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      It’s a dark and stormy night as six strangers wait for a boat that will take them to a remote private island.

      Okay, that’s not quite true. It’s a grey and dreary afternoon. It rained for a while around lunchtime, and the clouds overhead say it’s going to rain again. Truthfully, the forecast for the final weekend of summer in the Muskokas is not promising.

      Also, I’m the only stranger here. We’re standing on the dock at the marina, and while I know no one, the other five people here are chatting among themselves. There’s an elegant man and woman. They’re both white, but the man’s black suit and slicked-back ponytail look out of place here in cottage country. The silver in his beard says he’s old enough to not give a fuck what people think, though. The woman is in a pink chiffon dress and flat gold sandals. Everything about her is graceful, from the arch of her neck to the way she leans in to speak softly into his ear.

      The other three people are two men and a woman. One man is older. Shorter. Still white. He’s in a tweed jacket and pressed blue shirt, and even though the air has lost its summertime humidity, he keeps mopping his bald head with a handkerchief. The other man and the woman, both in their early thirties, are talking loudly and excitedly to each other. His dark hair and tanned skin speak to some Mediterranean heritage. Her black hair and dark eyes are distinctively Asian, but her accent is one hundred percent Toronto. The older man keeps trying to join them, speaking in a posh French accent—as in French from France, not the throaty growl of Montreal French—and while the woman is happy enough to engage, the younger man positions his body so that he’s constantly cutting the bald man out of the conversation.

      “Do you really think they have a Chateau Saint-Michel? I heard it’s a 1987. Of course, an ’88 would be bigger but also out of our price range, right?” The young man laughs at the woman. The sound is too loud, echoing out over the water. The woman smiles, but she also slides her hand in his, and her silent squeeze warns him he’s being too much. But he keeps laughing, and the bald man keeps mopping at his head and looking uncomfortable.

      The point is, though, they all have someone to chat with, and I’m left standing here like a lump. I glance back to where my car is parked in the marina lot. Still time to leave. But leaving admits defeat. It means Sloan wins, and I can’t let that happen. So I pull the neck of my yellow rain jacket tighter as the air threatens precipitation again and wait.

      Finally, Murray emerges from the cabin of the boat tied up at the dock. He’s got grease on his shirt and the sweat stain on his ball cap starts at the brim and goes halfway up the frayed Murray’s Marina logo on his brow. He winces as he turns the key, but his smile is all relieved sunshine as the engine roars to life. The people around me take an apprehensive step back, but Murray waves them forward.

      “Okay, folks! Let’s get moving before she decides to pack it in for the season after all.”

      Nervous glances are exchanged while the outboard chugs in the water, but one by one, the strangers board the vessel. It’s the only way to get to Ross Island, after all, which is the reason everyone has come.

      Though my reason is a little different than the others’.

      “I haven’t seen you at one of these before,” the young woman says once we’re underway. The boat is Murray’s old twenty-eight-footer, and there’s only enough seating for the six of us, so I’m stuck sitting squeezed between her and the elegant woman in the pink dress.

      “One of these?” I ask.

      “The auction.” Her smile is wide and open. Her hair is pulled back in a high ponytail that sways with the bouncing motion of the boat. “It’s so convenient that it’s close to home, isn’t it?”

      Closer than she knows. I give her a tight grin that she can take as agreement or not. Mostly I want it to be a dismissal. These people are leeches. Parasites. Whether they realize it or not, they’re here to feed on what’s left of my family.

      Though I wouldn’t mind feeding Sloan to the fishes. She’s refused to answer my calls for the last two weeks, but she can’t avoid me if we’re standing face-to-face. If that doesn’t work, I’ll throw her to the sharks . . . the legal kind, at least. But I’d rather not sue her. She is my sister, after all.

      “I’m Laurel,” the woman says, clearly still intent on learning my life story. She holds out her hand to shake, and I have to twist my body to take it without elbowing the elegant woman in the process. She at least seems happy to pretend I don’t exist.

      “Gillian.”

      “This is my boyfriend, Chris,” Laurel says.

      “Maybe you’ve heard of us?” he says with a confident grin. When I shake my head, he laughs. “Wine babe? No?”

      I still have no idea. “I’m really sorry.”

      He laughs again, loud even over the sound of the boat, and slings an arm over Laurel’s shoulder. “Wine babe! It’s our Instagram account.”

      “Oh. That’s . . .” Thankfully, before I can embarrass myself further, the boat rises up and comes down hard on a wave, making us all bounce. Murray curses. Laurel shrieks. The bald man looks green. The elegant couple don’t look like anything odd has happened. They’re whispering between themselves in the hard, percussive sounds of a language I don’t recognize. Russian, maybe? Something Eastern European, at least. My ability to speak foreign languages crashed and burned in high school after French class stopped being mandatory. I can ask where the washroom is, but the only other sentence I remember is Placez le pamplemousse dans la poubelle, and so far, the opportunity to tell someone to put the grapefruit in the garbage can has never presented itself.

      The clouds swell, and the sky darkens.

      “Looks like it might rain again,” Murray says. “We’ve still got a bit before we get to the island. There are drinks in the cabin. You can help yourself.”

      The promise of libations is enough to send everyone else below. I stay where I am. Hopefully, they’re not too disappointed to find Murray has stocked the cooler with his favourite brand of light beer and not a 1987 Chemain Saint-Domaine or whatever Laurel was talking about. Wine has never been my thing.

      “How are you doing, Gilly?” Murray’s question draws me away from thoughts I don’t want to visit. I give him the same smile I give everyone who asks that question because the answer is very long and most people don’t actually want to hear it.

      “I’m okay,” I say. Murray’s been running the marina for as long as I can remember. I wouldn’t say he was exactly friends with my dad, but you can’t buy gas, beer, and potato chips from the same person for over fifty years and not at least be friendly.

      “Been busy at the house,” he says. “I’ve been driving people back and forth for the last month. A lot of guys in suits.” He gives me a wink, but the words make my face go hot with anger, even in the wind. Guys in suits have no business up here, especially not at Dad’s house. But apparently, Sloan disagrees. Hence the need for this urgent conversation.

      The rain clouds continue to loom, and the wind comes up, making the boat roll harder in the growing chop. The guests stay below, and maybe Murray did break out a few bottles of vino for the occasion because every so often the clink of glasses filters toward me.

      The house, as Murray called it, sits atop the chunk of rock known as Ross Island. There had been a Mr. Ross, maybe a hundred years ago. He owned a string of newspapers in Ontario and Quebec and built a modest cottage for his family on the island. Over time, the modest cottage was expanded and rebuilt until now it’s hardly a cottage anymore. When my parents got divorced, Dad kept the house up here and Mom took the one in Toronto. Sloan and I spent most of the school year in the city, but as soon as class was out, we were here. Late sunsets and lazy days. That’s what I remember.

      But not anymore. Not if Sloan gets her way.

      “Oh, it’s bigger than I thought it would be.” Laurel has come to stand beside me. We’re getting our first glimpse of the top of the roof peeking out from between the tall spruce and pine trees that cover the island. Laurel sounds a little breathless, and her cheeks are pink. She turns her glassy gaze on me, and I give her another wordless smile. It has to be bad etiquette to show up at an exclusive wine auction already tipsy, but what do I know? “I heard he lived here year-round. Can you imagine how lonely it would be in the winter? How would he even get things like groceries?”

      “Snowmobile,” I say without thinking. “Or a ski plane if the ice is thick enough.” Dad sold the plane a few years ago. A lifetime of being hunched over his typewriter meant his eyesight wasn’t what it used to be, and he finally agreed flying a plane in a snowstorm with 20/100 vision wasn’t the best idea.

      “Did you read about that somewhere?” Laurel asks. “I looked up his Wikipedia page before we left, but I don’t remember it saying anything about that. Arnold Fletcher.” She shudders. “They made me read Frost Burn in high school. It was so depressing. Did you ever read it?”

      Did I? I can’t even say anymore. Probably it was on a syllabus somewhere sometime. But when you’re the daughter of the man who wrote “the most significant piece of Canadian fiction of the last half century”—thank you Globe & Mail book review—you don’t actually need to read the book to know the plot. Anyone who ever came to the house asked him about it. Where did Dad get his inspiration? Did he ever live in Saskatchewan? Is the character based off his wife or someone else? I know all the answers.

      Laurel doesn’t wait to hear them, though, before she says, “Do you think it’s true?”

      “What’s true?” I ask, hair prickling on my nape.

      She glances around like she’s worried someone’s listening, even though you’d have to be standing right beside her to hear over the roar of the boat engine.

      “About how he died?”

      My heart sinks.

      “I—” But I don’t even have any way to finish that sentence.

      Fortunately, Laurel doesn’t seem to be worried about having an actual conversation.

      “I heard it was suicide,” she whispers. “That they found him⁠—”

      “Heart attack,” I say quickly, because the end of her sentence was going to be disgusting and untrue. “It was a heart attack.”

      It was too. But I’m familiar with the other stories. The rumors. The media had a field day. Or field days, I guess. About four of them, before the death of famous author Arnold Fletcher fell off the front page in favour of the government’s latest collusion scandal. But in those four days, the news regurgitated every rumor they could find on Twitter. A heart attack. Suicide. A robbery gone wrong. Drugs. Alcohol. Didn’t matter if it was true. All they had to do was copy and paste.

      But it was a heart attack, plain and simple. And the rumors that he’d spent a week or a month or the entire winter dead on his study floor are lies too. He can’t have been dead for more than twelve hours. He’d been having some work done at the house and called the contractor just after eight in the evening, then the same contractor found his body by eight the following morning. The nitro spray was in his hand. As deaths go, it’s about as cut-and-dried as it gets.

      Laurel’s brows are pinched together like she’s trying to decide if she wants to debate the details with me. If she does, I might toss her overboard. But before we can get to that, the boat rounds the final point of land, and the house comes into full view.

      “Look.” I point out the sprawling timber frame creation. It glows in the late afternoon sun.

      “Ohh.” Laurel’s eyes light up. “Chris! Babe! We’re here!” She hurries away, and the moment of tension she probably didn’t even feel goes with her.

      As we pull up to the dock, Murray goes about tying us off behind the small white sailboat that’s already there. I groan softly. Bert and Didi are here. Exactly the people I least want to see . . . after Sloan.

      Without the boat motor running to cover it, the sound of laughter wafts down from the elevated deck on the front of the house. People are milling around. At one point, a few heads turn toward us while Murray helps the guests step off onto solid ground.

      “Hey!” someone calls. Sloan’s blonde head and smiling face appear over the balcony rail. She waves like a queen acknowledging her subjects, but her voice is very much princess-on-a-joyride. “Get up here! The party’s already started!”

      “Can you wait?” I ask Murray as the others make their way up the winding cedar staircase. “I won’t be here long.”

      “You’re not staying?” he asks, but he glances at the sky, where the clouds are hanging lower and darker than before. “I hear it’s going to be quite the weekend.”

      Laughter sounds again, making my throat hurt. I shake my head. “I need to talk to Sloan for a minute.” Hopefully, the sight of me in front of her will make her realize what an utter selfish pain in the ass she’s being, and we’ll get this resolved quickly.

      Distantly, thunder rumbles, and Murray grimaces.

      “I can’t be out in a storm,” he says. “Kelsey gets scared.”

      I sigh. Kelsey is his ancient labrador. She panics with any kind of loud noise. Thunder. Fireworks. Once during Canada Day celebrations, she freaked out, escaped from inside Murray’s boat, and jumped into the lake trying to get away.

      “Please. I’ll be quick,” I say.

      “Why don’t you stay the night?” he asks. “One last visit?”

      I ball my hands into fists. I’m not here for sentiment. Right now, I need anger and purpose, not soft feelings about old memories. Also, it’s not like I packed anything for an overnight. No toothbrush or clean underwear.

      The lights aren’t on at the boathouse. However many people Sloan’s invited for this thing, they must all be staying up at the main house. There’s an old guestroom in the boathouse loft, though, assuming Sloan hasn’t cleared it out. I don’t mind sleeping among the spiders for one night. Wouldn’t want to stress Murray and poor Kelsey. I’ll figure out which is the most expensive bottle of wine in Dad’s cellar and drink myself to sleep. It’ll have the added benefit of pissing Sloan off because it’s one less bottle she can sell. Two birds. One stone. Totally worth a little tooth fuzz in the morning.

      “Come get me bright and early?” I try. “Nine o’clock?”

      Thunder rumbles again. Murray nods. “I’m bringing everyone else for ten. How about that?”

      That’s too many hours to spend here, and yet it may not be enough. I have to convince my sister not to sell this place. I square my shoulders as Murray pushes the boat back toward the lake.

      I can do this.

      There are eighty-nine steps from the water to the house. I counted them as a kid, and now I do it as a reflex. One, two . . . forty-four, forty-five. Sloan’s voice interrupts my counting, which only makes me angrier.

      “Wait until you see the cellar,” she’s telling someone, voice a little too loud. “It’s a fire sale, basically. Everything must go.”

      Like the house? Dad hasn’t even been dead for six months. After the funeral, my sister and I agreed we’d wait before making any big decisions. And yet somehow, Sloan’s been bringing guys in suits up here to check things out, and now she’s selling off the wine cellar. So it’s time to talk.

      As I come around the top of the steps, Sloan has her back to me. She’s chatting with a middle-aged white man wearing glasses, a pressed white button-down, and loafers. He’s everything inoffensive and upper-class. When he gestures toward her, a heavy watch with a gold band appears under his cuff. She laughs again, tipping her head back so her hair cascades down her back. He’s too old to be a potential boyfriend, and Sloan’s got a partner back in the city. Bruno. They spend half their time in Toronto and half in the Azores where Bruno has an artist’s studio. The loafer man would need a ton of money to compete with Bruno’s creative spirit and raw animal magnetism. That was how Sloan described him when they first met. I’ve never seen the appeal. All I know is Bruno spent Dad’s funeral texting.

      Whoever Loafers is, he’ll have to step aside, because I need a word with my sister.

      “Gilly!”

      A hand settles on my shoulder, and before I can even respond, I get enveloped in a tight bear hug. The smell around me immediately turns to sunscreen and cigars. It’s familiar. Overwhelming. Like I’m being crushed by the love child of a gorilla and a boa constrictor.

      “Hi, Bert,” I gasp.

      “Oh, it’s so good to see you. Sloan said you weren’t coming.” He slaps my back so hard I cough, but then he releases me so air rushes back into my lungs. I’m staring up at the face of my dad’s oldest friend. Bert—Robert if he’s sitting across from you at the negotiating table—smiles down at me with twinkling blue eyes. Bert and his wife, Didi, own the house across from ours. It’s been in Didi’s family for four generations. They met on the lake nearly sixty years ago. Bert was a sailing instructor at the yacht club. Didi was the party girl looking for a fun time in town every weekend. They’re basically a two-headed monster. Bert and Didi. Everyone knows Bert and Didi. He took early retirement right as I was finishing high school, and they’ve been mainstays in the lake’s social scene ever since.

      “Hi,” I say, still gasping.

      “I’m so glad you made it.” He drags me into another bone-crushing hug, then says over my shoulder, “Didi. Look. Look who came.”

      “Thanks,” I say, trying to extricate myself, “But I really—” Sloan has stopped talking to Loafers and has moved on to the bald man from the boat.

      “Gilly. Oh, what a nice surprise.”

      Too late. Didi pulls me into a fresh round of hugs. Unlike Bert, hugging Didi feels like hugging a scarecrow. The bones of her thin body poke at me in uncomfortable places. But as we part, her expression is nothing but friendly sympathy.

      “How are you doing?” she asks. “I didn’t expect you to be up here again.”

      Why wouldn’t I? I thought there’d be lots of time. I glance again toward Sloan. She’s eyeing the bald guy like he might have a disease.

      “Oh, it’s so nice to see you,” Bert says, patting my back. “This weekend is so exciting. Sloan was so smart to reach out to me about the wine.” He laughs, and Didi joins him. Together, they are the king and queen of mingling. Bert has perfected the art of the summer barbecue that runs for a whole weekend. And Didi is the kind of society wife who shows up in magazine photos taken at charity galas where she’s standing next to old men who have titles like “Right Honourable” next to their names.

      Didi pokes me as she snorts in a surprisingly unladylike way. Her skin is flawless, no doubt toned, and peeled, and everything else until it has the texture of a newborn’s backside. “Come meet Vincent,” she says, and before I can protest, she’s pulling me to where loafer man is now having a hurried conversation with the bald man. Sloan is standing to one side, looking annoyed to no longer be the centre of attention. As we approach, she ducks away and the bald man follows quickly. Loafer man—Vincent, I assume—adjusts his cuffs and gives us all a confident smile.

      “Vincent,” Didi says, holding an arm out to welcome him into our little circle. “This is our dear friend, Gilly.”

      “Gillian,” I say, holding out a hand, because no one who met me after age fifteen calls me Gilly.

      “A pleasure,” he says, his voice curling around vowels that aren’t easily identifiable as Canadian or American or any other particular -an.

      “Vincent is our guest of honour,” Bert says, puffing his chest out.

      Vincent ducks his head. “Flattery will get you nowhere, Robert.”

      “It gets me everywhere.” Bert punches at his shoulder. It’s probably meant to be friendly, but Vincent rocks on his feet. He’s younger than Bert but older than me. Other than that, his age could be anything between forty and sixty. His hair is jet black and his skin is tanned. Hard to say if it’s sun or genetics. Regardless, he looks completely at ease here.

      Bert continues speaking. “Didi and I met Vincent at an auction in Boston. A whole collection of Bordeaux.”

      Didi nods eagerly. “I’ve never seen Bertie so excited. He spent close to ninety thousand dollars before the weekend was over.”

      He kisses the side of her head as they preen. Beside them, Vincent looks pleased.

      “You’ve both been very kind with your purchases and for inviting me this weekend,” he says.

      “Of course you were invited. You have the best palate in the business,” Bert says. Vincent makes deprecating noises, but Bert keeps on blustering. “Remember that blind tasting you invited us to?”

      Didi claps her hands. “Oh, that was so impressive. Gilly, you should have seen it. He identified fifteen different wines on the first try without seeing a single label.”

      “Right down to the vineyard and year.” Bert chuckles. “Vinnie finds the best hidden gems, don’t you? Remember that ’75 Clos du Forge you sold last year? They said there were none left. But you found two in that old woman’s basement. I’d have bought them both, but . . .” He whistles as he wags a hand like he’s been burnt. “Too hot for my wallet. One had to do.”

      “What can I say? It’s a gift.” Vincent smiles the smile of a man who knows he has a captive audience. “I even have a special surprise for this weekend. A few offerings from my own private collection that I thought would be appropriate to complement the wines in the cellar.”

      Bert and Didi ooh and ahh.

      “What did you bring?” Didi asks.

      Vincent’s smile widens and reveals blindingly white teeth. “It wouldn’t be a surprise if I told you, now, would it?”

      They laugh like it’s the funniest thing they’ve ever heard. The conversation continues on to something about vintages and terroirs, but Sloan is heading toward the house. Now is my chance. If I can catch her inside, we can get this resolved without an audience.

      “Excuse me. I really should say hi to my sister.”

      They let me go without any protest, still congratulating each other on past purchases and Vincent’s talent. I follow after Sloan, hurrying as she disappears through the French doors that lead to the dining room. I’m almost inside when a voice I never expected to hear in a million years says my name in quiet astonishment.

      “Gillian?”

      Oh, for god’s sake. It’s like a bad movie. Have all of my ghosts come to haunt me?

      “What are you doing here?” she asks, even while I’m frozen to the spot, watching Sloan head toward the kitchen inside. My fingernails are digging into my palms, and I don’t even remember making the fists. But slowly, I turn and find myself looking into the face of the one person I never expected to see here. The person I said I never wanted to see again.

      “What am I doing here?” I ask. “What are you doing here? I told you to never come here.”

      Standing on the deck, looking every inch the perfect polished goddess, is Amanda. Six years ago, on this very spot, she broke my heart, and I can’t stop the anger that wells up in me at the sight of her now.

      “Get the hell out of my house,” I say.
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      Once upon a time, I met a princess. Okay, she wasn’t a princess, she was a banker, but she walked through the hotel ballroom with all the regal poise of a queen. We were at some charity fundraiser thing where Didi and Bert had sponsored a table, and at the last minute, a couple of guests backed out. Dad was in the city for a book signing, so Bert begged Dad to take the seats, and in turn, Dad begged me to join him. I had zero interest in doing it, but with the short notice, there were no other options. None of Dad’s publishing friends were available, and Sloan was overseas with Bruno. So I’d done my best to wrangle a dress and my hair and makeup and showed up to save the children or feed the whales or whatever cause Didi felt like sponsoring that night.

      And then, Amanda walked through the room, and it didn’t matter what the cause was or that my toes were going numb in a pair of stilettos I found at the back of my closet and didn’t remember buying. She was in a halter-neck dress made of green silk. Watching the way it floated over her skin made me shiver. Dad noticed it and asked if I was cold.

      I’m not the sort of person who approaches other people. I’ve always been small. Pocket-size, if we’re being honest. I’m used to being quite literally overlooked. My work as a graphic designer means I spend most of my time behind a desk. But that night, as I watched Amanda settle at the table next to ours, I knew if I didn’t speak to her, I’d always wonder what opportunity I’d missed. It didn’t matter if our conversation turned out to be professional or if we became the kind of friends who text every couple of months, promise to get together, and never actually get together.
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