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        Three things cannot be long hidden: the sun, the moon, and the truth.

        BUDDHA

      

      

      

      

      
        
        Sing like no one is listening.

        Love like you’ve never been hurt.

        Dance like nobody’s watching,

        and live like it’s heaven on earth.

      

      

      
        
        ANONYMOUS
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        Sara’s to-do list:

        - Pick up more laundry soap.

        - Send Marcin’s dad a b’day card.

        - Scream into a pillow.

        - Rewrite monthly budget.

        - Look for a new job.

      

      

      

      Once upon a time, someone had gifted me a T-shirt with the slogan “Sorry I’m late, I didn’t want to come,” and that was exactly how I felt about going to Casa de Salsa tonight. I hadn’t worn the shirt, though. That would have been rude, and these folks were my friends. No matter how much I wanted to crawl into bed with a good book and a pint of chocolate chip ice cream, I’d smile and dance for hours rather than admit it.

      I was good at that—hiding my feelings, I mean. Although I was good at dancing too, something that nobody in Baldwin’s Shore, the town that I lived in but had never truly called home, knew about. I’d been keeping secrets since I was a little girl. Mom had taught me well.

      “The music sounds amazing,” Paulo squealed from beside me in the back seat as we cruised along the street outside the bar, looking for a parking spot. “Just wait until you see what these hips can do.”

      “Yeah, I’ll wait,” Blue said. “I can wait forever.”

      From what I’d seen so far, snark seemed to be Blue Carver’s default operating mode. She was a newcomer in town, a smart, abrasive private investigator who was like a dog with a bone when she sank her teeth into a mystery. The rest of my family hated her with a passion, which was enough reason to like her, although she didn’t seem too fond of me. I honestly couldn’t blame her. The Baldwin surname was a curse.

      “Oh, don’t be such a sourpuss.” Paulo rooted through his giant purse. “Look, I brought castanets for everyone.”

      Darla glanced around from the driver’s seat. Since she was teetotal, she’d offered us a ride to Coos Bay tonight, and the fact that she’d been waiting outside the gates at the Baldwin estate earlier was the main reason I hadn’t chickened out of coming.

      “Aren’t castanets for flamenco dancing, hun?” she asked.

      “Uh… Are you sure?”

      Blue snorted.

      Up ahead, a station wagon turned on its blinker and pulled out into traffic.

      “Oh, thank goodness,” Darla muttered, then set about reversing into the space. It took her three tries, which was six fewer tries than it would have taken me. However much I detested driving, I disliked parallel parking more.

      “Nearly there. How far are we from the kerb?”

      Blue cracked her door open to check. “We’re good.”

      As soon as Darla turned off the engine, Paulo leapt out of the car, his sequinned black pants sparkling under the streetlights. Those pants were my worst nightmare. Between them and the see-through shirt unbuttoned halfway down his chest, everyone would be staring at him. Although maybe that wouldn’t be such a bad thing? At least they wouldn’t be staring at me. I much preferred to fade into the shadows, out of sight, out of mind.

      Would there be a crowd in the bar tonight? Hopefully, there’d be a crowd.

      I hadn’t danced for years, not since I left Virginia. When I was young, I’d taken ballroom and Latin classes and loved them, but those classes had come to an abrupt end along with the rest of life as I knew it three weeks before my tenth birthday. Ever since then, I’d been trying to piece my future back together, but each time I fit a few broken shards into place, more fell out.

      Case in point? I’d finally made some friends in my not-so-hometown, but this afternoon, my twin cousins had fired me from the company I practically ran for them.

      And I still didn’t understand why these people were suddenly being so nice to me. Why Brooke and Romi had started taking me out for coffee, why Paulo had made me a bracelet last week, or why Addy kept inviting me to parties I never attended. Even Blue was reasonably civil, and although I’d known Darla for years—she’d helped to care for my grandfather before he passed away—we’d never been super close.

      If Brooke hadn’t been involved, I might have suspected I was the butt of a cruel joke. An elaborate April Fools’ prank, perhaps, although April first was still over a month away. But Brooke didn’t have a nasty bone in her body. Kindness was her superpower. After what my family had done to her boyfriend’s, she had every reason to avoid me, but last month, in a heart-to-heart over tacos at La Cantina, she’d promised that nobody held my appalling luck in the genetic lottery against me. You can choose your friends, but you can’t choose your family, she’d said, and boy, was that the truth. I’d had zero say in where I ended up after my parents died.

      Paulo sashayed along the street ahead of us, his ass twinkling. Fun was his middle name. Blue looked more…resigned. Behind me, Darla dropped her car key and cursed under her breath—not proper cursing, just “heck”—and her muumuu billowed out as she bent to root around in the gutter.

      No, I definitely didn’t want to be here. But sitting at home would be worse, even though I’d moved into the pool house at the beginning of the year. The building itself was beautiful—a single-storey guest suite fronted by Grecian columns that looked out over clear blue water—but no amount of elegant architecture could squelch the fact that the whole estate was bathed in bad vibes. Officially, the place was called The Lookout, but locals just called it the “Baldwin place,” and it always felt as if the ghosts of everyone my ancestors had wronged were hanging around, watching me. And maybe somebody else was too.

      “C’mon, slowpoke.” Paulo grabbed my hand and pulled me into Casa de Salsa. “We’re late.”

      Only by five minutes because Darla had gotten stuck behind a semi for miles. Overtaking wasn’t her thing. But the others were already waiting at a table in the corner—Brooke and Luca, Romi, Aaron, and Addy. I’d gone to school with all of them, although I was the youngest by a year.

      Brooke crushed me in a hug, and Addy followed suit. Romi acted a little more reserved—I still got a hug, but she always felt so delicate. As if she might break if I squeezed too hard. Aaron kissed me on the cheek, polite as always, and Luca gave me a brotherly pat on the shoulder. I almost cried. They acted more like family than my own family—my new friends were sometimes pushy, occasionally overwhelming, always supportive. But they could vanish in an instant. I wouldn’t let myself grow too used to their company.

      “The beginner class starts in half an hour,” Addy announced. “I’ve ordered mojitos for everyone.”

      Darla raised a hand.

      “Everyone except Darla. You get a nojito.”

      “You’re sure it doesn’t contain alcohol?”

      Addy ran a finger down the menu. “It’s club soda, sugar, lime juice, and mint. Plus the server’s gonna bring a whole bunch of tapas dishes after the class.”

      This time, Romi held up a hand, but Addy answered before she could speak.

      “Yes, there are plenty of vegan options.”

      Casa de Salsa was a cavernous riot of colour and noise in the midst of an identity crisis. According to the website, the bar’s owner was a former salsa champion, but the band on stage was playing samba music, and the walls were painted with sugar skulls. A banner above the bar read Let your feet take you to a new place, which could have been Cuba or Brazil or Mexico or even Spain, seeing as our server was wearing a ruffled flamenco skirt. And the table itself was shaped like Venezuela. Brooke, Romi, and Addy were sitting on an orange velvet banquette near Caracas while the rest of us got repurposed beer kegs to perch on.

      “How was California?” Blue asked Romi.

      “Freezing. They wanted me to walk out of the ocean in a bikini, and by the end of the shoot, I was shivering under one of those foil blankets they give to marathon runners while I googled the symptoms of hypothermia.”

      “And?”

      “And what?”

      “And did you have hypothermia?” Blue rolled her eyes. “Is your brain still frozen?”

      “Probably.”

      “Probably your brain’s still frozen? Or probably you had hypothermia?”

      “Both. I asked the creative director if there was anyone with medical training on set, and he told me to stop being so melodramatic. Cue more rumours about me being difficult to work with.”

      Romi Mendez was a bona fide supermodel. She’d always been slender, but when she hit thirteen, she’d suddenly shot up several inches and begun turning heads. Now, she flew all over the world to walk on runways and star in ad campaigns. She’d stayed away from Baldwin’s Shore for years, and I assumed she’d flown the coop for good, that she’d decided she was too good for the tiny town and become a New York gal. But last year, she’d hooked up with Aaron—who’d graduated law school and returned to Oregon a year and a half ago—and moved into his apartment. And I realised that apart from the fantastic outfits she wore now, she hadn’t changed much at all.

      “There are pictures already,” Paulo told her. “Your left boob’s TikTok account went viral today.” He checked his phone. “Eighty-seven thousand views, sixteen thousand likes, and it’s still climbing.”

      Romi buried her head in her hands. “If I ever consider putting on swimwear again, somebody handcuff me to a radiator.”

      Aaron gave her a side hug. “You mean in a professional capacity, right? What about vacations? I mean, I still want to stare at your boobs.”

      A low growl rumbled in Luca’s throat. “That’s my sister you’re talking about.”

      “Shit. Sorry, buddy. But, you know…”

      “Why does your left boob have a TikTok account?” Blue asked.

      “A fan started it.”

      “What about the right boob?”

      “I’ve always been too afraid to ask. I mean, I’ve measured them a hundred times, and they’re basically the same size and shape.” She puffed out her chest. “Am I missing something?”

      No, but the man at the next table was. His mouth. He was staring so hard, he poured his drink down his chin.

      “They’re both perfect,” Aaron assured Romi, and Luca clenched his fists.

      “Can we quit talking about my sister’s boobs?” he grumbled.

      “Take a chill pill,” Paulo told him. “Can’t you see Romi needs reassurance? Sweetie, you’re boobilicious, and I’m allowed to say that because I prefer dicks.”

      Brooke tried to kick him under the table, but she missed and caught my shin instead. I let out an involuntary yelp, and she clapped both hands over her mouth.

      “Sorry! I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s okay, really.”

      I took a long swallow of my mojito and nearly poked my eye out with a cocktail umbrella, but I managed to avoid spluttering when rum burned my throat. Whoever mixed these drinks sure had been generous with the liquor.

      “So,” Brooke asked brightly. “Who’s gonna join the beginner class? Has anyone apart from Addy actually tried salsa dancing before?”

      Everyone else shook their heads, and I tentatively raised a hand.

      “You took a salsa class?” Brooke looked surprised, and so did the others, which was quite understandable, considering I barely left the house for anything except work. I’d pushed myself out of my comfort zone and started painting lessons at Darla’s craft store last year, but I still felt uncomfortable in social situations.

      “A couple of classes, years ago,” I clarified. “Before I moved to Baldwin’s Shore.”

      “Oh, right.” An awkward silence fell. “So, uh…”

      I should have said no.

      “I’ll take the beginner class.”

      Brooke’s relief was palpable. “Great. That’s great. You could dance with Paulo, or a guy Addy knows from the intermediate class offered to help out. That’ll only leave us one man left to find, and—”

      Darla cut in. “Don’t you worry about me, hun. I’ll just sit here and enjoy the music.”

      “You don’t want to dance?”

      “No, no, I have two left feet.” She held up her nojito. “I’m happy watching.”

      “I guess that solves one problem. Sara? Who do you want to dance with?”

      The answer was easy. Paulo might have been a walking disco ball, but he was sweet and he was safe. Maybe Addy’s friend was lovely too, but I couldn’t take the chance that he wasn’t. I preferred to keep strangers at arm’s length. And besides, Paulo would drive Blue crazy. She threatened to chop off his body parts on a regular basis, and although she hadn’t followed through yet, the night was still young.

      “I’ll dance with Paulo.”

      He beamed at me. “We’re gonna set the dance floor on fire, doll.”

      That’s what I was afraid of.
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      “Now we’ll put together everything we’ve learned for the next track. If you forget the steps, don’t forget to watch Lorena and Joaquin on the stage.”

      After nearly an hour of dancing, the only thing burning was my toes. Paulo knew how to move his hips, I’d give him that, but his feet were a whole other story. The teacher said go left, Paulo went right. The teacher said go right, and Paulo went left. He joked that next time, he’d bring a pair of gloves with L and R written on them—probably in glitter glue—so he wouldn’t forget which way was which. Next time? If there was a next time, I’d be wearing steel toecaps, and I’d definitely opt to dance with Addy’s friend. He looked about forty, and twice I’d seen Blue move his hand off her ass, but at least he hadn’t managed to crush any of her metatarsals yet.

      “Feel the beat,” the teacher instructed. “Let the music speak to your soul. Ready? One, two, three… Five, six, seven…”

      Ouch.

      “Sorry,” Paulo said as he stepped on my foot and bumped into the lady next to us. “I messed up the start again.”

      “You want me to lead?”

      “No, I’ve got this.” He really didn’t. “I love this song. It’s just so happy. Do you think the original version is on Spotify?”

      “Probably? I’m going to cross your lead, okay?”

      “So I should…?”

      “Turn clockwise. No, no, clockwise. The other way.”

      Thank the stars above that I’d worn ankle boots instead of open-toed sandals. I mean, I’d considered wearing something a bit more “dance shoe,” but I figured that would only lead to questions I didn’t want to answer. I was the girl who favoured black pants, a white shirt, and sensible footwear. Tonight was no exception. In life’s performance, I was a stagehand, and that suited me just fine.

      Once, I’d dreamed of being the leading lady.

      But then everything had changed.

      By the time we made it back to the table, I needed to soak my feet in the pitcher of margaritas that Addy had just ordered, preferably with extra ice. Although drinking the entire jugful was also tempting. Usually, I edged toward the Darla end of the scale when it came to alcohol consumption, but I had nothing to get up for tomorrow morning, so why not stay in bed with a hangover? I drained the glass and gave myself brain freeze.

      “Salsa is harder than I thought,” Brooke said, leaning against Luca. “Sara, you’re good. Are you sure you only took a couple of classes?”

      Okay, so I’d actually taken gold at the national junior Latin dance championship in my age category—under ten; I’d been so young—but that was all in the past. I didn’t dance anymore. Dancing hurt, and I didn’t just mean my toes. My heart ached for what I’d lost. My parents, the hobby I’d loved, my fragile self-confidence. For the longest time, I thought I’d lost my dance partner too, but five years ago, Marcin had been competing in Portland, and I’d driven up there on impulse just to watch. He’d spotted me in the crowd, missed a turn, and nearly dropped his partner. Guilt had sent me running out the door, but he’d caught up with me in the parking lot. There had been plenty of tears that night. Plenty of hugs too. We’d stayed in touch, but only over WhatsApp because Marcin and his boyfriend ran a dance school in Gdańsk now.

      “The classes were a long, long time ago,” I told Brooke. “But I guess a few bits came back to me.”

      Addy topped off my glass. “Have you ever tried burlesque?”

      I spluttered margarita. “No! Of course not. Isn’t that basically stripping?”

      “Nuh-uh. It’s more about body positivity and feathers. There’s an ex-Vegas showgirl who moved to North Bend, and she’s running classes. You know, workshops for bachelorette parties and that kind of thing.”

      “Bachelorette parties? Who’s getting married?”

      “Nobody yet, but I bet she’d do a regular party if we asked. We could use Aaron’s apartment. It’s plenty big enough.”

      Aaron and Romi’s apartment occupied the first floor of a former car dealership. “Big” was an understatement. “Cavernous” was more like it. Brooke and Luca lived on the second floor, but their apartment was smaller thanks to a roof terrace that took up a third of the space.

      “Do I get a say in this?” Aaron asked.

      “Nope.”

      Luca shook his head, grinning. “Buddy, that’s the wrong question. What we need to know is whether we can watch?”

      “Absolutely not,” Addy told him. “So, who’s in?”

      “Can I come?” Paulo bounced on his keg-stool. “I’m excellent with feathers.”

      “It depends if you’re in town. Aren’t you and Darla heading to Virginia soon?”

      “On Wednesday evening.” Four days from now. “Maybe we could do the workshop when I come back?”

      “Romi, when’s your next modelling job?”

      “I’m flying to Paris for Fashion Week tomorrow.”

      “You’re only in the US for two days? One day in California and one day here?”

      “The swimwear company offered more money than the designers at Milan Fashion Week, and I wanted to see you guys. Oh, and Aaron,” she added seemingly as an afterthought, but she was grinning. “I’ll fly back right after the final show, I promise.”

      “Okay, Sara, what does your schedule look like? Don’t you have the masked ball thing coming up?”

      I’d hoped to avoid talking about that tonight, but I couldn’t lie, could I? They’d find out the truth sooner or later. Probably sooner. Gossip travelled faster than a bullet in Baldwin’s Shore, and just lately, the bullets had been travelling pretty freaking quickly as well.

      “I’m not organising the ball anymore.”

      “It got cancelled?”

      “No.” I took a deep breath and swallowed Paulo’s mojito. “No, I got fired.”

      Puzzled looks.

      “Fired? From your own company?” Brooke asked. “Is this a joke?”

      “LKB Events belongs to Lillian and Kayleigh.”

      When I graduated high school armed with a grand idea and a dream of working in the events industry, my résumé hadn’t been good enough to land a role at any reputable business—why did every entry-level position require a college degree and ten years of experience?—and I hadn’t had the connections or the funds to get a new venture off the ground alone. But my twin cousins had both of those things. While I’d spent my teenage years studying, they’d been partying, plus they’d received a reasonable-sized inheritance from their grandfather on their mom’s side. LKB was born. They liked my ideas, and I figured I could work for them for a couple of years and then use the knowledge I gained to get a better job.

      But then Grandpa had thrown a wrench in the works, and staying with LKB had seemed like the best option at the time. The twins had promised we’d run the company as a three-way split, and in those days, I’d been young and—okay—naive enough to trust them. Blood was thicker than water, my uncle always said. But then they’d stabbed me in the back.

      To be fair, I couldn’t have gotten LKB off the ground without Kayleigh and Lillian’s help—they’d provided the initial capital, and our first dozen bookings had come from their friends. But in the years that followed, they’d styled themselves as “brand ambassadors,” which basically meant they chatted to guests while I liaised with clients, booked venues, negotiated with staff and suppliers, created project plans, monitored finances, and dealt with any hiccups.

      “Are you serious?” Addy asked. “But you do all the work? Why would they fire you?”

      “We had some creative differences.”

      “You mean you created, and they didn’t?”

      A giggle escaped—that was the alcohol’s influence. “They have no idea how much effort goes into running an event.”

      But they were about to find out. The masked ball at the Peninsula Resort was their baby now. They could either step up and do some work or drop the ball entirely—both literally and figuratively. I was the organised one. The first thing I did every morning was update my to-do list, and I never went anywhere without my trusty bullet journal.

      “Will they close the company? Or try to run things themselves?” Brooke asked.

      Who knew? Only time would tell.

      “The next few events will go ahead with no problems—I already planned those down to the last trash pickup. The masked ball in two weeks’ time will be their first big challenge. I’d love to be a fly on the wall when Lillian realises she forgot to include a gluten-free option on the Banquet Event Order, or that the AV team doesn’t have enough power strips because Kayleigh has no idea those are supplied by us or the hotel and not by the contractor.”

      Would they remember to hire additional valets for parking? That had been at the top of my to-do list for Monday morning. Brilliant Blooms was expecting final confirmation of the floral arrangements too—the client wanted a flower arch for photographs. Photographs… The photographer was another last-minute addition, and finding one had been another item on Monday’s list. The Peninsula did have its own small events team, but they were more used to organising corporate retreats than a potential clown show like Hadley Carpenter’s twenty-fifth birthday party. She wanted a ball, and since she was even more spoiled than my cousins, her daddy was paying for a ball.

      Blue shrugged. “So go be a fly on the wall.”

      “I can’t just walk in there.”

      “Why not? All the guests will be wearing masks, won’t they?”

      “Well, I don’t have an invite.”

      “From what you’ve said, nobody’s gonna be checking those anyway.”

      Was it possible? No, no, of course I couldn’t go.

      “I don’t have anything to wear.”

      My wardrobe was elegant only in its simplicity. If I bought ten pairs of black pants and ten white shirts, I didn’t need to worry about what to put on in the mornings, plus it gave me the added advantage of being mistaken for a server. Nobody ever gave them a second glance. Evening wear meant leggings, cute T-shirts, and sweaters chosen for warmth rather than style.

      Paulo slung an arm around my shoulders. “Sweet cheeks, you think we can’t fix you up with an outfit in two weeks? What do you need? A ballgown? A Venetian mask?”

      “Uh, maybe? It’s not a masquerade ball as such, more of a costume party. Anything goes, as long as you’re wearing a mask. I heard a bunch of the men are planning to dress up as superheroes.”

      Kayleigh and Lillian were planning to wear Mardi Gras outfits. They’d already bought matching ruffled corset dresses, spike heels, and jewelled masks, plus decided on a colour scheme for their make-up. Their hair, spray tan, and nail appointments were booked, and a driver would take them to the hotel so they could both indulge their love of cocktails. As far as I was aware, they’d given zero thought to the actual event arrangements, even though I’d copied them in on all the emails discussing the logistics and sent them a draft checklist.

      “We can do a costume. Darla and I still have half a week before we leave for Virginia, and Romi must have some fancy shoes. What size are your feet?”

      “Uh, a seven.”

      “Romi’s an eight, but we can pad the toes.”

      Romi got on board with the idea, unfortunately. “I have plenty of samples, and sometimes designers send the wrong sizes. I can definitely find shoes.”

      “Brie might have a dress?” Brooke suggested. “She had to rent a whole other room for the overflow from her closet.”

      “I can’t wear one of Brie’s dresses,” I protested.

      “Why not? You’re about the same size.”

      “Because…because…”

      Because Brie was an actual freaking princess. Somehow, she’d landed up in Baldwin’s Shore and fallen in love with a guy I went to school with. When Brie wasn’t attending to her royal duties in Scandinavia, she lived with Colt and his daughter in the Royal Suite at the Peninsula while they waited for construction work on their dream home to finish. The two of them had bought the old paper mill on the outskirts of town, and judging by the number of trucks that drove in and out, they were building a whole new palace. Brie and Colt’s happy ending was proof that fairy tales really did come true.

      “Then that’s settled,” Paulo announced. “We’ll take care of the costume, and you can go watch Kayleigh and Lillian fall flat on their ugly faces. I bet they’ll give you your job back within a month. No way can they manage without you.”

      “But would you want to work with them again?” Brooke asked.

      “I…I don’t know,” I said honestly.

      In truth, I was still shocked that they’d fired me. But I also understood why they’d done it, and it wasn’t just about the fact that they wanted us to offer a wedding planning service and I hated dealing with bridezillas. No, the problems went back further, all the way to our grandpa’s death. To the day his will had been read. To the conditions he’d set for inheritance.

      Aaron spoke up. “If you return to your old job, you should put safeguards in place. Ask for stock options or negotiate a golden parachute.”

      “I’m not sure they’d agree to that.”

      “Then you could start your own business. You have the contacts.”

      That was true, but I still didn’t have the capital. Not enough to start from scratch. The three of us had agreed to reinvest most of the profits to grow the business with a view to selling before Grandpa’s deadline. Now if there was anything left of the company in two years, Kayleigh and Lillian would get every last cent. And I’d tried to safeguard myself, I had. I’d made my cousins sign an agreement to say that as long as LKB met certain financial targets, I’d receive a hefty bonus in the final year before the target date; I’d just never dreamed that they’d terminate my employment before the bonus clause kicked in. What a freaking mess. I should have known they’d screw me over. Treachery was coded into their DNA.

      “I need a few days to think things through.”

      “That’s a sensible—”

      “But you’re going to the ball, right?” Paulo interrupted.

      “I’m still not sure that’s a good idea.”

      Darla took a sip of her nojito. “A little schadenfreude can be a wonderful thing, hun.”

      “Almost as delicious as this margarita,” Addy said. “Hey, it’s time for my class. Just promise you’ll go to the party.”

      “Okay, okay, I’ll go. But I have to leave by midnight.”

      “Why?”

      “Because that’s when everyone takes their masks off.”

      I’d designed the invitations myself, thick navy-blue card stock with Masks Off at Midnight embossed on the front in gold. I’d need to get the heck out of there before the big reveal.

      “This is gonna be great. Can you take photos of the terrible twins doing manual labour? Like, maybe serving drinks or something? Or valet parking cars?”

      I was regretting my decision already.

      “I’m not going to draw any attention to myself.”

      That’s what I said, but like so many aspects of my life, nothing went according to plan.
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        Sara’s to-do list:

        - Buy more peanut butter cups.

        - Clean the bathroom.

        - Sew button on Parker’s shirt.

        - Consider a new career.

        - Place all sharp objects out of reach/temptation.

      

      

      

      “Whatever happens, you look amazing.” Brooke glanced across from the driver’s seat of her Toyota compact. She’d offered to drive me because I didn’t want to risk my car being spotted at the Peninsula. “I’d kill for those shoes.”

      So much for staying under the radar. Paulo had found inspiration in my midnight cut-off and created a mood board that took up one whole wall in the break room at the Craft Cabin. The theme? Cinder-freaking-rella. Brie had donated a powder-blue ballgown that must have cost a fortune, Darla had altered it to fit me, and Romi had dug out a blonde wig, blue contact lenses, and a pair of designer shoes. Paulo had stuck over three thousand tiny crystals on the shoes—no kidding, he’d counted—and added so many feathers to my Venetian mask that I felt as if I’d escaped from a zoo. Forget salsa; I’d be doing a mating dance with a parrot.

      “Everyone’s gonna stare.” And quite possibly be blinded by my pumps too.

      “But nobody will ever recognise you; that’s the important thing.”

      Okay, I had to concede Brooke was right on that point. Heck, I barely recognised myself. Addy had spent nearly two hours doing my make-up and pinning my fake hair into an elaborate updo. My skin was flawless, my cheeks were a delicate shade of pink, and my lips shimmered when the light hit them. Brooke had manicured my nails, and she’d even painted my toes red to match, although nobody could see them. And the jewellery… Nobody would tell me where the necklace and earrings had come from, but I had to give them back to Brooke at the end of the night. The sparkles might even be from genuine sapphires.

      “As long as I keep the mask on and leave before midnight.”

      “I’ll be outside at eleven thirty, and if you need me there any earlier, just send a message. How’s the organising going? Did Kayleigh and Lillian mess up yet?”

      “They suddenly realised that people had dietary requirements, but it was too late for the catering team to order more food, so the twins had to run to the big grocery store in Coos Bay this afternoon.” A giggle burst out at the thought of the two of them pushing a shopping cart. Usually, they got groceries delivered, or Uncle EJ made the trip, but today, Kayleigh and Lillian had been forced to interact with the rest of us mortals. “Finding what they needed took ages because they had no idea where to look, and they ran out of time to do their make-up.”

      “I wish I’d been there to see it,” Brooke said.

      “Me too.”

      “You missed the drama?”

      “I haven’t set foot in the main house since they fired me, but Parker told me they headed out late, barefaced and bickering.”

      My cousin Parker was the only member of the family I still spoke to, probably because a third of them were enjoying room and board courtesy of the great state of Oregon. Easton the Third and Aunt Marianna were both horrible people. And ever since his wife and youngest son went to jail, Uncle EJ had been avoiding me. Parker said Marianna was fond of bad-mouthing me from behind bars, that she blamed me in part for her predicament, but as usual, she was lying. It wasn’t that I hadn’t tried to bring her down, but ultimately, she’d been responsible for her own fate.

      “Parker isn’t fond of the twins?” Brooke asked.

      “I don’t think so.”

      “I don’t really understand him.”

      “Neither do I.”

      I’d lived with Parker for over sixteen years, and I still had no idea what made him tick. On the surface, my eldest cousin was cold, pragmatic, and a master at self-preservation, but perhaps he had a heart lurking somewhere deep inside? Parker had never joined in with the others when they belittled me, and after Kayleigh and Lillian had done their worst last month, he’d shown up at the pool house late in the evening to tell me that he’d cover my share of the utilities until I found a new job. But I hated the thought of being beholden to Parker. Nothing he gave was a gift.

      We drove along Main Street, heading for the Peninsula. The hotel was a new addition to Baldwin’s Shore, and it wasn’t popular among most of the locals. The owner, Nico Belinsky, was an outsider, a wealthy Russian who’d somehow ended up in our little corner of paradise. Yes, he’d invested a bunch of money and boosted both employment and tourism in the area, but he’d also built his resort on a popular local beauty spot that the previous owner had allowed the public to use for decades.

      Brooke made a right turn. “How many people will be at the event tonight?”

      “The guest list had three hundred names, but they won’t all show up. They never do. Maybe two hundred and fifty will come?”

      “How does one person know that many people?”

      “I don’t think Hadley Carpenter does. There are a bunch of plus-ones, and some of the guests are friends of her parents. Her father does something in politics, and politicians always invite a gazillion people to their events because it’s not what you know; it’s who you know.”

      “At least you’ll be able to hide in the crowd.”

      “I’m planning to hang out by the buffet table. Hadley ordered five-star food, and Parker said that Kayleigh and Lillian are on some weird raw vegetable diet this week, so they’re not gonna eat teriyaki chicken skewers or crumbed Camembert bites.”

      Not until midnight, anyway. The two of them would starve all day on their perpetual quest for thinness, and then they’d sneak into the kitchen late in the evening and gorge on carbs. The next morning, I’d have to listen to them complaining about muffin top and belly pooch, and Kayleigh had tossed out three bathroom scales in the past year because they always had some kind of imaginary fault. One time, I’d suggested she give me a hand because running around at events sure did burn off the calories, and she’d looked at me like I was crazy.

      Tonight, she’d undoubtedly be whining about blisters.

      A moment later, Brooke pulled up in the shadows just inside the entrance to the Peninsula. I’d have to walk the rest of the way down the driveway, but there were lights at regular intervals, so thankfully I wouldn’t break an ankle.

      “I’ll wait right here for you,” Brooke said. “Have a good time. Hope the twins get a large dose of karma.”

      On impulse, I reached over and gave her a hug. I’d never been a hugger, not with anyone but my mom, but when Brooke returned the gesture, I got a lump in my throat. This “friends” thing was weird. It was like having to learn a whole new language.

      A couple of cars slowed to drive past as I walked to the hotel, but nobody stopped me or questioned why I was there. And, as predicted, the twins had forgotten to ask a member of staff to check invitations at the door. I just breezed past, desperately trying to look as if I belonged. And I sort of did. The costumes were spectacular—no last-minute cobbled-together outfits here. I dodged a Queen of Hearts and a sexy devil on my way to the ballroom, but before I got there, I heard a sound that warmed my heart. Karma had arrived early.

      “How was I supposed to know you needed a forty-inch-high table?” Kayleigh asked, presumably speaking to the DJ since that had been one of his demands.

      “Because I listed it in the rider.”

      Which was saved in the shared drive for the event. Had Kayleigh bothered to read it? No, of course she hadn’t.

      “Why didn’t you bring your own table?”

      “Because I flew here from New York, and the deal was that you either provided an appropriate DJ desk or paid the excess baggage fees. You said you’d provide the desk.”

      “I definitely didn’t.”

      “Well, somebody at your company did.”

      The forty-inch DJ desk was in the barn at The Lookout, the one I’d converted to store our equipment. As far as I knew, Kayleigh had never set foot in there.

      “Can’t you use a regular table? We have plenty of those.”

      “No, I can’t. Either you find me what you promised, or you can handle the music yourself.”

      I smothered a smile as Frankie Flux strode past me, his eyes hidden behind a pair of mirrored sunglasses. He was a tall guy with a shock of hot-pink hair, and he’d probably need to visit a chiropractor if he tried to play his set on a dinner table the way Kayleigh wanted him to. Still, that was her problem tonight. How would she handle it?

      I soon found out.

      My phone buzzed with a message, the first time she’d been in touch in two weeks.

      
        
          
            
              
        Kayleigh

      

      
        Where do I get a forty-inch DJ table?

      

      

      

      

      

      No “please,” no “I’m sorry we fired you,” just a question. More of a demand, really. A part of me itched to reply because I hated to see the company I’d created suffer, but if I helped Kayleigh tonight, she’d never learn her lesson. I tucked the phone back into the beaded purse Brooke had lent me and carried on to the ballroom. Let the chips fall where they may.

      The band that would entertain the guests for the first two hours was already on stage, playing a Bruno Mars cover. The quartet was made up of local guys—well, they came from Portland—and I’d hired them to play events in the past. They’d take a break halfway through their set for the birthday girl’s father to make his speech, and Hadley’s best friend wanted to say a few words too, then dinner would be served in the room next door.

      The flower arch was set up in one corner of the ballroom, so at least the twins had managed to get one thing right. A photographer was standing in front, snapping away as groups of girls pouted for the camera. Wait… He wasn’t a professional photographer. That was Lillian’s friend Cody, and the only thing he was good at was keg stands. Nearly every picture on his social media was blurry. I let out a groan before I could stop myself.

      “Bad day?” a voice asked from behind. “Or isn’t this your kind of music?”

      I turned to find Prince Charming watching me from behind a blue velvet mask. Were his blond hair and blue eyes real? The hair was slicked back with a side part, as if he’d stepped out of either the 1940s or Wall Street. Or Hollywood—he sure did have a movie-star smile. But the smile soon slipped, and he ran his tongue over his teeth.

      Crap, I’m staring.

      “You don’t have anything stuck in your teeth,” I blurted.

      This is why I stay behind the scenes.

      “That’s good to hear.”

      “So, uh, I just need to…”

      …to get the hell out of here. Hiding in the bathroom until Brooke came to pick me up seemed like a great idea, and the bathrooms at the Peninsula were better than average. They came with sewing kits, shoe-shine sponges, and perfume samples, plus there was a rest area with a couch. I already regretted coming tonight. There had never been any question over whether the twins would screw up, so why oh why had I given in to the temptation to witness their mistakes in person?

      You know why, Saralisa. Because every day for the past sixteen years, they criticised everything you said and everything you did.

      And I was angry. At first after they fired me, I’d been in shock, but little by little, the numbness was turning to fury. The twins had ruined any chance I had of receiving my share of our inheritance, and worse, I couldn’t even find another job in this county. Only one events company was hiring, and when I’d given the manager my name, she’d tutted a little and then said that she’d heard I was difficult to work with. Three guesses who’d told her that lie.

      Hadley Carpenter strode toward me—at least, I assumed it was Hadley Carpenter. Her features were hidden behind a sugar skull mask and a flower crown that matched the arch in the ballroom, but she was wearing a purple sash with It’s My Birthday! written across it in ornate gold script. A pink Power Ranger in high-heeled pumps followed in her wake.

      “Why isn’t the video montage playing?” Hadley asked her sidekick. “Tiffany and Skyler spent hours putting it together, and I gave specific instructions that it should be projected onto the wall above the band.”

      “I asked one of the organisers, and she said they were having trouble with the laptop.”

      Trouble with the laptop? More like they forgot to bring it.

      “Why didn’t someone tell me earlier? I could have brought a laptop.”

      “Kayleigh promised she’d handle it. She said her assistant quit and left her in the lurch, so she’s rushed off her feet.”

      Her assistant had quit? The simmering anger turned into a five-alarm fire. Why were those shrews trying so hard to ruin my life when I’d done nothing but help them from the day I arrived in Baldwin’s Shore? In elementary school, I’d given them the cookies from my lunch; in middle school, I’d customised their clothing and braided their hair; and in high school, I’d been responsible for completing their assignments, although their GPAs still hadn’t been much to write home about because they never listened in class. And this was how they repaid me? By lying?

      Screw them.

      I lowered my voice conspiratorially. “I heard that the reason Kayleigh’s assistant quit is because Kayleigh spent more time in the bar than in the office.”

      The Power Ranger spun around. “Really? Are you sure?”

      “I mean, it’s just a rumour, but I heard it from my bestie’s sister, and she’s right, like, ninety-five percent of the time.”

      “Oh my gosh.”

      “Five bucks says Kayleigh starts on the free cocktails before ten p.m.” I smiled sweetly. “If you speak with Ingrid at the reception desk, I’m sure she’ll find you a laptop to use for the video thing.”

      “Wow, thanks.”

      I hurried into the bathroom before they could ask who I was and why I’d crashed the party, and as I locked myself in a bathroom stall, a tiny smile tugged at the corners of my lips. Revenge was sweet, and I was just getting started.
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      “The Mardi Gras girl is hot,” gym-phobic Batman said, then waved at the bartender. “Two more beers over here, buddy, plus a straw for Deadpool.”

      Deadpool had modified his mask to allow him to drink, but eating was going to be a problem. What was he planning to do? Wait until midnight and then hoover up the leftovers? I checked my watch—ten to eight. Still at least five hours of the party to go, and the twins were looking delightfully harried. Every time they tried to grab a beverage or stop to chat with one of the guests, somebody asked them a logistical question. Or complained about something. Or wanted directions to the bathroom.

      But somehow, Lillian still managed to look good as she went down in flames.

      Deadpool turned to watch her speed-walk toward the kitchen—she needed to check the food was on time—and gave a muffled whistle.

      “I’d let her breathe hot and heavy over me any time.”

      “I heard she’s wearing three pairs of Spanx,” I told him. “It’s a miracle she can breathe at all.”

      Batman snorted. “Spanx? Those giant underwear things?”

      “If you’re planning a three-way in the bathroom, allow plenty of time.”

      “Thanks for the advice.” He looked me up and down, this time with more interest. I didn’t miss the way his gaze hovered on my cleavage—cleavage that came thanks to the fancy padded bra Romi had sourced. “Hey, Cinderella. You want a three-way in the bathroom?”

      My mouth opened, but no sound came out. He was joking, right?

      But then a weird thing happened. Batman and Deadpool both backed away in a hurry without waiting for their drinks. Batman gave a little wave of…apology? Regret? What had I done? Did my breath smell? I’d brushed my teeth right before I left home.

      “Can I buy you a drink, Cinderella?”

      I swivelled to find Prince Charming leaning against the bar. He grinned.

      “Are my teeth still okay?” he asked.

      Instinct got the better of me, and I pushed him away. Or at least, I tried to. He didn’t move an inch, probably because his chest was made of granite.

      “Stop it,” I told him.

      “You wound me. About that drink?”

      “This is a free bar. I can get my own drink.”

      “And there I was trying to be a gentleman.”

      I recognised his type. I’d come across a hundred Prince Charmings at the events I coordinated—although most of them didn’t wear gaudy gold epaulettes—and he was no gentleman. A more appropriate noun would be “player” or “womaniser” or “manwhore.” Pheromones oozed from his pores along with expensive cologne, and if Kayleigh and Lillian hadn’t been running around after Hadley Carpenter, they’d have been basking in his aura, fluttering their eyelashes and knocking back his free drinks.

      Instead of replying, I turned to the bartender. “Could I get a glass of water, please?”

      “Certainly, ma’am.”

      “Water? We’re at the party of the year, and you’re drinking water?”

      “This is hardly the party of the year.”

      “Really? But it said so on the invite.”

      No lie; it had. The word “humble” wasn’t in Hadley Carpenter’s vocabulary.

      “Hadley is prone to exaggeration.”

      He barked out a laugh. “That much is true. I mean, there isn’t even any food.”

      “The food will be served right after the speeches.”

      “Speeches?” Prince Charming groaned. “Who makes a speech at a birthday party?”

      “The man holding the purse strings.”

      Or maybe not.

      Kayleigh and Lillian stepped onto the stage, beaming now that they were in their favourite place—the limelight. Kayleigh tapped the mic, and everyone winced at the screech of feedback.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, thank you all for coming tonight to help us celebrate Hadley’s twenty-fifth birthday. Hadley and I—and Lillian—have been friends since we met on Pierre’s yacht, which was a night to remember, I’m sure you’ll agree, but at least this evening, there’s no risk of anyone falling overboard.” Hadley’s cronies laughed. Her father didn’t. “Over the past four years, we’ve watched Hadley grow from a newbie make-up influencer into a travel blogger with over two million followers, and what a journey that’s been. It hasn’t been an easy path—who can forget the lost luggage in Tanzania or the thing with the monkey in Marrakesh?—but Hadley has come out the other side stronger and more beautiful than before. Please join me in raising your glasses to wish our lovely friend the best birthday ever!”

      Applause erupted as Kayleigh drank her entire cocktail in one go. Did she think her job was over now? Because it was just beginning. Clean-up after an event like this one was no easy task, and I wasn’t only talking about the trash. By midnight, at least one woman would have lost her shoes, someone would be on the verge of alcohol poisoning, and there wouldn’t be enough cabs available.

      “And now I’m thrilled to announce that dinner is served in the Redwood Room.”

      Wait, what? Tobias Carpenter hadn’t made his speech yet, and he was looking, well, mutinous. The guests moved en masse in the direction of food, and Hadley’s father made a beeline for the twins. Oh, I had to hear this.

      “Excuse me,” I said to Prince Charming. “I need to…uh, be somewhere else.”

      One of the hotel staff was sweeping up a broken glass next to the stage—someone had dropped it in the stampede to the buffet. What was her name? Jeannie? No, Jeannine. She wasn’t a local, and I’d only spoken with her once or twice before, so I headed in her direction on the assumption that she wouldn’t recognise me.

      “Excuse me?”

      She looked up, her eyes tired. “Can I help you, ma’am?”

      “Do you have a lost property office?”

      “Did you lose something?”

      “My bracelet. I’m not sure when, but I definitely had it when I arrived.”

      “What does it look like?”

      “It’s silver with blue crystals.”

      “We don’t have a lost property office, but if you wait right here, I can go ask the duty manager.”

      “I’d really appreciate that.”

      “I’ll be back in a moment.”

      Staff at the Peninsula went above and beyond, and asking the duty manager about lost property was standard operating procedure. Now I had the perfect excuse to hang around by the stage and listen to Tobias Carpenter berating Kayleigh. Lillian had seen trouble coming and made a hasty exit, the same way she always did. Nothing was ever Lillian’s fault.

      “What happened to my time slot?”

      Kayleigh looked at Mr. Carpenter blankly.

      “For my speech,” he prompted.

      “The… Oh, yeah, the speech. I, uh…” Forgot it entirely? “I moved it to after dinner.”

      “Nobody wants to listen to speeches after dinner. I specifically requested the pre-dinner slot to wish my little girl a happy birthday, and you hijacked my time.”

      “Well, when was I supposed to wish her a happy birthday?”

      Me, me, me. Kayleigh was the most self-centred person I’d ever met. She’d inherited her mom’s ego, while Lillian got the spiteful streak.

      “At the end of the night, after you’d run the event to the agreed timetable.”

      “It was just a speech. Why don’t you get a drink and loosen up? They’re free.”

      “They’re not free. I’m footing the bar bill. And if you think I’m forking out for your unilateral timetable revisions and bad attitude, you can think again.”

      Kayleigh stayed silent for a moment as his words sank in. Did she even understand what “unilateral” meant? Finally, it dawned on her that she might not get paid, and she resorted to her default mode: whining.

      “Hey, you can’t do that. We signed a contract.”

      Tobias Carpenter turned away. “Sue me,” he said over his shoulder.

      Did Kayleigh realise he was a lawyer specialising in commercial litigation? I had to assume not. She hurried after him, still complaining and totally unaccustomed to not getting her own way. In the battle of Tobias versus the evil twins, I knew who I’d be cheering for. Hashtag Team Tobias, rah, rah, rah. Okay, so I’d quit the junior cheer squad when I was eight years old to focus on dance, but I’d still be willing to pick up a pair of pom-poms if Tobias followed through on his threat.

      I was about to follow and see if I could overhear any other delicious snippets of Kayleigh’s comeuppance when I spotted her cell phone on the edge of the DJ’s makeshift desk—she’d set up a regular table and stacked books from the hotel library under the legs to achieve the required height. Did Nico know about the sacrifices his leatherbound hardcovers were making? I very much doubted it. On impulse, I swiped the phone and hid it in the folds of my dress to pile a little more pressure on my cousin. When she noticed it was missing, she’d freak. She wouldn’t be able to call Lillian, or post to Instagram, or… Hmm, Instagram… All of her #nofilter pictures came courtesy of careful photoshopping—maybe I could add something slightly more realistic? One of her many duck-face selfie outtakes? She always took a hundred shots before she settled on the final version.

      “I’m afraid nobody found the bracelet, ma’am, but if you leave your number, someone will call if it shows up.”

      Jeannine offered me a lost property form and a pen, so I shoved the phone into my tiny purse and conjured up a smile.

      “Thank you, I appreciate it.”

      Instead of my own number, I jotted down the number for the Craft Cabin—I knew it by heart because I bought a lot of supplies there. Or at least, I used to before I was unceremoniously fired for refusing to plan Charmaine Wilson’s wedding, which promised to be an absolute shitshow. How long before Kayleigh noticed she didn’t have her phone? Only a minute or two. She couldn’t—

      “What’s your name?” Jeannine asked. “I should add that.”

      “S…Lisa.”

      “Slisa?”

      Crap, I was terrible at subterfuge. I’d almost told her my real freaking name. “Just Lisa.”

      Although Lisa wasn’t much better. I mean, it was also my real name; I just didn’t use it. Not anymore. Not since I arrived in Baldwin’s Shore and Justine Baldwin told me that Saralisa was too much of a mouthful, and so was Baldwin-Forlani. I would henceforth be known as Sara Baldwin, she’d decided. It would help me to “fit in.” I’d gone along with the plan because nine-year-old me had figured it would be harder for the monster to find me with a new name. The monster. I understood now that he was human, but in the moment he shot my mom, I’d been convinced he was the devil himself. And later, when he showed up in the hospital to kill me as well, I’d been frozen, too terrified to do anything more than tremble and wet the bed when he pressed the pillow over my face. Then I’d heard voices, muffled at first, but one grew louder and more insistent. Demanding. I don’t care about visiting hours. Take me to see my granddaughter right now. Grandpa had been the most tolerable of the Baldwins—other than my dad, of course—and the only one I cared to spend any time with, but he’d still been fond of throwing his weight around. His sense of superiority had saved me that day. As he got closer, the monster had put the pillow down and slipped out of the room, but not before he made me a promise: if I talked, he’d find me.

      He’d find me, and he’d finish what he started.

      I hadn’t talked.

      For sixteen years, I hadn’t breathed one word about what happened that night.

      And now here I was—very much alive, about to forfeit the inheritance I’d been counting on for a fresh start, and half wishing the monster had kept the pillow in place for just a minute longer. The past decade and a half had been hard. Every time I saw a glimmer of light at the end of the tunnel, it turned out to be a freight train, usually with one of my relatives driving it. So many times, I’d cursed the fact that I was born a Baldwin. My father had had the right idea—he’d gotten as far away from his family as possible.

      Maybe it was time to cut my losses and leave? If not for the fledgling friendships I was starting to form in Baldwin’s Shore, I’d have done just that.

      “You’re in the way.” Frankie Flux glowered at me, arms folded. “I’m about to start my set.”

      On any other night, I’d have apologised and scuttled away, but I was sick of being Sara-the-doormat. Tonight, I was Saralisa.

      “Didn’t your momma teach you that politeness costs nothing?”

      “Nah, she didn’t.”

      “Neither did mine. You look like a jackass in those sunglasses.”

      I turned on my heel and strode out the doors to the terrace, shaking. Speaking my mind was a rush, but I couldn’t let myself get too used to it.
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