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DEDICATION
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The hero was dead.

Even though she hadn’t spoken to Nathan Stratton in ages, Everly wasn’t sure how her story would continue without him living in the world. She’d thought there was time, time to reconnect, time to apologize. But the realization that she was wrong, that time—her time—was finite, had shaken her to her core. 

Everly stepped out of her rental car, golden leaves skating across the blacktop in the fresh mountain breeze. Mid-October was still hot in Splendid, Colorado, the temperature in the seventies, the sun bright and full overhead. 

The Octobers of her childhood had not been this warm. By this time of year, her mom would light the fireplace in the evenings before making cocoa, and Everly would decide which coat would look best over her Halloween costume. With the weather this warm, Mom probably still had the A/C on full blast.

Everly peeled off the black blazer she wore over a boring black shift dress, not wanting to sweat from the heat, even though nervous perspiration dampened her underarms and the small of her back. 

She’d flown through a blizzard to get there, white-knuckling the arm of her seat as the plane's tail swished in the wind, thick snow pummeling the windows like balls zinging around a pinball machine. The entire southern part of the state was a blanket of white, but of course, the second the plane broke through Splendid airspace, all was calm and quiet. 

Tardy by design, Everly scanned the parking lot. The inevitable social situation would be far less awkward if she slipped in late. She planned to hover near the back of the crowd, mix in with Nathan’s acquaintances and work friends. There was a possibility they wouldn’t even see her, those friends who’d once been her whole world. If she remained hidden, she could pay her respects to Nathan and leave without ever having to perform the usual niceties with a fake smile plastered across her face. 

Everwood Cemetery hadn’t changed much in the almost thirty years since Everly had been there last. There was a new section off to the north with smaller, more modern markers, but thick oak trees—over two hundred years old—still shaded almost the entire sprawling property as deer lounged among tombstones as old as the trees. They used to come here in high school, she and her friends. They would come at night, never during the day, to tell ghost stories and investigate whispers of hauntings for her Haunted Happenings column in the school paper.

The group would nestle themselves between the tombs of their ancestors, basking in their shared camaraderie, the unique and safe perspective that living in Splendid provided. She would have done anything for them. They had not felt the same. 

Everly shook off the memory. None of them had spoken to her in twenty-nine years, what felt like a lifetime. Those people were no longer her friends. 

The gravesite was near the oldest section of the cemetery. Nathan’s family was an old one in Splendid, among the first to settle in the area. Not the very first, like hers, but close. His family crypt stood tall, proud, and Greek, with intricate Corinthian columns and expensive marble encasing the entire structure. On the large expanse of green grass off to the right was where the service would occur, long rows of white chairs already occupied by somber-looking, well-dressed people. This was fine with Everly. There was no way she’d stay long enough to get comfortable. 

She took up the rear, standing back, out of the way. 

Many of the women wore hats to shade themselves from the bright sun. Smart. All Everly could do was shade her already shiny forehead with her hand as she squinted toward the front of the crowd. 

An older man she didn’t recognize stood at a podium, the minister, she assumed, alongside a table holding an urn, some flowers, and a large portrait of Nathan Stratton. His smile beamed from the frame, his face as cheerful as it always was, eyes bright and warm. He had aged, but aged well. She wasn’t sure how old he was when the picture had been taken, but he was far older than the last time she’d seen him when they’d been teenagers in their final year of high school. 

Nathan had become her confidant, her sounding board after the others had begun to freeze her out. He had continued to check in on her, calling her every other night to listen to her latest conspiracy. At least for a while. After a time, even Nathan had had his fill. Still, he’d never been unkind to her, and at graduation, the last time she’d seen him, he handed her a single yellow rose with words of congratulations. They’d hugged one final time.

Everly’s throat tightened. She bit down on the inside of her lip to keep the tears welling in her eyes from falling. Nathan had been too young. Whatever had happened, he’d been too young.

Her gaze scanned the first few rows of white chairs. There were the friends of her past, sitting all together in a row, directly behind Nathan’s mom and sister.

There was no misrecognizing Rose. The most gorgeous, brilliant woman to ever live. Every girl who met Rose was instantly jealous, but at least in high school, Rose didn’t care about beauty. Which, Everly supposed, made Rose even more annoying. Her lightened hair was long, much longer than it had been in school, hanging in loose waves over the back of her chair. When she turned her face to talk to Fletcher, the sun glinted off the bronzed skin of her perfect cheekbones. From this vantage point, she didn’t appear to have aged a day. Not that Everly was surprised. These days, Rose was a multi-millionaire, bestselling author of young adult fiction. She had the money to spend on keeping the years at bay.

Fletcher, from what she could tell, had aged but not poorly. His salt and pepper hair was cut short, and his dark skin creased around his eyes, but only slightly and in a way that can be attractive on men as they age. 

Everly squinted. She couldn’t tell if the woman who sat on the other side of Fletcher was Leigh. Everly knew that Fletcher and Leigh had married halfway through their time at Yale, but this lady couldn’t be Leigh. From what Everly could tell, the woman was gaunt, sunken almost. What was once porcelain skin now appeared sallow. She wore a scarf around her head, and she didn’t seem to have any hair, which made Everly wonder if she was ill. 

Everly’s gut pinched. She hoped it wasn’t Leigh. Not that she’d wish illness on anyone, but Leigh ... she had been the heart of them all. And they had kids, two that Everly knew of. Stalking social media was her hobby when the nights grew long.

The knots in her stomach released by a few degrees. Jonathan wasn’t there. Recognizing him would have been easy, since Everly hadn’t been able to get him and her regrets out of her head since the day she left. Seeing the others was bad enough, but being face-to-face with Jonathan would have been a nightmare. 

“Thank you all for coming.” The loud, deep voice of the minister startled Everly out of her thoughts. “Let us begin.”

The service had been longer than Everly had anticipated, but Nathan was accomplished, so there’d been a lot of ground to cover. The minister spoke for at least forty-five minutes before asking if anyone would like to say a few words. 

Please let this be brief.

Everly’s feet were getting sore inside the brand-new pumps she’d bought at the airport, the sun at her back scorching her bare shoulders.

The first person to leap to their feet was Rose. No surprise there. In a moment of terror, Everly realized that if Rose were to speak, she would be directly in Rose’s line of sight. There was nothing to do except take the full assault of Rose’s stare of death. In high school, Rose had been known for this stare, so coined by Fletcher, because she could make a person want to lie down and die simply by glaring at them.

Everly breathed through the butterflies in her stomach. She wanted to turn and flee, but bit the inside of her lip instead as she tried to remind herself that she was a grown-up and she no longer cared what they thought.

Rose swept to the podium, her black lace dress fishtailing out behind her. She pushed her hair back over a shoulder, staring at the stand before her. Then, after a few seconds, she took a deep breath and looked up at the friends and loved ones gathered to celebrate Nathan’s life. She looked more beautiful than ever. 

A breath caught in the back of Everly’s throat before Rose began to speak. “This is a sad day for us all. Jenny, Abby, Charlie.” She looked toward Nathan’s mom and sister, and a younger-looking man sitting next to them. Everly hadn’t noticed him before. Keeping up with Nathan’s life had been harder without a social media presence. “We share in your grief. For the three of us—myself, Fletcher, and Leigh—we feel we’ve lost a part of ourselves. We will forever be incomplete. Nathan was—” Rose stopped.

Everly had been staring at the back of Leigh’s head. Shit, that is her. When Rose paused so abruptly, Everly’s stomach dropped to her toes. Everly looked up to see Rose staring right at her, or more likely, trying to stare a hole straight through her.

Everly sucked in a breath, passing a hand over her belly. She refused to let Rose see her shake, although she was quaking inside. 

Fletcher and Leigh turned in their chairs, along with everyone else. Everly felt like she was inside a fishbowl. But, instead of retreating, which she wanted to do with all she was, she dug her heels into the grass and smiled. She smiled at everyone, teeth out, at a funeral, like the freak she was.

Fletcher’s face was unreadable. Leigh smiled back, just for a second, before turning back around.

“Nathan was the best of us,” Rose continued, not looking away from Everly. The sea of bodies turned back to face Rose. “The smartest of us, the kindest. As the city’s chief historian, his passion was for preserving Splendid’s rich history. He wrote three books about our town, one of which earned him an invitation to the White House to meet with other historians from all over the nation. That was only six months ago. Nathan was giddy when he returned, talking about some new archival techniques he learned while there and how he couldn’t wait to use these techniques at the museum. That was Nathan, always thinking about how best he could serve the history of Splendid. He served us, as well, as the sweetest friend we could have ever asked for. Thank you, Nathan, for blessing us with your life.” Rose’s voice broke on the last word, and she finally looked away from Everly. 

Rose resumed her seat on shaky legs. Fletcher reached his arm around her. The young, good-looking man named Charlie rose to speak, but Everly couldn’t bear to stand there any longer. Her feet and back were killing her, her heart as broken as her body felt. 

The cemetery's old and grand trees shaded her as she walked away from the mess of her former life. She’d done what she came to do. She said goodbye to Nathan. 

The cemetery was different during the day. She’d only ever been there at night when she and her friends would break in long after the caretaker had gone to bed in his brick cottage at the back of the property. Once inside, they’d find a gravestone, always a different one, sit around it, and light a candle or flick on a small flashlight. Then, they’d tell each other spooky stories or discuss a new case for the Haunted Happenings column. 

Haunted Happenings was Everly’s brainchild, a way for her to explore some of the stranger stories the locals whispered about. She and her friends had worked on the school newspaper together. The five of them did everything together until that final semester of school. Everly had her column, and Nathan had his Historical Hotspot. Leigh and Rose wrote the harder-hitting pieces, articles on teacher pay, and sexual harassment. Fletcher was the photographer, constantly snapping pictures for the paper or just for fun. Rose called him the paparazzi but squealed with delight anytime he turned his camera on her.

Strolling through the cemetery in the daylight was a new experience. Less scary and more calming. The hot sun filtered through the leaves and branches, dappling the green grass with specks of gold. These were the colors of Splendid, deep, earthy greens of grass, leaves, and pine needles, and bright yellow golds of aspen leaves and sunlight. If your gaze traveled further west, you’d be greeted by other colors, such as the deep blues and purples of the Rocky Mountains, but Splendid was all greens and yellows. 

Everly strode toward the back of the cemetery, to the section she knew was the oldest. The markers here were more prominent, some tall obelisks, some giant slabs of granite or marble. Most were so old that the names and epitaphs were faded, barely legible in some places. She’d never been that far in, but something propelled her away from the funeral, in the direction opposite her car. The farther she walked, the quieter it was. 

A tall gravestone, the likes of which she’d never seen, caught her eye. She moved toward what appeared to be a cylindrical column. As she drew closer, she realized the column was a tree trunk. 

“Wow.” She ran her hand over what felt like plaster, spread on the piece in a way that made it look like real bark. A few branches jutted off at various angles, adding to the naturalistic effect. A symbol was etched below the epitaph. 

She pulled her reading glasses out of her vintage handbag, then knelt on the ground. She’d seen Mason’s symbols on graves many times, but never had she seen anything like this. This was a figure eight, the symbol for infinity, lying on its side. Inside one loop was a wing, and inside the other was a tree with exposed roots. She ran her finger over and around the loops. There was something familiar about the symbol, but she couldn’t say what.

Unusual, for sure.

She stood, pulling out her phone to snap a photo of the grave. If anything, this may be fun to investigate, to give her something to do while she was in Splendid. Standing back to line up her picture, she spied another tree trunk-like grave not far off.

“What in the world?” 

She captured her picture, then took off for the second grave. 

“Everly.” The deep, smoky voice that called out was unmistakable. 

I should have gone to my car. Why hadn’t she done that?

Everly turned her heel in the grass. “Hi, Rose.”

There was a glare behind Rose. The sun streaming through tree limbs framed her in goddess-like light. She stood before Everly in her designer dress, her sky-high heels in one hand. They were probably too expensive to get dirty. 

Everly was right about one thing: Rose hadn’t aged a day. Even up close, she’d barely changed. Matured, maybe, her face a little slimmer in the cheeks, but all in all, she looked the same. 

Rose wasn’t alone. Fletcher and Leigh, hand in hand as always, walked up behind her.

Rose glanced over her shoulder at them momentarily, then directed her attention back at Everly. “We were surprised to see you here. Pleasantly surprised.”

The sentiment took Everly a little aback. She needed a second to compose her thoughts and make sure she didn’t say anything stupid, but then matched Rose’s honesty with her own. “I surprised myself. Mom told me what happened last week, but I didn’t decide to come until this morning. A last-minute plane ticket meant a back-row seat.”

“Sitting by the bathrooms is the worst.” Rose looked Everly up and down. “You look great, Ever. You’ve hardly changed.”

Everly blinked in surprise. Not only had Rose been friendly so far, but she’d used the nickname she’d given her in preschool. Before Everly could respond, Leigh moved up alongside Rose.

“Hardly a wrinkle,” Leigh said. “And the same chestnut hair I always envied. Now, I’d take some hair. Any kind.” Leigh touched the edge of her blue head scarf. Her once bright blue eyes were dull and bloodshot, the skin around them sunken and dark. 

Discomfort edged around Everly’s gut as her mind scrambled for something to say. She ran a hand through her hair, then felt like maybe that was showing off. She wanted to throw up. Social interactions had never been her strong suit. “It’s dyed these days. There are so many grays, I’m considering letting it go.” 

How do you ask a former best friend about her apparent illness? Was it rude to ask, or was it rude not to ask? If only someone would speak and save her from this moment.

Everly glanced over at Fletcher, who was staring off into space. He looked like his dad had when they were in school, except Fletcher was more fit. His hair was more gray than black, his face smooth, except for two deep parentheses lines on either side of his mouth, and the crinkles around his eyes.   

Rose cleared her throat. “Well, how long are you staying?”

Everly shrugged, grateful that the spell of awkwardness had been broken. She shifted her feet. God, they hurt. “Not sure. I don’t have a return flight, so I might stay for a few days. I haven’t seen my mom in years.”

“Of course you haven’t.” Leave it to Rose to get in one good shot.

“Yeah, well, I’ll see you guys around.” Everly took off toward the parking lot. Drawing this out any longer was pointless. She heard Leigh say something behind her, but Everly was already twenty feet away, and there was no way she was turning around. 

She flung off the too-tight pumps as she marched through the grass, past tombstone after tombstone, not bothering to retrieve them. They didn’t fit anyway, kind of like her. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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This new insanity felt a lot like déjà vu. 

Rose watched through narrowed eyes as Ever ran off like she always did. To say had was better. Ever had run off. The day after graduation, she’d split town, leaving behind everyone and everything. Ever had no qualms about ghosting them all, and Rose still felt the acid taste of what that day felt like in the back of her throat.

That day, Rose had gone to Ever’s house intending to smooth things over. She’d missed her best friend, their gatherings at the cemetery, and their meetings in the snug crow’s nest on the third floor of Ever’s house. There was a lot to miss. She and Ever had been inseparable since they were tiny. She’d had things to apologize for, but so had Ever. So, imagine her shock to find Everly Palmer had packed up her little Toyota and left town.

“Well, that was strange.” Fletcher had his arm around Leigh. They, too, had turned to watch Ever run off through the graveyard. 

“Did she fling her shoes off?” Leigh looked at Rose, her sunken eyes wide.

“Yeah, the faster to get away from us.” Rose rubbed a hand over her heart. She wasn’t sure why, but there was a faint pain there, a phantom reminder of memories dead and buried. 

The day was beautiful, and she preferred to focus on the fresh breeze, the warm sun, and the comfort of being with her friends. Her final friends. The thought sent a shiver through her despite the warm temperature. Although Ever wasn’t dead, she’d been as good as to them for a long time, and now Nathan was gone. Five attached-at-the-hip friends down to three. 

Leigh pulled out of Fletcher’s protective grasp, her hands in the pockets of her loose black pants. She wandered onto the gravel path, looking around. “I don’t think I’ve been here since we were kids. Didn’t we stop coming after Everly stopped talking to us?”

“I think so,” Rose said, doing her best to reel in her thoughts. 

Fletcher kicked at the ground. “Did Everly stop talking to us, or did we stop talking to her? The last two months of school were a blur with graduation and getting ready for college. I just remember Everly going nuclear over thinking she was being stalked or something.”

“I remember you kissing her, so that probably had something to do with our falling out.” Leigh turned in the gravel, a rare smile on her face. That smile was a playful challenge, and it warmed Rose to her core. 

Rose was glad to see some mirth from her friend. Leigh was at the end of her treatments for breast cancer, and her latest scans were clear. Now all she needed to do was regain her strength. The surgery and chemo had been rough on her small frame. 

“Oh god.” Fletcher dropped his head, his chin almost resting on his chest. “Thanks for reminding me, Leigh. Don’t forget that you and I had broken up because we thought we’d go to different schools. Both Everly and I immediately regretted it. I think she said something about how weird it was to French her brother.”

“I know. I’m sort of kidding. We were all kids, but it did hurt my feelings. I think that made it easier for me to pull away from her when she became obsessed with the whole 'There’s something wrong with Splendid’ thing.” Leigh gazed off into the distance. 

Rose didn’t care for reminiscing. She didn’t see much point to it. They’d all made their choices in life. Ever had made her own choice by leaving for destinations unknown, skipping out on a full-ride scholarship to Stanford to study medicine. To Rose, that had been more unforgivable than anything else. They’d all had such big plans for their lives, Ever included, but instead of becoming a doctor as she’d always dreamed, she flushed her future down the toilet because of her obsessions. With the advent of social media, Rose had been able to check up on Ever, which she did now and again. Rose knew, as did everyone else, that Ever was now a self-styled paranormal investigator who lived in New Orleans. What that meant and what Ever did for money wasn’t clear to Rose, but Ever had written a couple of booklets about New Orleans hauntings for a local tourist company, and she’d recently been on a pretty popular podcast talking about the Casket Girls of New Orleans. 

“There’s nothing wrong with Splendid. Ever was going through something,” Rose said. 

“Speaking of going through something.” Fletcher’s eyes softened as he shifted from defensive to concerned. “Rose, do you know what happened? How the hell did Nathan die? We’d all just had dinner, and he was as fit as ever.”

Fletcher had the same concern Rose did. She’d also been at that dinner with Jonathan, Fletcher, Leigh, Nathan, and Charlie. Everyone was happy and healthy. They were celebrating the end of Leigh’s treatment with expensive champagne. Nathan talked about the new archival technique he’d learned in D.C. and mentioned a notebook he’d uncovered in the museum’s archives. He was excited about studying the contents, and Fletcher was right, Nathan had been fit, glowing even in his love for Charlie as the two smiled and teased each other. 

The next day, their friend was dead. Dead at forty-seven.

“I only know what everyone else knows. The girl who interns at the museum, Melody or something, knocked on Nathan’s office door because she was going on a coffee run. He didn’t answer, so she opened the door and found him unconscious on the floor. The paramedics said it was a heart attack.” Rose stared off after Ever, who was now a speck darting between tree trunks and gravestones. 

“That’s some crazy shit.” Fletcher raked his hair with his hands. “I mean, no one was a bigger health nut than Nathan. Charlie had gotten him on a vegan diet, and he ran about five miles every morning. So, what’s the point of this healthy bullshit if we’re going to drop dead anyway?”

“Fletcher, stop.” Leigh crossed her arms.

She didn’t like that kind of talk. She was too sweet for it, but Rose could commiserate. What was the point? Fletcher was right again. Nathan had been the poster boy for middle-aged health. Not that they were middle-aged. Rose didn’t feel close to that old. 

“What happened to Nathan is scary, for sure, but all we can do now is carry on. Right?” Rose looked at Leigh and Fletcher in turn. Leigh nodded. Fletcher raised his eyebrows. “Anyway, it doesn’t do Nathan any good to speculate. Let’s get out of here. Charlie was going to meet us at the bar. I don’t know about you two, but I could use a stiff afternoon drink.”

The bar was the same place they’d been going to since they were eighteen. When they were home for any sort of break, they would converge on The Peak like it was their job. They didn’t have fake IDs, and they didn’t need them. Murphy, the owner of The Peak for decades, never cared to check.

The new owner, Murphy’s son and their longtime friend Jonathan, was much stricter, but the three were far beyond their carding years. 

The Peak sat on a busy corner of downtown Splendid, across from the park with the shade trees, the benches, and the million-dollar fountain that many residents had balked at. The fountain's mosaic globe with water spurting out at timed intervals sat right in sight from The Peak's front windows. 

Downtown Splendid was always busy with both pedestrians and cars. As a result, parking was sometimes hard to come by, but the adventure of finding a spot was always worth the effort. Once parked, locals were rewarded with the best boutiques, bookstores, and cafés around, the blue-green of the Rocky Mountains, the perfect backdrop to the linear streets lined with old brick buildings. 

Fletcher led the way inside, pulling open one side of the enormous double glass doors. The bar was relatively quiet in the middle of the afternoon, something for which Rose was grateful. The odor of wood polish cut through that sour alcohol smell most bars can’t seem to do without, creating a scent unique to The Peak. 

Charlie, early thirties, brown-eyed and gorgeous, waved from a four-seater high top in the middle of the room. 

As Rose drew closer, she could tell he’d been crying, his eyes bloodshot and red-rimmed. They’d all been crying. Rose had cried from the funeral to the bar but had touched up her makeup after parking on Main Street. The grief she felt for Nathan was almost overwhelming, and seeing Ever had also affected her in a way that had surprised her. Rose would have had difficulty explaining if asked to describe how she felt. Confused was the best word she could use to express the emotions stirred up by Ever’s visit. 

“Hey.” She put her arms around Charlie, feeling his warm breath on her neck. “How are you holding up?”

“Not great.” Charlie barely managed to get out the words before the tears started falling. 

“Of course you’re not.” Rose slid onto the seat next to him while Fletcher and Leigh gathered around. 

Fletcher waved over the waitress, a young woman Rose didn’t recognize. “Two ciders, please, whatever you have on tap, and ...” He trailed off, looking toward Rose. 

“Whiskey, neat.”

Charlie was nursing what looked and smelled like a gin and tonic. 

Leigh leaned over the tabletop, reaching out a hand to Charlie. “I thought the service was lovely. Everything was perfect.” 

He smiled through his tears. “It was. Thanks to Rose, and thank the heavens it didn’t rain.”

“No,” Fletcher scoffed. “You know Splendid, the weather’s never bad on important days.”

The four of them laughed.

The young waitress, whose name tag read Marty, dropped off their drinks, then turned to another table.

“Oh, excuse me, Marty,” Rose called.

Marty turned back around, a slight roll of her eyes. “Yeah?”

“Is Jonathan here today?”

The slight eye roll turned into a full one. “No, he’ll be here later tonight.” 

“Why are you asking about Jonathan?” Leigh’s voice was low, so Marty couldn’t hear her as she walked away.

“I’m wondering if he was at the funeral. Did anyone see him?”

Everyone at the table shook their head no.

“Not surprised. Jonathan’s a super reserved guy, but he would have seen Ever if he had been there. I wonder if he even knows she’s in town.” Rose shrugged a single shoulder as she sipped at her whiskey. 

“Do you think they still talk?” Leigh had leaned forward again in a way that spoke of shared secrets.

“No. Ever barely even speaks to her mom. I seriously doubt she’s kept in touch with Jonathan.”

Fletcher dropped his face into his hands. “I can verify they have not kept in touch, and why do we keep talking about Everly?”

Charlie, staring at them like this was a soap opera, asked, “Who the hell is Everly?”

Rose shot him a look. “Nathan never spoke of her?”

Charlie’s brows knit together in thought. “I don’t think so. The name isn’t familiar.” He gasped. “Is she the one you all were staring at for a full five minutes while Rose was speaking?”

“She’s the one.” Fletcher took several gulps of cider.

“Okay, wait. Yeah, Everly is the girl you guys were friends with in high school who bailed, right? I think Nathan showed me some of your school newspapers when we first met, and he talked about each of you. I remember a brief mention of the girl who ran a column about ghosts or some shit. She’s pretty.”

“I thought it was nice of her to come.” Leigh pulled lip balm from her pocket, slathering it over her dry lips. “She didn’t have to. That tells me she still thinks about us, still cares.”

Rose stared into the deep amber of her whiskey. There were other things to worry about than Ever and what she was or wasn’t thinking. Ever was a mystery that would never be solved. She turned her attention back to Charlie. “Is there anything you need, Charlie? We’re here to help.”

Nathan’s family had been far too distraught to put the arrangements together, so Rose took over. Helping made her feel more in control when Nathan’s death made her feel like she was in a runaway car. Leigh, too, had been helping by taking casseroles to Charlie and Nathan’s family. Probably far more than they could eat. 

Charlie took a deep breath, his hand spinning his glass on the wooden tabletop. “I would love to get into his office at the museum. I'd like to have a couple of personal items, but they won’t let me in.”

“Why won’t they let you in?” Rose turned on her stool until she was face to face with him. “If this is because Nathan was gay, so help me god, I will sue the shit out of that place.”

Charlie held up a hand. “No, that isn’t the problem. The intern, Melody, the one who found his ...” Charlie’s voice cracked. He cleared his throat. “She said the lock to his office has been changed so the room can be properly cleaned, which she seemed confused about. But she said she’d make sure that I get his things as soon as possible.”

“Why was she confused?” Fletcher asked before polishing off his cider. 

“Because, according to her, there was nothing to clean up. She thought it odd and said as much.”

“That is weird, but maybe this is a museum procedure. I’ll get his things for you. It would be best if you didn’t worry about that,” Rose said.

“I think I’m going to invite Everly to dinner tonight,” Leigh blurted.

“What?” Fletcher looked at her like she was crazy.

“I’m doing it. That’s what I’m doing.” Leigh seemed like she was convincing herself. “This is right. We should catch up. Rose, Charlie, you’re both invited.”

Rose was momentarily taken aback. She thought she’d seen the last of Ever, but now there was a real possibility she’d have to sit across from her at a dinner table and make conversation. The thought gave her heartburn, or maybe it was the whiskey.

She shrugged. “You know life can never be too strange for me,” she said, then knocked back the rest of her drink.
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CHAPTER THREE



[image: ]




Houses in Splendid were often generational, passed down through families like a wedding ring or a set of delicate china. Her mom still lived in the same house they’d both grown up in. 

Splendid never changed, and except for the trim color, neither had her childhood home. The house was still white, but the red shutters and trim had been repainted a soft sage. 

Everly leaned against her rental car, parked along the sidewalk, as she gazed at the house that had been her home for so long. The Queen Anne-style house was built around 1900 and sat smack in the middle of the best neighborhood in town. There was a gable, an expansive front porch with trim that resembled lace, and a crow’s nest on the tippy top of the house that was like a lighthouse lookout. That crow’s nest had been the hangout spot for her and her friends. If they weren’t at school, they were up there, listening to vinyl and lounging on bean bags. 

Everly grabbed her suitcase and backpack from the trunk, took a deep breath, and turned up the brick-paved walk. 

A breeze swirled leaves at her feet, which she crunched as she ambled. She glanced down at the walkway and stopped in her tracks. That’s why the symbol on the tree trunk-like grave was so familiar. She remembered now. The same character was etched on a brick in the walkway to her front steps. It had been so many years since she’d been home that it’d been easy to forget. 

Strange, but then there was no shortage of the bizarre in Splendid. Maybe it was a manufacturer's mark. She didn’t have long to think about this when she was struck by something else as her gaze traveled back toward the house. A ramp. She hadn’t seen it at first because it was off to the side. Who in the house needed a ramp?

She went up the stairs, past orange and white pumpkins nestled casually on each step, then opened the darkly stained front door without knocking. An empty jack-o-lantern bowl sat on the bench of the Victorian hall tree, ready to be filled with candy come Halloween night. 

“Mom,” she called out, setting her bags down. The familiar scent of pine floor cleaner rose to greet her, every surface gleaming, as always.

The interior was cool, with air conditioning blowing through the vents, and everything was just as beautiful as Everly remembered. Wainscoting, stained dark, wrapped half the walls of the foyer, green and blue botanical wallpaper covering the rest. Above her head, the art deco chandelier swayed gently, crystal drops catching the light from the transom window over the front door. A landscape painted by her ancestor, Eli Palmer, hung on the long hallway wall.

The giant staircase to the right also had a new accessory. Everly was shocked to see that an electric chair lift had been installed along the wall.

“What is going on?” she asked the empty room. 

“In here, Everly.” Her mom’s voice hadn’t changed. The high, almost childlike voice made Everly feel like a kid again. Like all the years of estrangement hadn’t happened, like she hadn’t left home right after high school, angry at everyone, angry at the world. 

She’d spoken to her mom here and there over the years in short telephone conversations, never initiated by her. Her mom even visited her in New Orleans twice for long weekends, the last time being about six years ago. Everly didn’t have a dad. Mom was artificially inseminated, or at least, that’s the story she always maintained. Everly had doubts, but her mom never wanted to talk about it. 

The voice came from the kitchen, so that’s where she headed. 

When Everly rounded the corner, concealing her shock took all her self-composure. 

“Mom, what’s going on?” She realized as soon as she asked the question that there was probably a better way. Not knowing how to act in uncomfortable situations was the bane of Everly’s existence—one reason why she generally kept to herself. 

Her mom smiled from her wheelchair. Everything else about her looked the same as it had six years ago. Mom had let her hair go gray, but it was in that chic way that so many women are doing now, styled in a choppy bob. She had gained a few wrinkles, mostly around her eyes, but they still glittered with her always bright smile. “It’s not a big deal. I thought I told you during our last visit.” She wheeled herself around the modified kitchen. The island had been removed to allow for space, and the counters had been lowered. 

“What?” Everly tried to remember that last visit to New Orleans. They’d spent three days walking the city, popping into French Quarter shops and marveling at every Garden District home. Her mom had been slower, but she’d recently celebrated her seventieth birthday. “Mom, tell me what?”

“I have MS, honey. It’s okay.” Mom smiled again as she wheeled over to the fridge. “Do you want some lemonade?”

“No, Mom, I don’t want lemonade.” Everly had to brace a hand against the wall behind her. “Please explain this to me a little more. Like, do you need me to move home and help?” Confusion sliced through Everly’s brain. How could her mom not have told her this?

Her mom pulled out a pitcher of lemonade anyway. “I do not need help. I’m still doing fine on my own. I have a housekeeper who comes on Fridays and a nurse who comes in the morning to help me bathe and do my exercises. I’d had symptoms for years and years, but I chalked it up to getting older and tired. I had recently been diagnosed when I came to see you the last time, but I’d had it for a while. I could have sworn I told you, but maybe I wasn’t ready to talk about it yet.” She set the pitcher on the counter. 

That seemed more like her mom. Neither of them was big on talking. Not when it came to anything even remotely serious. 

What Everly couldn’t understand was why her mom had this illness in the first place. People didn’t generally get sick in Splendid. Illness was almost as rare as criminal activity, and now that she thought about it, Leigh was also ill, which was odd. Two people sick in Splendid with a serious illness? Everly didn’t voice these thoughts out loud. 

“You didn’t tell me.” Everly lurched away from the wall. “Let me get the glasses.” She opened the cabinet over the stove. It was empty.

“They’re down here now.” Mom pulled two glasses from a lower cabinet. “See, I have everything I need within reach. How was the funeral?”

“Fine. Weird.”

Everly took the pitcher to pour out the lemonade. Lemonade was something she was not getting out of, even though her stomach hurt. The back of her throat felt tight, and she had to bite the inside of her lip to keep from crying. That spot was starting to get sore. What was going on around here? First, Nathan, then Leigh, and now her mom? There had been far too much to process in such a short time. Everly sipped her lemonade rather than talk. She couldn’t speak. Thinking of something to say was impossible. Her mom felt so alienated from her that she didn’t feel like she could talk to Everly about her illness. This was why her mom hadn’t gone to the funeral, but Everly could have helped her had she known. 

“Audrey is coming over for cards any minute. Would you like to play with us? You remember Audrey, don’t you?” 

Everly remembered Audrey, their neighbor, a lady the same age as her mom. Audrey wore 1950s-styled wigs and way too much red lipstick. That lipstick bled into the wrinkles around her mouth in a way that frightened Everly as a child and made her think of bleeding wounds. 

“No, thanks. I’m tired from the flight. I’ll go upstairs and take a nap, and then I’ll take you out to dinner.”

Mom made a hmmm sound, then said, “I have dinner plans at the club, but you’re welcome to join.”

Everly did everything in her power not to roll her eyes. Her mom was talking about Red Manor, a place for the old denizens of Splendid. She’d always hated Red Manor. She and Rose broke into the mysterious building one night for kicks during senior year, back when the club was for men only. It seemed they’d now deigned to allow women into their ranks. 
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