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            Prologue

         

         
            From PATCH

Hopewell-Pennington, NJ

            POLICE SEEK WITNESSES
TO ROLLOVER CRASH


            A woman was found on Tuesday night with critical injuries, not far from an overturned 1999 Toyota 4Runner. Emergency crews responded at 11:20 PM to a report of a single-car accident on East Mountain Road in the Sourland Mountain Preserve.

            The survivor, described as a young woman estimated to be in her late teens or early twenties, was transported to Capital Health Medical Center, where she remains in critical condition. Law enforcement is asking any witnesses who may have information about the cause of the accident or the identity of the vehicle’s occupant to contact Hopewell Police.
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            Fifteen Years Later

            Saturday, June 12, 6:32 p.m.

         

         Hope Miller shifted her gaze from the gas nozzle to the pump. When the gallon counter hit twelve, she scolded herself for not filling up before her trip into the city. She couldn’t risk an empty tank.

         The nearest customer leaned against his green Jeep, sharing her same awkward wait, watching the digital numbers tick by. She noticed him looking at her. When he noticed her noticing, he flashed a practiced grin. She didn’t smile back.

         That phrase, “It takes more muscles to frown than smile”? She had googled it once. Turns out, facial descriptions are subjective. Smiles, sneers, frowns, and smirks are all in the eye of the beholder. And the so-called facial nerve controls forty-something muscles, but some people have all of them, while others are missing almost half.

         But scientists did agree on one thing—that smiles are innate. Reflexive. And viewed across cultures as a sign of friendliness.

         A single man smiling at a single woman alone at a gas station at night?

         He could be flirting. Hope didn’t think of herself as pretty, per se, but how many times had Lindsay called her a magnet for male attention? 4

         Or he could be suggesting that she smile back, the non-verbal version of those comments men let fly so freely around total strangers—“Smile, honey. It’s a beautiful night”—as if it’s their business how a woman holds her face.

         Or, she wondered as she risked another glance in his direction, this particular man might know her. Was this simply random eye contact from a stranger, or the reflexive smile of a person who thought he recognized her from his past? She imagined him saying, Hey, aren’t you …

         She pushed the thought away. He didn’t seem especially curious. He was simply one of those guys who smiled at strangers for no reason at all.

         One of the many downsides of using cash at a gas station was having to guess how much to prepay. She had a credit card from Lindsay for emergencies but tried not to use it. She squeezed the pump handle—one, two, three—to top off the tank at the forty bucks she had already given the cashier inside, patting herself mentally on the back for being so close. Returning the nozzle to the pump, she forced a polite smile in the man’s direction.

         As she climbed into the front seat of her Honda Civic—Lindsay’s car, technically, like her credit card—she noticed Jeep Guy finishing up as well, sparking her anxieties again. He seemed to move too fast, both in terms of how long it had taken to fill the tank of an SUV and how quickly he maneuvered himself behind the wheel. She started the ignition, not bothering with her seat belt until she was out of the station and onto the service road. In the rearview mirror she saw the Jeep follow, making the turn from the station without slowing. 5

         She merged onto the LIE. So did the Jeep. She tried to tell herself that most of the cars in the area were on the same route. She stayed in the right lane, waiting for him to pass, but two miles later, he remained directly behind her. He wasn’t exactly tailgating, but not even an attempt to pass on the left? Maybe the types of friendly people who smile at strangers for no reason are the same oddballs who, like her, obey the speed limit at all times.

         Her grip tightened around the steering wheel when the Jeep’s headlights followed her off Exit 70 onto Route 111. She scolded herself: Stop. Wigging. Out. It’s the weekend, and you’re on the main road to the Hamptons in the summer. He’s just one car.

         A different set of headlights suddenly appeared in the left lane, maybe a quarter mile back, closing the distance. As the new arrival cruised beneath a streetlamp, she could see that the vehicle was a police car—white with lights on the roof. Her foot immediately moved from the gas pedal to the brake, her eyes drifting involuntarily to the speedometer. She was now ten miles an hour beneath the speed limit. Going too slow, like going too fast, was good cause for a traffic stop.

         She gave the engine more gas, and then shifted her gaze to the rearview mirror again. The Jeep was still on her. Maybe if she were a different person, she would tail the cop in the white car, or even barrel past him on the right, triggering a stop. She could explain it was all because of Jeep Guy, with the worrisome smile, still following her after nine miles.

         But Hope didn’t have the luxury of that option. Her explanation for not having a license (at all) or a registration 6 (in her name, at least) could lead to worse allegations—intoxication, insanity, a stolen car, something. So Hope maintained a perfect forty-five miles per hour through Manorville, waiting for the cop to pass.

         The police car was two lengths behind her before she realized that what she had assumed were overhead lights was actually a luggage rack, mounted on a regular old Chevy sedan. “Jerk,” she whispered to herself. There should be a law against strapping stuff to white cars.

         Jeep Guy finally turned off the main road once they hit Westhampton. All that worry for nothing. How many times had her imagination gotten carried away during the last fifteen years? She was so relieved that she didn’t give a thought to the white pickup truck that replaced the Jeep in her rearview mirror.

         
            *

         

         Hope had been to the house only once previously, and that was when Evan had been pitching himself to get the broker gig. He only brought her along to make his one-man outfit appear bigger than it was, but she promised when he gave her the job that she was willing to take on any assignment he’d entrust to her—even today’s last-minute drive to Manhattan and back because one of his renters ran off with a set of keys.

         The listing was a five-bedroom, four-bath in Sagaponack, on the south side (aka, the good side) of the Montauk Highway. Asking price: $2,999,900, to keep it from hitting the $3 million mark. It would never sell for that, but Evan dangled a high number to lure the owners into hiring him. 7Hope knew from the math the realtor had scribbled on the back of an envelope after the initial visit that he planned to push the couple to accept any all-cash offer over two-point-five. With an all-cash offer, Evan would write up the deal on paper as $2 million, and then put five hundred grand in the owners’ hands tax-free, using a point of his commission as necessary to sweeten the deal. The Stansfields—Stan and Robin, the couple that owned the house—had struck Hope as much too nice and normal to accept that kind of arrangement, but according to Evan, everyone out here did it. Sure, Evan—just like every legit realtor is willing to hire a former waitress who doesn’t have a social security number and needs to get paid in cash.

         Evan was shady, no doubt, but he’d proven himself to be a good coach since she moved to town the month before. She had watched him set up open houses before, and he had taught her exactly how a property should look and feel and even smell to reel in a buyer right away.

         Besides, this kind of task was right up her alley. How many times had she been told she had an obsessive eye for detail?

         Three hours after her initial arrival at the house, she ran through her mental checklist. Decluttering was the fun part. Evan had the owner’s permission to tuck away distracting personal items such as family photos and knickknacks. The flowers she had purchased—at a deli in the city instead of a florist in East Hampton so she could pocket the extra cash she’d been given—were split between two vases in the living and dining rooms. The area rug she had brought as instructed from Evan’s office was in place in the front 8 hallway to conceal the wear and tear on the floorboards. She even had the cinnamon rolls ready to go in a pie pan in the refrigerator. Evan could arrive tomorrow at noon and do nothing but turn on the oven. A hint of Barefoot Contessa, courtesy of Pillsbury.

         Of course, none of these superficial touches should actually matter. This house, by $3 million South Fork standards, was a dump. Terra-cotta kitchen tiles, laminate countertops, dingy, dated wallpaper. The real draw of the house was the lot—two full acres on a dead-end road. Whoever bought this place would tear the house down and start all over. But in the Hamptons, even a teardown was supposed to be staged.

         She had nearly completed her inspection when she spotted the problem. The windows!

         “Hamptons buyers want a light, bright, airy home, not a man cave,” Evan had told her.

         She quickened her pace with each additional shade pulled. All she could see outside was darkness. Standing alone in the isolated living room, backlit in front of all those windows, was giving her the heebie-jeebies.

         She took one final look around the house. It was perfect. She sent a quick message to her boss: The place is all set. I did it tonight to make sure I didn’t run into a time crunch tomorrow morning. Thanks again for trusting me, Evan. Hope you and the kids are having the best time!

         She returned the key to the lock box hidden on the back deck and locked the sliding glass kitchen door. The front door would lock automatically behind her. As she made her way to leave, Hope felt a surge of pride. She had found 9 this job entirely on her own—no help from Lindsay or anyone else from Hopewell. And she was actually good at it. Maybe if people got to know her as Evan’s assistant—instead of “poor Hope”—she could eventually find work as an interior decorator, or maybe one of those professional organizers who streamlines a house from top to bottom. She could find clients through Yelp and Instagram and get paid in cash. Lord knew there was plenty of money to be had in the Hamptons.

         She smiled reflexively when she saw his face at the front door. It wasn’t like her response to the man at the gas station. She smiled at a neurological level, straight from some primal, emotional part of the brain.

         It was the way a human face responds on instinct when a person sees someone from their past in an unexpected place.

         It took her brain a few seconds to catch up to her facial muscles. He shouldn’t be here.

         She turned to run, but he grabbed her arm. The feeling of his fingers digging into her skin burned hot with a distant memory. It had been fifteen years.

         He leaned close toward her and smiled, nothing friendly about it.

         “What kind of game are you playing, Hope? Isn’t that what you call yourself now?”
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            Saturday, June 12, 10:45 p.m.

         

         Lindsay Kelly reread the text she had drafted: Haven’t heard from you for a few days. Is everything still okay? 

         Too anxious. She erased and tried again. I was thinking about coming out to see you next week. Too soon? 

         Six weeks before, when Hope suddenly declared that she was moving to East Hampton, Lindsay had played devil’s advocate, reminding her friend that she had a life in Hopewell. She had a community and security.

         “But I don’t have privacy,” Hope had said. “Or anonymity. I just want to go someplace where I can blend in. I want to be normal.”

         Lindsay could still recall the hurt expression on Hope’s face when she had responded, “You have no idea what you’re saying. I mean, it’s not like you even know whether you ever were normal.”

         She regretted the words the second they escaped her lips. Even now, she didn’t really understand why she had allowed herself to say something so cruel. In that moment, Lindsay immediately vowed that she had to support her friend, no matter what she decided. And so, two weeks later, with a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach, Lindsay had helped Hope move to the eastern end of Long Island’s South Fork, riding the train from Penn Station to Princeton, where 11 Hope had picked her up to go to U-Haul, where Lindsay rented the moving van she would drive while Hope followed in her own Honda Civic. Of course, in Hope’s case, “her” Honda Civic was also in Lindsay’s name—title, registration, insurance, all of it—but explaining a borrowed car from a friend was easier than an unauthorized driver on a rental in the event that they ran into a problem.

         They had managed to pack all of Hope’s belongings from her garage apartment except for one piece of furniture—a solid oak armoire. Lindsay smiled to herself, recalling the ridiculousness of their failed attempt.

         “All right. We’re taking this armoire,” Hope had announced, “and that’s all there is to it.” It was a reference to both a classic Seinfeld episode and the fact that Lindsay had, in fact, taken the armoire after finding it abandoned on the curb with a “Free” sign taped to it. She discovered later that a visiting professor at Princeton had bought the armoire from one of the vendors at the Antique Center and then ditched it in the front yard at the end of the semester when he decided that schlepping it back to his permanent residence in New York City wasn’t worth the effort.

         They managed only to tip the clunky wardrobe onto the floor horizontally before Hope burst out in laughter, wiping her palms on the baggy denim cutoffs she had worn for the move. “Oh my god, it seems even bigger now that it’s empty.” She had tugged her sandy blond hair from the long ponytail at the nape of her neck, shaken it loose, and then pulled it into a sloppy topknot instead. “Gross, I’m super sweaty. How did we even get this thing up here in the first place?” 12

         “You don’t remember?” Lindsay had done her best to impersonate Hope trying to wrangle the thing down the street by herself, one scoot at a time. “Tony made Max and Bobby carry it for you once they all stopped laughing.” Tony and Grace Beckett were Hope’s landlords, and Max and Bobby were their now-grown sons.

         A look of recognition had washed over Hope’s face. That’s when Lindsay said the armoire might be trying to send a message that it wasn’t too late to unload the van and stay put. Before Hope could respond, Lindsay had jumped in to clarify. “I just want to make sure you’re a hundred thousand percent certain before we break our backs getting this lead-filled coffin down the stairs.”

         It wasn’t that Lindsay was unsympathetic to Hope’s complaints about Hopewell. Lindsay loved her hometown, but there was a reason she had opted to stay in Manhattan after graduating from law school. In a borough of fewer than two thousand people, not too many of them were strangers, and Hope had it worse than the usual resident. When she first arrived, everyone was curious about her. She was a walking, talking, living, breathing real-life mystery. But over the last decade and a half, Hope had woven herself into the fabric of the community, and it was precisely because of the incestuousness of their small town that Lindsay knew Hope would always be safe in Hopewell. The doctors still took care of her pro bono, even for things that had nothing to do with her original trauma. She had a rent-free garage apartment, thanks to Tony and Grace, the couple who organized the first prayer circle after word got around town about the stranger who turned up at the hospital with life-threatening 13 injuries but no identification. All they asked in return was that she watch the house when they left for their frequent camping trips. The police understood why she couldn’t have a driver’s license, and also knew that their beloved ex-chief—Lindsay’s father—considered Hope a second daughter, so they pretended not to see her on those occasions when they spotted her behind the wheel.

         She had worked her way up to manager at Rex’s Diner, all the while getting paid under the table. Lindsay supposed she could take credit for that one. The owner wasn’t a Rex, as the name would suggest; she was a Miriam and had practically raised Lindsay from the time she was seven years old, thanks to the eight years she had been married to Lindsay’s father.

         When Hope was in Hopewell, Lindsay knew that she was being looked after—by her father, by the Becketts, by Miriam, by that tight-knit community that had apparently come to feel like an anchor around Hope’s waist.

         In a way, Lindsay blamed herself for Hope’s decision to leave. She had been the one to invite Hope to tag along two months before to look at a Hamptons rental she was considering for the summer. No surprise, given the price, that the place turned out to be a dump, but Lindsay and Hope had spent the weekend checking out the shops and restaurants that would soon be too crowded when summer rolled around. They even took a fishing trip as an excuse to get out on the open water. After a third man made some not-too-subtle moves in their (meaning, Hope’s) direction, Hope had announced a new life plan: she’d meet a rich man and spend the rest of her life at a beach house. By the close 14 of the weekend, Hope was saying she was serious about not wanting to leave.

         Nine days after returning to Jersey, without telling Lindsay, Hope took the train back to Long Island, renting a backyard Winnebago off Craigslist for $70 a night so she could determine if the Hamptons really might be the right place for her to “start over.” She later explained that, the way she figured, the area was bustling enough to provide the anonymity she yearned for, without the big-city chaos that—to her knowledge, at least—she had never experienced. Due to its popularity as a vacation spot, it drew plenty of short-timers and newcomers, so she’d blend in from the outset. And in her words, it was “the right amount of shady.” Rich people who bought beach houses under LLCs, perhaps tossing some unreported cash around in the wash along the way, would have no qualms about paying her for work under the table if it meant they didn’t have to cover the payroll taxes. She was confident she could find a landlord and an employer who were willing to deal in cash, at least for the right kind of person.

         Hope’s gut instincts must have been right, because when she called Lindsay at the end of her trip, she had found both a house and a job. The owner of Hope’s tiny cottage was an older woman who needed to go to Indiana for six months to take care of her even older mother. She wanted someone responsible to cover the costs of keeping the house running and to watch over the place in her absence. Lindsay was mortified when Hope confessed that she’d “borrowed a few details” from Miriam’s biography to explain her need to live “off the grid.” Hope justified it by pointing out that, unfortunately, Miriam’s harrowing move to Hopewell to flee 15 an abusive boyfriend wasn’t especially unique. It turned out Miriam hadn’t minded one bit, assuring Hope that if what she went through could help another woman in even a tiny way, she was all for it. Once Lindsay and Miriam provided glowing personal references, the owner was willing to accept cash as rent. Done.

         Lindsay was more concerned about Hope’s job. She had started with the big property management companies and realtors, thinking they would need seasonal help to turn over the short-term rentals. She got a few nibbles, but even with her Miriam-inspired cover story, they all balked at the idea of paying her in cash. But then she’d found an “independent” realtor named Evan Hunter. Lindsay had googled him, of course. He looked slick. Like, literally slick. Dewy skin. Lips that looked freshly licked. Blond hair swept back with plenty of product. At best, he’d pawn all his work off on Hope without cutting her in on his lucrative commissions, knowing she had few options. Or worse, he’d try to use his power over her in other ways. He wouldn’t be the first to try to take advantage.

         Hope had eventually decided to leave the armoire as her gift to the Becketts’ apartment, but the rest of the move went forward as planned. According to Hope, everything was going well. The cottage was comfortable and homey. Evan dumped a lot on her plate, but she was enthusiastic about doing something new and thought she could leverage the knowledge she was gaining for bigger opportunities down the line. She had even become a semiregular at one of the local restaurants, where her favorite meal was something she called a “bottomless sandwich.” 16

         Lindsay tried to remind herself that Hope could have chosen worse locations than East Hampton. It was a little farther from New York City than Hopewell, but at least she was still relatively close. Lindsay had even thought about taking a rental—maybe they could find a way to share it. But Hope had asked for space as she got adjusted to her new surroundings. At first, she was at least texting regularly. But for the last two weeks, it had been Lindsay doing most of the reaching out, and Hope’s responses had gotten slower and shorter.

         She erased her latest draft message. It was nearly eleven o’clock on a Saturday night. No matter what she typed, Hope would know that Lindsay was worried about her ability to navigate through life anywhere outside of Hopewell. And she’d resent her for it.

         Her phone was still in her hands when a new text message arrived. It was from Scott. How was girl day? Wish you were here.

         Here would be about a mile away from Lindsay’s Greenwich Village one-bedroom, where Scott owned an apartment overlooking Gramercy Park—the apartment that in theory could be hers by now, too.

         
            Was only girl brunch. Many bloody marys were involved. Surfed Netflix the rest of the day.

         

         She saw three dots appear on the screen, indicating that Scott was typing. She expected a lengthy message based on the delay but received only one word in response. Alone? 17

         
            Yup.

         

         Oof. Those three letters looked snippier on the screen than she had meant them in her head. And maybe his one-word question wasn’t as clingy as she first read it. She tapped a quick addition. How’d the weekend go?

         
            One little rough spot when I declined an invitation to go to American Girl, but otherwise, it was great.

            Rock Center on a weekend? You’re a wise man.

         

         This was Scott’s weekend with his seven-year-old daughter, Nora. He had raised the possibility of Lindsay meeting her with increasing frequency over the past two months, and Lindsay kept finding reasons to defer until another time.

         
            I told her we’d save that trip for you. JK.

         

         Lindsay hoped that he was also kidding about mentioning her to his daughter. Her own father had remarried when she was the same age as Nora. When he and Miriam split eight years later, Lindsay was almost as devastated as that day in kindergarten when her mother finally explained why she had lost so much weight and seemed tired all the time. She and Scott had been dating for almost two years, but on the spectrum between having designated drawer space at each other’s apartments (check) and picking out a china pattern (nope), meeting Nora felt like nailing things down for good. 18

         Her father, on the other hand, liked to remind her that she was “already” thirty-six years old. In his world, that meant she should be married by now and working on getting pregnant, and with Scott being forty-five, he might not be interested in a second kid for long. Her father, like everyone else who met Scott, declared him to be “perfect.” Only Hope knew Lindsay’s reason for not jumping all in.

         As if reading her thoughts, he texted again. Did you make a plan to see Hope?

         She had told him yesterday that she wanted to drive out east and make sure everything was okay there. No. Like you said, she asked for space, and I need to give it to her.

         
            Maybe when you do visit, we can make a weekend out of it. Beer and Jenga reunion.

         

         It was a reference to where they had first met, on the patio at Montauk Brewery, on opposite teams of a game of Giant Jenga, stacking blocks the size of shoe boxes into an increasingly precarious tower until the entire structure came tumbling down.

         You can’t throw the game if you’re on my team, though. The first time they spent the night together, Scott had admitted to tipping the blocks intentionally so he and Lindsay could continue their conversation without interruption. Miss you.

         
            You up for a guest tomorrow night?

         

         Would love that. She knew he’d be dropping Nora off to his ex’s apartment on the Upper East Side after an early dinner. 19 When she had asked recently if they could spend more time at her place, she had expected another push for her to move in with him, but instead, he had been staying more nights with her than not.

         Can’t wait. Then more dots. Don’t worry about Hope. She’s a survivor. More dots. Honestly, I think it’ll be good for both of you if she gets on her own two feet.

         Lindsay tried not to let the last comment get beneath her skin. In her experience, prefacing a statement with “To be honest” or “To tell you the truth” is a sure sign you’re telling someone else what to believe—such as what was “good” for her, in this instance. Honestly, Lindsay wondered why Scott could never seem to understand that she and Hope were more like family than friends. The doctors said Hope probably would have died if Lindsay hadn’t happened to take the scenic route through the preserve as she was heading home from NYU that rainy night. Lindsay assumed that the taillights off the side of the road belonged to a driver who had pulled over to wait for the storm to pass. When her own car began to hydroplane, she swerved into the opposite lane to avoid crashing into the parked vehicle. Only when she regained control of the wheel did she realize she was looking at an overturned SUV.

         Running toward the scene in the pouring rain, she was certain the person splayed on the road in that awkward position had to be dead. She checked for signs of breathing and found none, but the emergency first aid training her father insisted on in high school kicked in. If a person’s unconscious, you check the ABCs—airway, breathing, circulation. She tried a jaw thrust, tilting the head back and 20 pulling the sides of the jaw forward to clear the airway. When she suddenly felt the warmth of shallow breathing, she quickly called her father, who sent out the alert to police and paramedics. As the EMTs loaded the young woman onto the gurney, her arm moved, as if reaching for Lindsay. On impulse, Lindsay jumped into the ambulance, holding the woman’s hand until they got to the hospital.

         When her father offered to drive her back to the preserve to get her car, Lindsay decided to wait until the next day. She needed to know if the woman was going to survive. At three in the morning, the doctors told her that the car’s occupant was alert and able to communicate but had no recollection of the events preceding the accident and was unable to tell them her name, date of birth, or address. Lindsay would learn the next afternoon when she returned to the hospital that memory loss was relatively routine after a head injury, and that patients typically recovered nearly all of their memories over days and weeks. Lindsay’s visits continued. With the summer off at home until law school began in the fall, she had enough time to spend nearly all of it with the girl whose life she had saved. And when the memories didn’t return after days, weeks, or even months, Lindsay was still there for her.

         So, no, Scott would never convince her that they’d both be better off if they leaned on each other less. But she had made a promise to Hope, and she needed to keep it. She’d wait a few days before checking in with her to plan a visit. Until then, Hope would be fine. Like Scott said, she was a survivor.
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            Saturday, June 12, 10:45 p.m.

         

         Nearly seventeen hundred miles away, NYPD detective Ellie Hatcher felt the weight of a warm, bare arm wrapped across her chest. Her skin felt clammy. She couldn’t move. She was pinned against the bed.

         A scream jarred her awake. It took her a few seconds to realize that it had come from her own throat. The arm moved, and a hand stroked her shoulder soothingly. “Sssh,” a voice whispered, “it’s just a dream.”

         Ellie opened her eyes and blinked several times before she remembered where she was. She registered the faint sounds of the ceiling fan—click, click, click—and crickets outside the window. Frogs? Some sort of tiny creature.

         It was so damn quiet. Too quiet. At home, she was used to a constant symphony of sirens, car horns, and garbage trucks on Third Avenue, Ellie’s version of white noise, allowing her to disappear until she reemerged into the world the next morning.

         She had no idea whether she’d been muttering, sweating, or kicking, but somehow she had managed to awaken Max, who could sleep through anything. She rolled over to face him. This was their first trip beyond the tristate area together. Hell, it was her first real vacation since making detective with the NYPD five years earlier. 22

         “Are you okay?” His voice was sleepy. Even though they had showered before dinner, he smelled like sun, salt water, and coconut.

         “I’m fine.” She nestled her head in the crook of his arm and placed one hand across his stomach until his breath became deep and rhythmic. He was already snoozing again. The fan continued to click as Ellie alternated between blanket-off and blanket-on, trying to find the right temperature.

         It had been Max’s idea to come to St. Barts. He thought she was kidding when she asked where it was. Ellie had been outside the United States exactly three times: once in high school, when she and two of her friends decided one Friday night that it would be fun to drive to Mexico; once two years before, when she’d flown to Toronto to interview a witness in a shooting connected to the Russian mafia; and once to London with the only other man she had ever tried to live with.

         At least Max had chosen a warm place with beautiful white-sand beaches instead of a rainy version of New York City. The original plan had been to come in March, but Max’s trial schedule had veto power.

         She knew plenty of people would cut off a limb to enjoy a week looking out over turquoise-blue water with the best man they’d ever known. But the very fact that Max had chosen a place she still wasn’t sure how to pronounce—Was it Saint or Sahn? Bart or Barts or Barth or Barths?—was another reminder of how different they were. Max made a government salary as an assistant district attorney, but had friends who were partners at major law firms, with second homes in East Hampton and the Berkshires. He’d been to Paris multiple 23 times and seemed perfectly at ease ordering foie gras and escargot on this trip. As far as Ellie was concerned, a beach vacation should mean tacos, barbecue, and margaritas.

         She kicked off the covers once again. How in the world could the most expensive hotel she’d ever stayed in not have better air-conditioning? Say what you will about Kansas, but at least the Midwest understood the importance of climate control.

         And there it was. The reason she was tossing and turning in the middle of the night—Wichita, Kansas. It was a good enough place to grow up, the kind of little city where a cop dad and a bookkeeper mom could afford a three-bedroom ranch house, complete with a finished basement and a picket fence. The public schools were better than average and, at least back then, provided a haven where kids were all treated the same, regardless of zip codes. It had been a middle-school PE teacher who convinced a skeptical Ellie to enter a junior-miss beauty pageant to start squirreling away some college money, a few hundred dollars at a time. Kansas had turned her into the kind of person who could move to New York City at the age of twenty-one and sign up for criminal justice classes at John Jay.

         But Kansas was also the state she never left—not once, not even to Kansas City, Missouri—until she was in the tenth grade for that impromptu trip to Mexico. It was the home that had never taught her about delicacies such as foie gras and escargot. And it was the place where her father died when she was only fourteen years old.

         She shifted from her comfortable spot in the crook of Max’s arm and fumbled around on the nightstand until she 24 found her phone. The glow of the screen lit the room in a yellowish haze, but Max seemed undisturbed.

         She suddenly remembered she was in a foreign country and would have to pay data fees. Fuck it. A few texts would cost less than dessert at tonight’s overpriced restaurant.

         
            Are you up?

         

         Dots immediately appeared in a text box on the screen, suggesting that her brother was indeed awake.

         
            I am now. You know I leave my phone on in case of last-minute cancellations.

         

         She felt a pang of guilt. Jess was a barely-working musician. Here she was, feeling sorry for herself for being a fish out of water in St. Barts, but she was a detective with a salary, benefits, overtime, and a pension waiting for her down the road. Jess had to keep his cell phone on max volume next to his pillow in case some dive bar needed an over-the-hill punk band on short notice.

         Sorry, she typed. I had a dream about Dad.

         No dots. No response. Jess never wanted to talk about Dad or Wichita or anything else that brought up old feelings. But he was her only person when it came to this particular subject.

         Finally the dots reappeared. His reply was brief.

         
            What about him?

         

         25Some kids, they remember their parents pushing them on swings or coaching their teams or hugging them at graduation. But Jess would know those weren’t the kinds of dreams Ellie would have about their father. When she thought about her dad, it was almost always about either his death or the deaths that obsessed him while he was still alive.

         When we went to the hospital, she typed.

         More dots. Yeah, that sucked.

         
            You were right, you know. About the hospital. You knew before anyone.

         

         She pictured her brother fully awake now, in bed at the Murray Hill rent-controlled one-bedroom that had been hers before she moved in with Max. Maybe he was alone. Maybe not. Jess was Jess.

         I don’t think they give trophies for that particular skill. Long pause. Seriously, R U OK?

         She stared at her screen as she listened to the fan click. She adjusted the blankets again. One leg under, one leg out.

         
            I don’t know.

         

         Jess’s response took so long that she wondered if he had decided to go back to sleep. Dad killed himself, but we’re over that, remember? Get your groove on at that fancy island.

         She shut her eyes, rolled over on her side, and tried to find a spoon position beside Max before another message popped up again. 26

         
            Do you need me to call you?

         

         She typed no and regretted it as soon as she hit send.

         She sifted through the events of the day, wondering what had led her subconscious into the past. Then she heard her brother’s voice in her head, speaking the words he had just texted: Dad killed himself. They had finally learned the truth about her father’s death almost four years before, when the Wichita Police arrested the man she had always assumed was her father’s killer. We’re over that, remember?

         She turned off her phone and laid it next to the lamp on the nightstand.

         By the time Ellie fell asleep, the five-bedroom, four-bath house in Sagaponack, on the south side of Montauk Highway, listed for not quite $3 million, was spotless and staged, ready for the next day’s open house.

         Ellie would not learn the name Hope Miller for another nine days. She had no way of knowing that what had happened nearly seventeen hundred miles away on Long Island at the exact moment she had dreamed about her father would force the past to collide with the present once again.
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            Two Days Later

            Monday, June 14, 7:20 p.m.

         

         Robin Stansfield stood in the middle of the living room, her quilted Vera Bradley tote still in hand. It was a favorite among her collection—black with yellow-and-white sunflowers. Everything about it made her happy.

         But she wasn’t thinking about her cheerful bag. Her focus was entirely on her surroundings as her eyes darted from one area of the room to another. Sofa. Media cabinet. Coffee table. Something wasn’t right. Something.

         She didn’t even notice her husband, Stan—his parents had actually named him Stanley Stansfield—make his way into the room. His left hand pulled her giant Tumi roller case. His right managed to juggle both of their carry-ons.

         “Thanks anyway, Robin.” His voice momentarily interrupted her meditation. “Really, I’ve got this all under control.”

         She muttered an apology and made a kissing sound in his direction, which he returned. “I’ll leave a nice tip for you on checkout.” She had known Stan since they were in the ninth grade.

         He was the sort-of-cute band geek who sat next to her, a junior varsity cheerleader, in algebra. He became her harmless, reliable friend when he got a provisional driver’s license 28 and began offering her rides from school. She never thought of him as anything more until he and his friends formed a band the summer after sophomore year. The sight of him and his bass guitar playing “Hungry Like the Wolf” at yard parties had locked her down.

         Now she was fifty-five years old, but they’d just celebrated their thirty-fifth anniversary with a week at the Four Seasons in Maui. Her gift to him was all the golf he’d played this week. Stan loved golf almost as much as he loved Robin.

         Stan disappeared into the kitchen, then walked through the living room again, eating a piece of string cheese on his way to the garage to grab the next round of bags from the car.

         By the time he returned, she was rotating slowly and methodically in a circle.

         “You look like the top of a music box with a bum battery. Are you going to keep doing that?”

         Yes, she was. At least until he returned a second time to the living room, plopped himself onto the sofa, and pointed the remote at the plasma screen TV on the wall. He had just landed on ESPN when she turned to face him.

         “You know those days where you think you’re losing your mind?”

         “A lesser man would say something slightly misogynist around now.”

         Now he was just pushing her buttons. “You’re gaslighting me, aren’t you? Did you do this while I was dillydallying in the driveway?”

         “Don’t you remember? I was getting my golf bag ready so I can take it to the club tomorrow. How am I gaslighting you now?” 29

         He had a point. Robin did have a tendency to accuse him of mischief every time she couldn’t find her keys. He called her the girl who cried wolf. She told him that’s what he got for being such a practical joker.

         She did another slow, circular turn. She didn’t want to accuse Stan again, but she was certain that the house wasn’t as she left it. Little things were different. The Marimekko throw pillow was in the center of the sofa, not stacked in front of the larger, solid green one in the corner. When Stan reached for the remote control, it had been on the coffee table, not on the porcelain tray on the media console beneath the TV, the way she liked it. The blinds over the sliding glass door to the deck were flipped up, not down.

         She asked Stan if he had arranged for the housekeeper to come while they were out of town.

         “You give me far too much credit if you think I know how to call … huh, I don’t even know her name.”

         “Gina.”

         “Whatever,” Stan said. “Stop obsessing. I’m sure it was probably Evan not putting things back after the open house.”

         Robin felt stupid the second her husband mentioned Evan. Right, of course: the realtor. After living in New York City for nearly a quarter century, using this house as their weekend respite, Stan had declared two months earlier that he was tired of what he had taken to calling “this garbage city.” Now that their daughter was out of college and working in Phoenix, he wanted to accept his company’s offer of a transfer to Irvine. How could she say no?

         She knew that plenty of people would kill to be in her position. She was in love with a husband who loved her 30 back and asked little in return. And the new place would be closer to Hannah.

         But, man, she was going to miss this house. They were only going to be here for three days before they headed down to Palm Beach for another vacation. Stan was taking full advantage of the downtime he had negotiated before he needed to start work in California.

         “Is it awful that I keep forgetting we’re selling this place?”

         Stan’s face softened as he looked up at her from the sofa. “We’ve got a lot of good memories here, sweetie. We’ve still got half a lifetime left to make some more. Now turn off your OCD and keep me company on the sofa over here.”

         But as she took her usual spot at his side, she couldn’t shake a nagging feeling that something wasn’t quite right.
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            Two Days Later

            Wednesday, June 16, 10:40 a.m.

         

         Thanks to summer traffic, even on a Wednesday morning, Lindsay was nearly three hours into a 107-mile drive when the GPS began to guide her through a network of back roads. In a stop-and-go line of vehicles stretching from Southampton through Sag Harbor, she watched the sunlight glisten blue on Noyack Bay and tried to still her thoughts. What had begun as lingering anxiety about Hope’s new life had evolved into full-blown panic after four days. Until Hope moved to East Hampton, they had never gone more than a day without talking. It had now been a week, even after Lindsay broke her vow to give her friend space and began calling and texting frantically.

         Her cell phone announced that she was approaching her destination. As Lindsay came to a stop, she pictured Hope arriving at this exact spot a month earlier. She had given a quick beep-beep with her car horn and then gestured out the window for Lindsay to pull the moving van into the driveway. Hope nearly tripped as she tumbled from the driver’s seat, beaming as she spun in circles on the lawn.

         When she finally stopped spinning, her almond-shaped green eyes squinted against the sun. “It’s cute, right?”

         The cottage was tiny and the siding weathered, but the front door was painted bright orange, and white-and-purple 32hydrangea blossomed across the yard. Lindsay assured her that it was adorable.

         “This is my very first time having a whole house all to myself.” That she knew of, of course. That was always an unspoken truth with Hope.

         Lindsay had hugged her friend and told her she’d never seen her so happy. “It’s like rainbows are bouncing off you right now. That’s how happy you look.”

         Hope had opened her mouth as if to say something, but then stopped and shook her head. “Just excited is all,” she had said. “I think I might actually have my life back soon.”

         Lindsay had been replaying that moment in her mind over and over again for days. What life, Hope? What life did you have before I found you? 

         She banged on the front door and peered through the windows. Through a part in the bedroom curtains, she could see that the bed was made. Nothing seemed out of place. But no Hope, and no Honda Civic in the driveway or on the street. She’d need to track down the landlady’s contact information to see about getting a key, but she had an appointment in a few minutes that she fully intended to miss.

         
            *

         

         Lindsay loved to linger at the real estate offices along Main Street in East Hampton, browsing the listings in the windows of Corcoran and Sotheby’s. Six-bedroom, nine-bath houses on two oceanfront acres. Old farmhouses brought up to pristine standards. Even a mid-century ranch slapped with some white paint could garner more than a million if it had room for a pool. Primo real estate porn. 33

         But Evan Hunter, Hope’s under-the-table employer, was definitely not that caliber of listing agent. His office address didn’t even appear in his sponsored ads on Facebook and Instagram. Evan’s flinch when Lindsay stepped through the door made it clear he wasn’t used to walk-ins. He scrambled to his feet to welcome her with a handshake.

         In person, he looked older and more bloated than in his online photographs, with thinner and more disheveled hair. Even so, if she were searching for someone to trust with a major real estate transaction, she actually preferred the real-life version to the slickster featured in his official headshots.

         “What brings you in this afternoon?” he asked with a chipper smile.

         Three unreturned calls brought me in. “My name’s Lindsay Kelly. I left you a couple of messages?”

         He turned his focus to arranging the loose papers on his desk into tidy piles, avoiding her gaze. “Sorry, I was about to get back to you. It’s a nonstop crush out here in the summer. I drove to Amagansett just now only to have a client stand me up. Not even a phone call.”

         “That’s so rude.” After Lindsay’s voice-mail messages went unreturned, she had tried another tactic, posing as a potential buyer to schedule a property viewing for eleven o’clock. Instead of showing up for the appointment, she had waited down the street and then followed him back here, to a storefront that she vaguely recalled had once been a liquor store. “But speaking of phone calls, I made it pretty clear in my messages that the matter was urgent, Mr. Hunter. It’s not like Hope not to answer her cell or respond to text 34messages. You could’ve at least let me know if you’d seen her or talked to her lately.”

         “With all due respect, Miss …”

         “Lindsay is fine.”

         “With all due respect, Lindsay, you called me once Monday, and then two times yesterday, back-to-back, asking about an employee I’ve only known a month. It was a little out of the blue, and I’ve been quite busy today, in no small part because your friend went AWOL on me.”

         “Well, with all due respect, Evan, some people might say it’s more than a little suspicious that you’d be so cavalier about the disappearance of a woman that you agreed to hire under a highly untraditional arrangement. I think this is the part of the TV show when the police start looking into your background.”

         He held his palms up in protest. “Wait a second. You’ve got this all wrong.” He looked at her intently and sighed, as if coming to terms with some internal debate. “Fine. Have a seat and let me explain.”

         “I’d rather stand, if that’s okay with you.” The front of the office space was glass, so she was in plain view of passersby outside. If the situation became dangerous, she could dart out to the parking lot.

         “Look, you’re right. It wasn’t only because of my schedule that I didn’t call you back. I could tell from your message that you’re genuinely concerned about your friend, and I was trying to figure out how to respond. I guess what I’m trying to say is … your friend suckered me. The last time she was in the office, she talked me into advancing her two thousand dollars. Then, what do you know: she no-shows all 35this week and seems to have turned off her phone.”

         Lindsay shook her head. “I’ve known Hope for fifteen years. She wouldn’t do that. She was really excited to have this job. When did you supposedly give her this money?”

         “Supposedly? Jeez, you’re not going to believe anything I say, are you? So if you’ve known her fifteen years, that means you must know the abusive husband she’s supposedly hiding out from under a fake name. Is that story even true?”
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