wedding announcement—including a photo of Beau and me postnuptials—in Carol Parker’s mailbox.

			Who’s temporary now?

		

	
		
			Chapter 36

			The Day After the Hurricane

			The phone call with Delia was brief—as most phone calls with Delia are. I had told her I needed someone to reach Chief Kennedy and encourage him to listen to evidence about someone on his police force.

			“You’re going to need to show him something undeniable,” she had advised.

			“I know,” I agreed before hanging up.

			“So that’s it?” Nora asks. “We wait for your kooky aunt to call Chief Kennedy?”

			“No, we have to find something to bring to Kennedy. Something that’s bigger than proof Gemma left that stuff in the Hall—your house. And it better be good. If I’m going to accuse Ardell of murder, I think I only get to do that once.”

			“Or maybe we should go straight to baking a file into a cake? Is it time to move off the grid? Flee to an island?”

			“I’ve asked Beau about the island thing,” I say. “But he never goes for it.”

			Nora reaches for her heart like she’s wounded. “Hey. You can’t live on an island. What about me?”

			“That’s what Beau always says. And then I agree. And then I don’t bring it up again until Carol does some annoying thing like that neighborhood Arbor Day BBQ—”

			“I think you mean the B-Arbor-Becue.”

			“Please never say that to me again,” I tease.

			Marcus laughs in spite of himself.

			“So you think,” Nora says like she’s trying to add up the balance of my nightmare, “Ardell killed Gemma, and then, he killed Simon? Why would he do that?”

			“I’m not sure he killed Simon,” I admit. “Simon and Beau looked like they would have loved to tear each other apart last night. But I think whatever happened to Gemma set all of this in motion.”

			It’s the only explanation. Everything started going sideways after Gemma died.

			“And Simon seemed so fixated on Beau last night—blaming him for Gemma’s murder—but we’ve all seen the footage. Beau didn’t do this.”

			Nora chews on a fingernail. “Maybe Ardell needed money? And Simon bribed him to frame Beau for everything?”

			“I mean, he was there last night. He came into Ford’s backyard and told us all to go home.”

			Marcus considers this. “What about a ring camera? If he was in the neighborhood, would someone have video footage for how long he stuck around? Whether he came back?”

			“Everyone lost power, though,” I say.

			“You know whose brand-new security system never loses power?” Nora says, unable to hide a wry smile.

			Before she says it, I already know. And I really don’t want to know.

			“If you can find out what happened to Simon,” Marcus says, “maybe that will lead us to who killed Gemma.”

			I’m not really listening to Marcus, though. I’m already bracing for what Nora’s about to say.

			“Carol Parker,” she swiftly finishes me off.

			Well, fuck.

			“So the answer to who killed Simon might be on Carol’s security footage,” I say, dazed from the impact of the realization. “Which means, we’re going to have to ask her for help.”

			“You want a Xanax?” Nora asks dryly.

			I don’t answer.

			“Carol cornered me a few days ago when I was out for a walk,” Nora explains. “I think she wanted me to peer-pressure you into coming clean about the TPing. But she also went into painstaking detail about how she had the security company install a backup power supply so the cameras would never go down. It was the most mind-numbing hour of my life, but now, it’s clear I suffered for this very moment.”

			Marcus looks at me, eyes pleading for me to make my move, and I reach for my phone.

			“Are you calling Carol Parker?” he asks, like he can’t quite believe it.

			“No. I’m calling Autumn.” But the call goes straight to voicemail. I try again, and get a busy signal this time. “Shit. Where is she today?”

			Nora takes out her phone and scrolls to Autumn’s Instagram, turning her screen to show me the latest story, where Autumn is deflating a balloon arch that puts the Arc de Triomph to shame. “Today should have been Jenny Rubenstein’s bat mitzvah at Interlachen.”

			“She worked so hard on that Make Your Own Mitzvah Mocktail station,” I say, feeling a pinch of sympathy.

			“She’s probably up to her eyeballs in vendor logistics.” Nora waves a hand. “Let’s go talk to her.”

			We leave Marcus standing in his kitchen, taking my car to the club.

			When we find her, alone in a massive ballroom, the space has been transformed into a European discotheque. Neon lights and the reflective spin of disco balls bounce off mirrored tables. Black lights cast an electric glow, and the dance floor is a grid of video panels that flash a dizzying array of colors and images.

			“I feel like I just dropped acid,” I whisper to Nora. “Do these kids take acid?”

			Despite the party-ready room, there are no guests and no music.

			Autumn is near the DJ booth, and with the switch of a button, the synthesized pulse of Robyn’s “Dancing On My Own” starts thumping through the room.

			She doesn’t see us. She can’t.

			That’s the only explanation for why she shimmies her way to the middle of the dance floor, barefoot and bopping to the music.

			“We should say something,” Nora murmurs.

			I swallow a giggle. “She’s having fun. Why interrupt her?”

			We don’t need to bother, though, because as Autumn launches herself into a spin, she catches sight of us and almost falls over.

			“Este! Nora!” she trills, running back to the booth.

			She recovers quickly, though, cutting the music and clearing her throat as she walks across the room to greet us. “What are you guys doing here?”

			“We heard there was a floor show,” I start, but Nora slaps my arm. “Sorry.”

			“The Rubensteins’ plans got caught in the storm,” she says, looking around the room. “Poor Jenny. She’s been working so hard. But by the time they canceled, a lot of the vendors had already finished their setup. I thought I’d enjoy one little dance before we have to break the whole thing down.”

			In an instant, I regret teasing Autumn. Nora always says Autumn might be the hardest-working person in Winter Park. A part of me has written her off for the frivolity of it all—all this life and death going on and Autumn’s still popping a vein over party favors. But the childlike blush in her cheeks is such an honest tell. She loves this job, making little moments come alive for people.

			I am an asshole.

			“Well, it looks really stunning,” I say. “You’re very talented.”

			Autumn’s cheeks flush pink. “It would have been a fun night. But we’ll reschedule. Jenny will get her moment.”

			“Este needs your help,” Nora chimes in.

			Right.

			“Sure.” Autumn nods. “One second. I don’t think Ms. Dowling got the cancellation email.”

			She’s looking past us now to a figure standing in the door, and at the mention of Ms. Dowling, I spin around.

			Polly.

			I haven’t had time to think about how Polly’s doing right now. As Autumn goes to greet the stern-looking woman, I’m quick behind her.

			“Hi, Ms. Dowling,” Autumn greets her sweetly. “I’m so sorry, but we had to cancel because of the storm. There was an email, but it might have gone to Ford.”

			Ms. Dowling is holding a gift bag, and the multicolor tissue paper sprouting from the top is an ironic contrast to her permanent scowl.

			“Oh,” she says, and I get the impression Dowling even reads nursery rhymes to infants in that stern tone. “Well, that’s too bad for Jenny. I was coming to share a gift from Polly along with her regrets. There was a death in the family last night. Mr. McGinnis and Polly are home today.”

			Somehow the words—formal and sterile, as Ms. Dowling is wont to be—hook into me and tear a hole in the center of my chest.

			I can still picture the hopeful pride Polly looked up at Simon with, and she had to sit next door while the police studied the finality of finding him in my pool.

			I hate knowing Polly is curled up in a ball somewhere right now grieving. At least she’s with Ford. He’s a good dad. That much was apparent in the way Polly kept looking to him last night—for a joke or some signal of approval.

			I was probably a little too hasty to suspect him.

			“I’ll make sure she gets this.” Autumn graciously accepts the bag, and Ms. Dowling says her goodbyes.

			I stand there for a moment, watching Nora and Autumn go back into the ballroom while Ms. Dowling walks out. And I know I need to get to Carol’s house quickly, but I can’t resist chasing after Polly’s nanny.

			“Is she okay?” I ask as I catch up to her in the hall. “Polly? She must be devastated.”

			Ms. Dowling takes a moment, and the pause feels heavy, like she’s considering what it is to watch a child be confronted with the cruelty of the world.

			“She’s going to be okay,” she says finally. “You should come by the house and check on her when you can. I’m sure she’s going to need you.”

			“What?” I blurt out, my thoughts faltering. “You’re not mad at me? For breaking into Ford’s garage?”

			This makes her laugh. “You certainly dance to the beat of your own drum.”

			What a very nice way to say “I think you’re batshit crazy.”

			“But so do most people around here,” she continues. “And whatever your reasons for poking around in Mr. McGinnis’s golfing equipment, I’ll always have a soft spot in my heart for you after you took Polly out to TP Carol’s house.”

			She knew?! While I was trying to keep Ford from finding out, Dowling knew.

			“Does Polly know you know?”

			“No way.” She rocks back on her heels. “I can’t let her think it’s okay. Someone’s got to be the stick-in-the-mud that keeps her going to bed on time and turning in her homework. But a little trouble is good for her. It helps build character—and grit. And after seeing the things people around here get up to, you could do a lot worse than nicking a few ball markers.”

			A smile blooms across my lips. “She had a lot of fun.”

			“Good.” Then, her face hardens, and she wags a strict finger. “Just promise you’ll never do it again.”

			“Adding it to the list of things I won’t do again.” I salute.

			“And do check on Polly.”

			That part I don’t need a reminder for. Turning back toward the ballroom to talk to Autumn, I give Ms. Dowling one more wave, thinking it’s too bad I won’t be able to tell Polly that Dowling knew about the TPing incident until she’s at least in college.

			But something about the way she said “after seeing the things people around here get up to” echoes in my head as I walk back into the ballroom.

			“So what’s up?” Autumn asks when she sees me.

			“I need Carol to hate me about fifteen percent less so she’ll show me what’s on her security footage.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 37

			
			Carol lives at the top of Isle of Sicily Road, not exactly a far enough trip from Interlachen to come up with much of a plan. As we pull up her driveway, and I spot the fence Polly and I adorned with toilet paper a few weeks ago, an unwelcome guilty feeling floods my stomach.

			Of course, the mess we left is long gone. I overheard someone say Carol had a yard crew out on the lawn before midmorning. While they did the heavy lifting, Carol followed behind with pruning shears, a pair of tweezers, and a damp washcloth to make sure her azaleas were in pristine condition.

			“And so we’ve returned to the scene of the crime,” Nora narrates in her best crime podcast voice.

			“We’re conflating trashing someone’s yard with murder now?” I glance over at her.

			“It’s basically the same thing to Carol,” Nora says as she leads the way to the front door.

			Carol’s at the door seconds after we ring the bell. Nora is strategically placed ahead of me—Carol doesn’t have a beef with Winter Park’s favorite widow, after all. And our plan sort of works, because I watch the smile on Carol’s face go from delighted when she sees Nora to a shriveled sort of grimace when she takes me in.

			“Ladies,” she says primly. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

			Behind her, I can see news footage of Beau being escorted into the police precinct.

			Fuck.

			“Hi,” Nora starts. “Would it be all right if we came in?”

			Carol seems to be having some sort of internal battle over the lesser of two evils—invite in the vandal slash wife of a presumed murderer or be impolite. But her better angels win as she holds the door open a little wider to let us enter.

			I’ve only ever been to the Parker house during the holidays—when Carol hosts Carol’s Carols, a breathtaking tribute to her favorite Christmas songs complete with a professional pianist and the hostess’s pitchy warbles. But without the grandeur and sheen of Christmas cheer, Carol’s house is a tribute to late-nineties Southern Living. Blue-checked drapes and complementary armchairs, wall sconces in nearly every nook, and a built-in shelving unit that houses family photos, Art’s books, and a television, which Art is watching from a chair in the corner.

			He sees us come in, and we say hello a little too loudly.

			Art gives a jolt at the sound but his expression quickly softens to a smile. “I’m gonna go to my study. Let you gals catch up.”

			He kisses Carol on the cheek before he shuffles off, and then Carol grudgingly offers us a seat. We oblige, and discover that the upholstery of her sofa is so stiff I wonder if she scotchgards it on a quarterly basis. Still, the room paints an inviting picture, and if she were happy to see us, I suspect she would offer us an iced tea.

			Then again, I’ll never know.

			“We don’t want to take up too much of your afternoon, Carol,” Nora says, looking at me like she’s trying to tee me up. But I don’t speak—and Nora kicks at my foot.

			“Sorry.” I jump, and then, looking at Carol, I say it again. “Sorry. I mean, thank you for not throwing us out on our asses. I know I’m not your favorite person. But you always did like Beau, as I recall?”

			She doesn’t respond. She just pins me with that flat, unimpressed look of hers.

			“Well,” I continue. “I need to ask a favor.”

			Carol crosses her arms and sits back in her chair.

			I don’t even deserve an iced tea in this house. What makes me think she’ll show me her security footage?

			But I remember what Autumn said. Carol wants to be included. All of her posturing and rule mongering are nothing but a plea for a seat at the table.

			“When she first moved here, no one would speak to her, because she didn’t know the etiquette for RSVPing properly,” Autumn had told us back in the ballroom. “So she studied Emily Post like it was the Bible, until they couldn’t ignore her anymore.”

			Carol’s love of rules and decorum wasn’t about power, it was about survival. In a town that has rules for everything, she clawed her way into the conversation by being studious.

			Carol Parker is an underdog. Goddamn it.

			Now, I press on, knowing I have to find a way to reach middle ground with her. “I understand why you wouldn’t be so inclined, but I think you have something that will help me prove Beau didn’t do anything wrong.”

			The second time I mention Beau’s name, her expression wavers just barely. It’s a fraction of an opening, but I’m hoping it’s enough to get her on my side. “You’ve probably heard he’s being held in jail right now. You could be the key to his innocence.”

			“I do have a soft spot for your husband. He’s always so kind to Art. They bump into each other at the driving range often. Has he ever told you that? And whenever they see each other, Beau sits down to chat with Art about what’s left of his golf game.”

			Beau never mentioned it, but it sounds like him. Thoughtful. Unflashy. Kind.

			“But let’s get one thing clear,” Carol warns. “I never said you weren’t my favorite person. In fact, I would have been perfectly happy to coexist. But you seem to take exceptional glee in poking at me and the rules of this place.”

			“You’re right,” I offer, and Nora chokes a little. “And I’m sorry. I was going to apologize for the TPing incident immediately after it happened. Polly was feeling left out of her friend group—but that’s no excuse. After Gemma was found, I was distracted. I’d be happy to pick up the tab for the damage. Lawn care, conciliatory chardonnay. Whatever I owe you.”

			It’s the smallest concession. But I think Nora’s eyes might pop out in shock.

			Carol smirks, satisfied by my acknowledgment, so I press on.

			“I imagine you’ve heard about Simon Avery,” I say. “Beau’s in a lot of trouble right now.”

			“Word does travel fast around here.”

			“Then you probably know how bad it looks.”

			She nods. The simper on her face makes it clear she really does enjoy having the upper hand.

			“Right.” I take the hint and try to hurry things along. “About your security cameras.”

			Once we explain hers were the only working cameras in the neighborhood during the storm—and that we think whatever happened to Simon had something to do with Gemma’s murder—Carol appears to be torn.

			Rule followers don’t break easily.

			“I’m sure the police are going to be asking for the footage, too. But I have to see it. Please,” I say softly, thinking about her and Art. And the work she put in to find acceptance here. If she understands anything, it’s loyalty. Carol clawed her way into this community and holds tight to Art like he’s her anchor. Maybe she’ll understand that Beau is mine. “Beau’s my home. Everything I have. I have to prove he didn’t do this.”

			Without another word, Carol stands and walks toward the hallway. I look at Nora.

			What just happened? Are we about to get thrown out?

			“Aren’t you coming?” Carol calls over her shoulder.

			We fumble off the sofa in a rush to catch up, following Carol down the hall to her office.

			“Welcome to my she-shed,” she announces as we step over the threshold of a pastel dream. Beach whimsy comes alive in the office of Carol Parker—driftwood on bookshelves, sea glass in jars, and a bouclé sofa. And in the corner is a desk with dual monitors.

			Carol shakes the mouse to wake up her screen and sits down at her desk. It’s like a little command station.

			Someone plowing through Carol’s prized fence last year really did a number on her.

			She clicks a few buttons, and suddenly the screen is cut into quadrants of camera feeds.

			“I have every corner of the exterior of the house. I can even zoom in on faces,” she says proudly. “What do you want to see?”

			“Can we see your view of the Isle of Sicily the night of the hurricane, starting from about eight p.m.?”

			Carol nods and clicks on the history icon. She runs the footage back, going all the way to the night Polly and I TPed her house. On the screen, toilet paper rolls fly toward the sky, swaying on a breeze as Polly and I shower the tree between fits of laughter. “Whoops. Went a little too far back.” She turns to me, knowing she’s finally bested me.

			I very much did the thing I denied doing.

			Nora’s giggling so hard she has to turn in to my shoulder to hide her face.

			“Well played.” I tip my head to Carol. “I would have done the same thing if I were in your shoes.”

			Carol gives a satisfied nod and then gets to the night of the hurricane. As she hits play, we all lean in, watching with such intensity I’m not sure any of us takes a breath.

			The video rolls at double speed to make quick work of scanning for cars. I get home, Simon arrives, and then Ardell. It happens in staggered intervals.

			Around 9:40 p.m., Ardell’s car leaves the neighborhood. But as the time stamps elapse, no one else comes into or out of the street—neither by car nor on foot. We run the tape up to 2:00 a.m. and then past it. There’s rain and wind and a few branches hitting the street as the storm gains momentum, and then, the storm abates when the sun starts to rise. I know we’ve reached the end of any possible evidence when I see the first police cruisers racing down the street in the morning, coming to answer my 911 call.

			Ardell definitely left. And he definitely didn’t come back. Fuck.

			“No,” I say out loud, not wanting to believe it. “But it has to have been Ardell.”

			Nora puts a hand on my shoulder. “Whatever happened to Simon, Ardell wasn’t there.”

			Then, something dawns on me. “Carol, can you go back to the video of Polly and me?”

			Carol obliges with smug satisfaction, like she’ll never tire of showing me the footage that proves we TPed her house.

			“A little after, though,” I direct once she’s had her fun.

			We watch as Tippy’s SUV rounds the corner onto Isle of Sicily Road and into her driveway. We can see Polly and me hiding in the bushes.

			“Jesus, Carol. Is this 4K?” I ask. Tippy appears on the screen, tumbling out of her car. “Can you zoom in on who Tippy’s with?”

			“What?” Nora asks, as I wait for Tippy’s mystery man to come into sharper view. And then, when we all see it, there’s a collective gasp.

			“Holy shit!” Carol says, but I’m already moving.

			“I have to go. Now. Call the police.” I’m out the door with Nora at my heels, but I shout back a thank-you to Carol as we go, Ms. Dowling’s warning about the things people get up to ringing between my ears like a siren’s blare.

			I bark at Nora to call the police and wait for me at my house, then I take off. Unable to shed the collection of Gemma evidence I’ve been carrying, I throw my purse over my shoulder, and the jar of tees smacks at my side with every step.

			Fuck. I hate running.

			But I can’t handle being in a car. I need to get where I’m going. Now.

		

	
		
			Chapter 38

			
			I must set some kind of record cutting down the street, because in what feels like seconds, I’m pounding on Tippy’s front door.

			“Este.” She’s surprised to see me, leaning forward to look past me, like maybe I’ve brought a police escort, and then back to my face. “I heard about Beau. Are you okay?”

			“Tippy.” I push my way into the house, my thoughts tripping over each other. “I need to talk to you about Gemma.”

			Tippy’s features turn cold. “What about her?”

			“That night I saw you? Before the Lemon & Fig party? I said I didn’t want to know your secret, but I think I kind of have to know now.”

			She walks toward the living room, making herself busy with the throw pillows on her sofa, fluffing them up and then karate-chopping them down the center. “I don’t know what that means, Este.”

			“I saw you,” I press, wanting her to admit it. Wanting her to finally cop to what she’s been hiding. “Gemma was my friend, Tippy,” I plead.

			“She was my friend, too,” she says innocently.

			Fine. If you’re going to be a coward about it.

			“Tippy, I saw you with her. I know you were together the night before she died.”

			Tippy’s eyes narrow.

			“That was nothing.” She shrugs, whacking her hand through the center of another pillow.

			“Nothing? Tippy, what does that mean? She’s dead, and you—”

			“I didn’t kill her, if that’s what you’re here to imply.”

			The denial feels haughty, all things considered. Tippy and Gemma were carrying on an affair, and even after her death, I’ve never heard Tippy utter one kind thing about Gemma.

			“I saw you on Carol’s security cam, taking her home—”

			Tippy interrupts with a raucous laugh. “Is that what you think you saw? My, what an imagination you have.”

			I picture the footage from Marcus’s restaurant, and the hand reaching out to grab Gemma.

			Was the person Tippy’s height? What about the shoe? Was it something Tippy would wear?

			Tippy crosses her arms as if it’s very bad manners to pace in someone’s living room after accusing them of having an affair and then suggesting they killed their mistress.

			Which, to be fair, it certainly is.

			“I wasn’t sleeping with Gemma,” she says. “She drove my car home after I had a little too much to drink at Lemon & Fig.”

			“That’s all? Why did she go inside?”

			“We were having fun. Gemma was always a little flirtatious. I didn’t mind. The attention is entertaining enough. And I wouldn’t have minded if word spread and Shep thought there was something going on between Gemma and me. Watching him squirm always has been the best part of my extramarital activities.”

			That explains why she looked so eager to talk.

			“But imagine my surprise the night of Marcus’s party, when you offered to keep my confidence instead.” She crosses to the wet bar in the corner, overlooking the pool and the lake. “I haven’t met many people like you,” she says, pulling a tumbler from one of the glass-paned cabinets. “Not around here.”

			The pool construction she was going on about at the dinner party is still under way—tiles and tools tucked under a construction tarp in the storm. I can tell from the pavers and dwindling piles of material, though, that the work is almost done. Pretty soon, the façade of this house will be picture-perfect again.

			A very well-decorated lie.

			“My father never believed in this marriage,” she tells me and sniffs darkly. “But he gave a lovely toast at our wedding. That’s when he promised Shep ten million dollars if the marriage lasted ten years. All Shep had to do was stick it out. And not cheat. Daddy amended my trust, too, so that if I filed for divorce before ten years of marriage, I forfeited ten million.” As she looks at me, her eyes are sharp but wounded. “What my family likes most about money isn’t the freedom it affords—it’s the way it twists a knife. If I was going to marry a man he didn’t approve of, Daddy was going to make sure I sat in the failure for a long time—long enough to feel it. Long enough to let the regret burn in the back of my throat.”

			“Jesus, Tippy.” I sigh.

			It’s sordid and fucked-up, but more than that, it’s sad.

			“Want to hear the worst part?” She’s busying herself at the bar like this is some old, ordinary story. One she knows like the back of her hand. “My father was right. About our marriage being doomed. A few years ago, I realized we’d drifted apart. That’s when I started cheating out in the open. Just to humiliate him. Because I could. Our actual prenup doesn’t have a morality clause. He can’t cheat, and I can’t leave. Those are my father’s terms. And the ten million dollars is the ante in my father’s fucked-up version of marriage roulette. But Shep never took the bait. Never cheated. He waited me out so I could choke on my father’s ‘I told you so.’ The timer’s set to expire in about four hours now.”

			When my gaze catches on a blown glass bowl near the wet bar sink, I can’t hear Tippy talking anymore. It’s nearly a foot wide—a tangle of green and blue glass swirling together. And the center of the piece is filled.

			With broken golf tees.

			“Tippy, what’s that?” I point, my hands shaking.

			Her eyes follow mine, but she’s confused. “That? It’s some stupid thing that Shep used to do. When we first started dating, he would bring me his broken tees from rounds of golf. They were everywhere for a while—the man golfs like it’s a full-time job.”

			In an instant, my heart is in my throat.

			The tees are Shep’s. Gemma was keeping them.

			I feel sick.

			Tippy’s filling her tumbler with bourbon, oblivious to the smoking gun sitting in her living room.

			I stare at her. “Tippy…Where is Shep?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 39

			
			“Shep? He’s outside on the putting green,” Tippy practically snarls. “We have a call with my father this afternoon to settle the matter of Shep’s ten million dollars. Then Shep gets his money. My father gets a gimlet on his balcony over Ortega Bay. And I get left. Shep will be on the next flight out of town. Happy fucking anniversary.”

			The afternoon light coming through the windows stings with my eyes pulled this wide. “I don’t think it’s going to go that way, Tippy.” I reach inside my bag and produce the mysterious jar I’ve been harboring for days. “This was at Lemon & Fig. I think it was Gemma’s.”

			Tippy’s vision zeros in on the jar and the tees of all colors and sizes—all broken, all exactly like the ones she’s keeping by her wet bar.

			“He wouldn’t risk that,” she hisses, looking between me and the jar. “He was too careful. For years. That’s not—” The confusion on her face transforms to anger and then rage. “He wouldn’t be that stupid. He won.” Her voice breaks on the last word.

			“He didn’t,” I say quietly, knowing it’s true.

			And I think she realizes it, too, because suddenly, she’s animated. Putting her drink down and cutting across the room. “I have to call my lawyers.”

			A blur of movement catches at the edge of my vision. The doors by the living room fly open, and the bowl from the wet bar is airborne before I realize Shep has snatched it off the marbled counter.

			The blown glass shatters with a sickening thump as Tippy collapses to the floor. Shep lets the bowl go, glass and tees scattering near her head.

			The sound of breaking glass reverberates up to the vaulted ceiling before the room falls silent for a chilling beat.

			Shep takes a step forward in white, Ferragamo low-top sneakers.

			Fuck.

			“Este,” Shep finally says, panting like he’s just run a mile.

			“Hey, Shep,” I say, and his name comes out as almost a whisper.

			“You shouldn’t be here.”

			He’s right. I should run. But I can’t leave Tippy.

			“What did you just do?” I bleat, rushing toward Tippy.

			“She’ll be fine,” Shep insists, and there’s an eerie calm to his posture as he puts up a hand to stop me. He bends down and touches two fingers to the pulse point near her neck. “See? Still breathing.”

			He motions to the rise and fall of her chest as if signs of life make the fact that Tippy’s incapacitated on the floor all better. I stare at her wilted frame and splayed limbs for another second, trying to decide what I’m going to do next.

			Shep moves first, lurching forward and grabbing for me with wide arms, only to meet empty air as I give chase. Spinning on a heel, I race toward the front door, but his footfalls are coming too fast. I sidestep toward the kitchen, aiming for the garage door, but my eyes go to a golf club—amidst some abandoned collection of equipment in an umbrella holder. With Shep close behind, I reach the club and swing around, landing a blow directly to the center of his chest.

			He doubles over, stumbling back a few steps, and I swing the club in front of myself like an épée.

			“Back up,” I shout, watching the menace in his face morph into something new.

			Anytime Shep tries to escape, I threaten him with the club I’m wielding.

			The irony isn’t lost on me that everything I’ve ever learned about golf has been against my will. But I can at least appreciate a makeshift weapon when I’ve found one.

			“I just want to talk,” I say.

			Struggling to regain his breath, he asks, “Why don’t we skip to: How did you figure it out?”

			“Gemma was keeping a jar of broken tees. Like the ones Tippy had on your bar.”

			The police should be here soon—small town, quiet force, and a murder investigation under way all but guarantee it—and I need to know what he knows about Gemma. I need to get Beau out of jail.

			“I have to know what happened to Gemma,” I say, knowing it’s a risk. Knowing I might be provoking a killer. But I’m feeling braver with a golf club gripped in my fist. And I’m hoping maybe I can tap into some Simon Avery negotiation tactic.

			Simon used to say all people really want is to be seen.

			Connection might be my only shot at answers.

			“Gemma was my friend, Shep.”

			He nods, looking down at the club one more time. He draws his hands up to his face, rubbing at his forehead, and his posture edges toward defeat. His carefully spun lies are unraveling. “You should know I loved her. Gemma was it for me. We’d found a small house in the Seychelles that I could easily afford,” he says, and the faraway look in his eyes tells me he’s already there—sweating in the sun, lounging under some thatched roof with the Indian Ocean glittering on the horizon line. “We were going to start over. Live simply. It was all Gemma’s idea.”

			Live simply? On ten million dollars?

			So that’s it. He was counting on earning his payout from Tippy’s father to take him and Gemma across the world. He was ready to check out of Casa de Tequila for good so they could start a new life under some banana leaf.

			There are sirens in the distance, and I can tell from the panic rising on Shep’s face that he knows they’re headed straight here.

			“Gemma loved the beach,” I say, hoping to keep him from running—or worse. I keep the club hitched over my shoulder as I add, “I bet she was looking forward to that.”

			“No.” He shakes his head, too emphatically to be sane, and my heartbeat picks up as I realize I’ve hit a nerve. “No. She changed her mind. Said she wouldn’t come with me. That she was leaving. That she was done. I was going to blow up my life for her and she just took it all back. Just like that.” He snaps his fingers, with bitter anguish shading his face.

			The pain in his eyes is familiar. How convoluted it can all get. How fast it can all go away. How life can change in an instant.

			“I couldn’t let her leave. I—” He shakes his head like he still doesn’t know how it happened.

			There are some things it’s easier not to believe. Some things your brain refuses to consider. I understand that. Sometimes, I pretend my parents are on some extended work trip—some research adventure. I pretend I can call them if I want, but I’m too busy.

			Maybe tomorrow, though. Maybe there will be time tomorrow.

			To keep the lie alive you have to stay busy, and I am very good at being busy.

			With a riot of sound, the police come through the front door, and Shep hangs his head. It’s over, and he knows it.

			Ardell is surprised to see me, fending off his suspect with a nine iron. For a beat, he stares, like his brain is scrambling to find a good reason to put me here.

			I’d find out later that Delia made sure I had Chief Kennedy’s ear by the time Nora and Carol called him to share what I’d learned.

			“Este, you need to step away,” Ardell says with authority, not taking his eyes—or his drawn gun—off Shep. “Go ahead and put the golf club down, too.”

			I watch as a fleet of officers file in behind him, some of them rushing for Tippy as others search the house.

			It should feel like relief, knowing Shep won’t get away, but all I see is that my window to help Beau is closing. “What about Simon? Why did you kill him?” I beg Shep, taking a step back to show Ardell I’m cooperating. The club leaves my hand, and the hollow aluminum bounces off the kitchen floor with a clattering sound.

			“I didn’t have anything to do with that.” Shep shakes his head. There’s a pitch in his voice—something authentic and unrehearsed that makes me fear he’s telling the truth.

			“I didn’t even know Gemma knew him,” he adds.

			My heart sinks. Justice for Gemma might finally be within reach. But Beau is still sitting in jail, and I don’t have anything that will get him out.

			“You know,” Shep says, “I spent all those years married to Tippy playing the part and trying to fit in. Ignoring the way she treated me like a doormat. But no one fits in with Tippy. She’s an island. There’s nothing I could’ve done to make her care about me. For her, it’s all about her next fling, her next trip, her next renovation project. She talked more about travertine pool coping than she ever did about me.”

			It sounds difficult when he puts it that way—to be in a partnership with some bounty hanging over your head. A marriage that felt more like a prison than a sanctuary.

			But more than anything it reminds me of Simon, showing up at the Ritz to rewrite history so he could play the victim.

			Shep knew the terms he was agreeing to when he married Tippy. And he could have treated her better, could have left, could have sought counseling—or simply decided freedom was worth more than the money.

			But instead, he killed my friend.

			Ardell is mirandizing Shep as another officer handcuffs him. They’re hauling him toward the front door when Shep stops and looks back at me.

			“I loved her, Este. She was perfect.”

			And there it is. That razor’s edge. A life that could’ve been perfect. Until it wasn’t.

		

	
		
			Chapter 40

			
			Shep is put into the back of a police car in short order, but I stay with Tippy until she’s loaded into an ambulance. She comes to as they’re closing the doors, swearing a string of woozy curses at Shep as they cart her off.

			When the sirens kick on and the ambulance pulls away, Ardell advises that they have finished processing the scene at my house, and I can go home.

			The sun is setting over the lake as I walk from Tippy’s driveway to mine, and hues of pink and purple and gold are spilling over the water.

			And all I can think of is how peaceful the view used to be.

			Beau and I made ourselves an idyllic, insulated existence.

			And then every ghost from our past came back to haunt us.

			There’s a news truck on the side of the road, and it feels eerily like the scene after Will’s death.

			But otherwise, there’s no sign of the chaos from the morning. Not the hurricane—people around here move lightning quick when it comes to rounding up debris and moving on—and definitely not the army of police officers who descended on my house in the early morning hours. If it weren’t for the piles of broken branches stacked up like fire kindling along the curbs, awaiting yard trash collection, I might never know a hurricane ripped through town less than a day ago.

			Winter Park. The queen of the cover-up.

			As I reach my driveway, though, the cracks of the neighborhood’s perfect veneer reveal themselves in the form of yellow police tape draped over the entrance to our side yard. The physical signs of the police search in my home sink fresh dread in my stomach.

			I don’t want to see what the house looks like now that the police have taken Beau into custody and searched every corner. But I go inside anyway, because the alternative is standing out here like a spectacle, waiting for some neighbor on a walk to wander past. I can already hear them.

			There she goes, the wife of a presumed killer.

			Apparently, even I can’t ignore public opinion forever.

			Turns out my zero-fucks-to-give attitude comes with fine print. All it took was my husband being in jail to find it.

			Nora and Marcus are waiting for me in the living room, and when I come through the kitchen, it looks like they’re spring cleaning. Marcus is mopping the floors while Nora wipes down my kitchen countertops.

			“I know how gross it can feel,” she says, pulling cleaning gloves off her hands as she comes to hug me. “Knowing people have been rummaging through your house. But, oh my God,” she says, eyes bright, “I’ve been thinking, and this makes us search warrant twins.”

			When I don’t laugh, her shoulders fall, and she hugs me again.

			“What happened?” she asks. “I thought Tippy would be on her way to jail by now.”

			“Tippy didn’t kill Gemma,” I say, wandering into the kitchen. “It was Shep. But he says he didn’t kill Simon.”

			“And we’re just believing him?” Nora asks.

			But I don’t answer.

			I look out to the pool deck, and it’s like the murder never happened.

			“Marcus power-washed everything,” Nora says in a small voice. “He didn’t want you to have to see that.” She looks to Marcus with that adoration she always seems to show without voicing.

			“Thanks,” I say to them both.

			I want to shower and wash the late-afternoon heat and grief off my skin. I want to crawl into bed and never come out. Want to run screaming down the street. Want to pack a bag and leave.

			Every instinct is telling me to move, to fix something, to undo the last twenty-four hours. I can’t do anything, though, because Beau’s not here.

			And it’s not like my parents being dead, because I can’t pretend his absence isn’t real. Because it’s everywhere.

			I feel like I’m missing an appendage. Like any step I take is resignation to the fact that Beau was arrested. I’m stubborn enough—not to mention angry and defiant enough—to stand still in a cold rebuke of the facts at hand.

			I notice the light outside is changing—afternoon giving way to evening—and I see a crumpled figure huddled on a lounge chair in the McGinnises’ yard. The puffy clouds and golden glow of the sunset serve as an incongruous backdrop for a pathetic scene. There, amidst the fading daylight, is Polly, her small frame curled in a sorrowful ball.

			“Polly,” I say to Nora as if this is enough of an explanation for what I have to do next.

			She must understand, though, because she doesn’t stop me or ask any more questions as I leave the kitchen, heading for the doors to the pool. She doesn’t try to follow me either, and I cut across the pool deck in a jog.

			Then it’s just me and the bruised light of the sunset and all of Polly’s grief.

			She doesn’t look up as I reach her. So I sit at the edge of her lounge chair, watching her shoulders shudder, and the sound she makes is strangled and broken, like she’s run out of breath to cry with.

			“I’m sorry about your uncle Simon,” I whisper. It feels inadequate, but it’s all I have.

			She scrubs at her face with the heel of her hand. Her cheeks are splotchy, and her eyes are swollen. “It’s not fair.”

			“No,” I say. “It’s never going to feel fair. That’s the only thing I know for sure.”

			For a long moment we sit there, staring at the lake. The water is flat again, and the air is cool. All of the humidity departed with the storm, leaving what should be a picture-perfect day.

			I want to tell Polly it’ll get better, that the ache dulls.

			But that’s not true, not really.

			My parents have been gone for almost twenty years and some days, I still can’t believe it. Can’t believe all of the parts of my life that they’ve never seen. That they’ll never see.

			“You don’t stop missing the people you lose,” I tell her. “You just…learn to carry them. Some days it’s heavy, and some days it’s lighter, but it never really goes away.”

			Polly turns her wet face toward me, and it’s the cruelest thing, seeing the grief twisted into her features.

			“My parents died when I was a kid,” I say, and it feels like a confession, like the words come out too loud. “It’s not something I talk about a lot.”

			“Why not?”

			“I don’t think I’ve ever found words to describe what it’s like for them to be gone. Nothing feels…good enough. They were so exact. So sure. So smart. Everything I try to say feels too small. Besides, I don’t like the way pity feels—hate people thinking I’m not strong. And sometimes I wonder if I turned out how they wanted. I wonder if I’m good at carrying them.”

			I have a sneaking suspicion they might actually think my life here is insane.

			She sniffles, and I reach for her hand. Her fingers are cold and damp from tears, and I lean on the sensation to ground me.

			“I pretended it wasn’t real. I ran from it for a long time,” I admit. “But the running doesn’t work. Grief will catch up to you eventually. It’s fast, and it’s sneaky. You have to let it hit you, like a wave in the ocean. You have to go all the way through it if you want to come out on the other side.”

			Polly squeezes my hand, and I don’t look away as she cries, deciding instead to pull her to me, holding her as she trembles into my shoulder, her tears soaking through my shirt.

			Stroking her hair, I take a deep breath and steady myself. I make a quiet promise that I will not run this time. I will go all the way through my grief.

			And I will get Beau out of this.

			My eyes start to wander past the pool deck and into the McGinnis yard.

			At first, it looks like storm debris—scattered twigs and branches across the grass—waiting for Ford’s lawn care team. They’re probably working through a roster of cleanup jobs.

			But then I see them. Pale stone fragments, glinting in the light of sunset. Not branches. Not leaves. Pieces of travertine tile, the length and width of my forearm, jagged and out of place.

			I’m on my feet and running, following the trail from Tippy’s renovation toward the place where Simon’s body had been pulled from my pool.

			Oh my God.

			“Nora!” I scream from the far corner of my pool deck. “Marcus! Call Chief Kennedy!”

			The shards look like bones in the grass. Travertine, torn from Tippy’s renovation, flung like shrapnel in the hurricane winds.

			My stomach drops. The truth is suddenly so close I can feel it pressing down on my chest. I can’t unsee it.

			

			—

			It takes another twenty-four hours to get Beau out of jail. That’s enough time for Ardell to pull what little footage the McGinnises’ and the Schaeffers’ security cameras captured on either side of the neighborhood power outage—and for Ford to realize a Sig Sauer handgun is missing from his gun safe. The same weapon they found tucked into Simon’s designer slacks. But in the end, it’s all there.

			Simon wasn’t bludgeoned over the head in some midnight struggle with Beau. He was caught in the storm, charging toward my house, his mind bent on retribution. Judging from his blood-alcohol level, he was staggering through the hedges on too much bourbon. We’ll never know who his intended target was—Beau or me—but by all accounts, Simon’s last few years were clouded by the humiliation of Redwood’s failure and the frustration of never quite being able to pin the hack on Beau.

			Simon always did like getting the last word.

			As he reached my pool, a flying stone killed him, a death as senseless and brutal as the weather itself.

			The man who yearned for greatness in all things is extinguished by a mundane accident.

			The cops never thought to look past the pool. Why would they? The storm had scattered debris from every yard across this neighborhood. To them the tiles were just more wreckage, not a weapon. They weren’t thinking about Tippy’s renovation or the way hurricane winds could lift a chunk of stone and send it flying to the wrong place at the wrong time. After all of the suspicion, of the whispers and lies that painted Beau as a killer.

			But it wasn’t him. He didn’t kill Gemma. And he didn’t kill Simon.

			By the next afternoon, I’m falling into Beau’s arms outside the Orange County jail, tears spilling too fast and hard for me to manage a breath.

			This is the home we made. This is the life I want.

			When I get him back to the house, I shadow him from room to room, starved for the reassurance that he’s really here. It borders on compulsive. He showers and changes into clean clothes, and I stare at him like he’s some kind of wonder of the universe.

			Because to me, he might as well be.

			“I’m not going anywhere,” he says with a wink as I trail him from the bedroom to the kitchen.

			“I know, but I need to be sure.”

			He pours us each a glass of wine, and we decide to go down to the dock to watch the sunset.

			The fallout from Simon’s death is playing out all over the country. If I turn on the national news tonight, he’ll be there. The beloved son, the failed CEO, all the spectacular hubris of his life.

			But the version of him that haunted me is finally gone. When he fired me, he didn’t just end a job—he tore through my life in a way that echoed the same terror I felt when my parents died. He reminded me how swiftly everything I built could come apart—pressing against familiar scar tissue, the wounds that taught me how ruthlessly uncertain life can be. Even with Beau, even in this new life, some part of me never stopped bracing for the next collapse.

			Realizing Simon’s story ended in a freak accident brought no joy. I hated that the very things I’d spent years trying to outrun—past pain and the razor’s edge—seemed to collide in such a violent way.

			But it did make the titan of my memories achingly familiar at last. He was just as ordinary as anyone else. Just as fragile. Just as mortal.

			He would hate to hear that. He thought of himself as anything but common.

			“Should we sell the house?” I ask as Beau and I find our chairs at the dock.

			Beau frowns.

			“I mean, Simon died, like, right there.” I wave behind us to the place he must have taken his last steps. “We can’t ignore that.”

			“I think the story becomes whatever we want it to be,” Beau says. “Whatever we want to focus on.”

			I hope he’s right. That this is the house we built. The home we made. A love Simon could never shake.

			Morally, I can’t say the hack was wrong.

			Although it’s ironic that a surveillance state might have exonerated Beau a lot faster.

			“Wonder what the poor folks are doing,” Beau says as he looks out over the lake.

			“I’ve been meaning to give this back to you.” I take the Buffalo Nickel necklace out of the pocket of my dress and fasten it around his wrist. With the watercolor haze of another Florida sunset above us, my fingers linger a little longer than necessary, just to feel the quiet thump of his pulse.

			He’s still here. Still him.

			Watching Beau leave police custody was one of those rare moments when your life is snatched back from the brink. I won’t forget what it feels like to balance on the edge of disaster and somehow land in the place where you’re saved.

			With Beau back, the razor’s edge isn’t a threat anymore. It feels more like the cost of choosing something real.

			Now as Beau reaches for my hand, I don’t hesitate. I choose him.

			In a place where people are always striving, always chasing down things that glitter, all I really want is the life we made together.

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			Six Weeks Later

			“Oh my God,” I hear Nora call from the front door as she lets herself in. “What’s Marcus cooking?”

			“We’re in here,” I answer her, but I’m sure she already knows.

			When Nora walks in, Marcus is at the stove, and Beau and I are on stools at the island.

			“I have a feeling whatever’s for dinner is going to fix me,” she goes on.

			I blow her a kiss and say, “It’s going to take a lot more than sage brown butter to fix any of us.”

			She walks behind Marcus, gives him a quick side squeeze, and sits down beside me as I slide her a glass of wine. Family dinner is back on. Marcus is filling a little pillow of ravioli while we all drool over the scent of sage brown butter.

			The easy rhythm of life in Winter Park comes back like second nature. Long lake days and lazy rounds of golf return, and Nora and I have hung up our detective monocles. Nowadays, she drags me to HIIT class, and then I drag her out to a boozy lunch. Exactly as it should be.

			“What are you wearing, by the way?” I say, giving her outfit the once-over.

			Nora looks down at the dusty yellow overalls. “I was just by the house. We are starting to rehab the floors.”

			“How…rustic. You know you’re paying other people to do that so you don’t have to, right?”

			“I’m helping.”

			“Let me rephrase. You know you could pay people to do that so you don’t have to, right?”

			Nora laughs. “Details matter when you do a historical renovation. And I’m enjoying it. But I have a change of clothes in the car. I can grab them if you’re afraid manual labor is catching.” She wiggles her fingers at me like she’s casting a curse.

			Rehabilitating a historic house has been good for her. She’s been putting all her art and design studies toward the renovation. And she’s made me stop calling it “the Hall House.”

			“Whose turn is it?” I ask, looking around the room.

			Nora says, “I invited Autumn, but she’s swamped in planning logistics for a surprise slumber party for Polly.”

			“So no guest tonight?” Marcus asks from near the stove, and Nora shakes her head.

			It’s a new tradition at family dinner. In honor of the olive branch Gemma extended my way all those years ago—reminding me that everyone needs someone every now and then—we take turns inviting someone to dinner. We try to stick to a monthly cadence. But the only clear rule is: If you spot someone who needs a friend or a lift in their week, bring them along.

			Once, I brought Tippy. Another time, Marcus brought Tori, who’s still processing Gemma’s murder.

			The inaugural dinner came the night Beau and I returned home from Ohio, where we had attended Gemma’s funeral. After anonymously covering the costs of a memorial service for her family, Beau and I slipped into the back pews of the church. I couldn’t save her, but she was a good friend. Someone who was so much bigger than her mistakes.

			Even if she was here to sabotage Beau and me, she came here under duress.

			Simon Avery has a long line of victims.

			Gemma’s trading habit caught up to her in more ways than one, apparently. Not only did she lose her savings with Redwood, but in his dogged pursuit of the Redwood hacker, Simon figured out that she was trading stocks on proprietary information.

			Insider trading when she should have been whistle-blowing.

			She was bound for federal prison, but Simon was willing to make her a deal. Having long suspected Beau’s involvement in the hack, Simon offered to look the other way on Gemma’s white-collar crimes if she’d come to Winter Park and see what she could learn about Beau and our life together.

			Every few months, she would call him to relay that she was still coming up empty on clues that Beau had anything to do with the Redwood hack, but Simon couldn’t hear it. The longer she stayed, the more insistent he became that she find something or he would turn her in.

			She had found comfort in her relationship with Shep. The connection between them had been real, for both of them, for a time. And Shep’s friendship with the Halls meant he was familiar with the key Fritz kept stashed under a planter for nights he Ubered home too drunk to remember where his car keys were. The spare key gave Shep and Gemma access to the house whenever they needed a convenient spot to meet up. Someplace near Park Avenue for Gemma, and away from Tippy’s games for Shep.

			But when Shep’s love bombing became too suffocating and Simon’s dead-end pursuit of Beau too fruitless, Gemma decided she was out. She distanced herself from Shep and packed up her apartment. She sold the whole thing to Marcus and me by keeping up the appearance that she would stay, down to the job interview she let me help her land. All that was left to do was finish Marcus’s anniversary party.

			Then Shep confronted her, and their fight escalated. Unable to accept that his perfect new life was slipping away, he strangled her. It was the escape he had been longing for and, in the end, the thing he killed for.

			Simon had arrived the day prior, hoping to use me for information on Beau and the hack. But Gemma’s murder turned all that upside down.

			Some days, it still stuns me that someone so calculating was taken out of this world by something as unpredictable as a freak accident in a hurricane.

			Nora raises her glass when she notices the faraway look in my eyes. “To Gemma.”

			Beau clinks his glass with mine.

			I look at Beau now, and smile. He winks, and I kiss the Buffalo Nickel on his wrist, right at the spot where the coin catches the light.

			And then I remember I made a promise. “Marcus, we have to save some ravioli for Polly. Dowling’s making cauliflower pizza with vegan cheese.”

			Ford’s out of town. His knee—which eventually required surgery thanks to him shirking doctor’s orders to rest—is finally strong enough to play in a tournament again, and I think I’ve almost convinced him I’m not a career criminal.

			“She’ll be woozy with hunger by nightfall.” Beau laughs.

			“At least she’ll get her slumber party redemption arc.” I smile. “Can you believe the slumber party was Dowling’s idea? Ford’s been compiling celebrity birthday wishes while he’s out on tour, and Autumn’s been asking for my input on monogrammed sleeping bags and tents with fairy lights.”

			There’s a smile I can’t hide when I think about how loved Polly is. How many people she already has in her life.

			And if we get it right, she’ll never be starved for approval from some megalomaniac boss.

			Nora raises an eyebrow. “You and Autumn are, like, friend-friends now?”

			“I’ve been checking on her.” I shrug. “I don’t know. Don’t make it a thing.”

			But these are the people who know me best. They know my habits by now. I collect strays and outliers. I’ll look after Autumn with the same loyalty I’d give any of them if they need me. Because it’s who I am. There have been times when I thought my always, all-in loyalty was my biggest liability. Maybe it still is. But it’s also the best thing about me.

			“Aww. I think it’s sweet.” Marcus smiles. “Este making friends is like those YouTube videos where the wolf thinks it’s a puppy and tries to play with the other dogs. Last week, I saw her talking to Carol.”

			Carol and I are softening toward each other, too. We’ll probably never be best friends. But after what she did for Beau, we’ll never be sworn enemies either. She helped Beau when she didn’t have to, and for that, my loyalty is for life.

			“Okay,” Marcus announces. “Everyone grab a plate. We’re dining alfresco tonight.”

			Everyone grabs a plate and walks toward the already-set table in the covered area of the pool deck. And I take it as a personal milestone that I manage to walk by the pool with only one leery glance.

			When Marcus saw that I had been avoiding the pool deck since Simon was found, he said we needed to make some new memories in my backyard. Good ones. The kinds that turn down the dread of the past.

			As we make our way to the table, though, Marcus and Nora hang back in the kitchen, his hand grazing hers when they both reach for a serving spoon. Their eyes linger on each other for a fragile heartbeat, and then Nora blushes, taking the spoon and scurrying toward the patio.

			My heart leaps to my throat. “What was that?” I whisper to Marcus when Nora’s out of earshot.

			His shoulders fall as he gives me a look.

			I know. I know. Incorrigible.

			“What?” I hiss. “I just think you guys should kiss already.”

			“Really?” Marcus folds his arms with a good-natured smile. “You’ve been so subtle with your hints, like the times you locked us in the Lemon & Fig supply closet.”

			“That wasn’t always me. One time the bread guy did it by accident.”

			“One time.”

			“Fine.” I shrug.

			“She loved Will,” he says, his face softening to something like regret. “What kind of a guy makes a play for another man’s wife after what she went through last year?”

			“The kind that likes her.”

			But there’s something in his expression that tells me he’s not ready yet. Maybe he’s in the same holding pattern Nora’s in. Penance for whatever mistakes they think they’ve made.

			Every relationship has its own DNA. Tippy’s and Shep’s. Beau’s and mine. No matter how much I want to will them together, Marcus and Nora will have to choose their path.

			“Fine,” I say again, and sigh dramatically. “Just don’t wallow in whatever that is for too long. Don’t miss out because you’re scared.”

			We gather the last of the plates and make our way outside. And there’s a peace that comes over me that I haven’t felt before. Knowing it took every turn—losing my parents, moving in with Delia, every painful reinvention, every mistake Beau and I carried—to land in this moment.

			Life isn’t just the razor’s edge. It’s what you make of the choices and the chances.

			“You doing okay?” Marcus asks as he watches my gaze drift toward the pool.

			“Never better,” I reply, meaning it.

			And once we’re all seated, looking at the people around the table, my heart swells.

			We clink our glasses together and settle into our usual conversations. Marcus’s restaurant. Nora’s house. Beau’s latest hyperfixation—restoring a buttercream-colored 1981 Mercedes 300TD biodiesel. And my latest scheme—trying to get Polly to start a book club with me and some of the other neighborhood kids.

			We’re lucky to be here. I’ve learned that much. If not for a few choices or a turn of fate, I could have ended up with Simon. I could have been Gemma. It’s hard to trace how we got here, harder to predict what will come next. As the conversation winds down, I spot Marcus whisper something sweet into Nora’s ear, and she smiles.

			Then, Beau leans over and presses a kiss to my forehead. I savor the warmth of his lips and the breeze coming off the lake, knowing we are the lucky ones.

			This is the life I want.

			It’s not the life I was running down. Or the one I ran from. It’s not even what I thought I wanted. It’s better—messier, warmer, built with people I love. And it’s so much better than I could have dreamed.
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