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For everyone we’ve lost too soon. 

And in particular, for Cheryl:

I wish you could have read this.

I think you’d have liked it.
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1

THE LAST TIME I saw my sister alive, I told her I didn’t love her anymore.

I didn’t say it in those exact words. I didn’t say, “Fiona—I don’t love you anymore.” What I actually said, as she was walking away from me, was “You’re no better than Mom.”

But in our family, that means the same thing.

I’m thinking about that again, the parade a blur in the background, Fiona’s blond hair flying around her shoulders as she spun off and headed toward the woods. To the ravine.

In my mind, I go after her. I tell her I’m sorry. I bring her home safely. I don’t wander off to drink my problems away with Seth Montgomery on the star-watching rock. Don’t wake up with Seth’s arms around me and the stale taste of cider on my tongue. Don’t stumble home in the early morning to collapse into bed, only to be woken up a few hours later by the police letting me know my world would never be the same.

In my mind, I’m always a better person than I actually am.

A whistle sounds, startling me back to the present. I’m at the edge of the park with my bike, in the shade of a maple tree, waiting for my brother to finish soccer camp. On the far side, next to the woods, a group of teenage boys disperses from the field. Davy is easy to spot: taller than most of them, skinny, blond hair sticking straight up at the back of his head. He shot up this past year, so he can actually pass for sixteen now, even though he still has that round baby face.

I wave to get Davy’s attention. When he sees me, he jogs over, frowning slightly.

“You didn’t have to pick me up,” he says. “I can ride my bike home on my own.”

“I don’t mind. Besides, Dad’s working late again. He asked me to pick up pizza. Come with?”

He’s about to respond when his head whips to the side. I turn to see a girl on a bike riding into view—a white girl with brown hair.

“It’s not Marion,” I tell Davy for what feels like the hundredth time. I try to sound patient; he’s not the only one seeing last summer’s ghosts. “They’re not coming back.”

Davy doesn’t answer me, just looks pissed, the way he always does when his ex-girlfriend gets brought up. He hops on his own bike and takes off.

We pedal down a few residential streets, and soon we’re on the outskirts of downtown. Bier’s End, in the northwest corner of New Jersey, was once a retreat for wealthy Manhattanites, with lavish mansions on huge pieces of property spread out along the edge of the woods. Now most of those mansions have been knocked down, their giant plots of land divided up, turned into the stretches of middle-class blocks like the one my family lives on. Pieces of downtown remain from that bygone era: the old theater with its velvet seats that plays vintage movies, the one nice restaurant that used to be a country club. But those are now interspersed with the deli, the dollar store, Fiona’s old dance studio. Middle-class things for middle-class people. The pizza place is next to a Wawa.

I stop my bike just outside the pizza place’s big window, behind Davy. My throat tightens as I peer through the glass, trying to make out who might be in there.

“I’ll get it,” Davy says.

I clutch the gold ballerina necklace at my throat, the only piece of jewelry I wear. “Thanks.”

He leans his bike against the wall and disappears through the glass doors.

I stay there in the shade of the building. The hair under my helmet feels sweaty, so after making sure no one’s looking at me, I take it off. I drum my fingers against my handlebars, recite prime numbers in my head. Two, three, five, seven.

Davy walks out, pizza box in his arms.

And then he stops and stares at something over my shoulder.

I turn, expecting another Marion look-alike.

But what I see makes my heart stop.

Parked five spots away is a black BMW X3. License plate BONES05. 

Seth Montgomery’s car.

They’re back.

The Montgomerys live in the city during the year, but they’ve been spending their summers in Bier’s End for as long as I can remember, all of them up at their grandmother’s big old mansion on the dead-end street that gives the town its name. But when June rolled into July and there was no sign of them, I thought they were actually skipping this summer. Not that they’ve ever done that before. But then, I’ve never accused any of them of murdering my sister before, either.

The sweat on the back of my neck has turned cold, and at the same time, I’m mad at myself. I should have been able to feel it. There should have been a ripple in the air, a thunderstorm, something to warn me. So I could prepare.

Seth isn’t even the one I want to talk to. In fact, he’s the last Montgomery I want to talk to. But if he’s here, it means they all are.

I can’t see Seth right now. “Let’s get out of here.” I swing a leg over my bike—just as the door to the Wawa opens.

And there he is.

Tall, broad-shouldered, shock of black curls. Stubble thicker than I’ve ever seen it. White collared shirt with little blue stripes, untucked. Khaki shorts. Loafers, no socks.

Seth Montgomery.

My heart flips over in my chest.

Seth looks shocked. I don’t know why; we’re the ones who live here all year. But then he pulls himself together.

“Addie.” He says my name like an accusation.

I swallow. “Seth.” I say his name the same way, put my foot on my pedal, ready to ride off, even though my helmet’s not on and Davy hasn’t strapped the pizza to his bike. “If you’ll excuse us—”

“I need to talk to you.”

I steel myself. “I don’t have anything to say to you.”

His brows come together. “Well, I have shit to say to you.”

“That’s too bad. Now, can you please—”

“Addie—” Seth’s eyes dart up and down the sidewalk, but the only person within earshot is Davy, staring at us wide-eyed. Seth drops his voice. “Can we talk? It’s important.”

“Is Marion here?” Davy blurts out then. Marion is Seth’s cousin. 

Seth turns briefly. “Yeah. She’s at the house.”

Davy’s head whips around, even though their house is miles from here. 

“What about Thatcher?” I ask. Marion’s brother, another of Seth’s cousins. The one Montgomery I do want to talk to.

Seth holds my gaze for a long moment before answering. “We’re all here. Our grandma passed away.”

I’m temporarily speechless. I haven’t seen Mrs. Montgomery in forever. All our time running around in their backyard, we barely went inside the mansion, and in the past few years, Mrs. Montgomery stopped coming outside altogether. I should feel sad; that’s how you’re supposed to feel when people die. But I never knew her all that well.

And my mind is more caught on the fact that Thatcher Montgomery is here, on Bier’s End, for the first time since last summer.

I need to think this through carefully. I can’t just hop on my bike, pedal up to the Montgomerys’ front door, demand to see Thatcher, and ask him, face-to-face, if he pushed Fiona.

But I do need him to see me. Maybe after a whole year of stewing in his guilt, it’s eating away at him. Maybe all he needs is someone to come along and drag a confession out of him. I could bring my phone, secretly record him, take it to the cops—they’d have to listen to me then, wouldn’t they?

Straight-up confronting the boy I suspect killed my sister isn’t the smartest plan, I know. But I’ve exhausted every other option. I told the police what I thought. Over and over. And they didn’t do a thing about it. Thatcher went back to school in England, his family name and his money protecting him. No one was ever arrested. They called Fiona’s death an accident. That, or suicide.

No one would listen to me, no matter how loud I was.

“I’m sorry about your grandma,” I say to Seth. “But you and I have nothing to talk about.” I jerk my head at Davy. “Strap the pizza on and let’s go.”

But Davy doesn’t budge. “Is Marion okay?”

“It’s been a hard year for everyone.” Seth looks at me again. 

“Davy. We need to go.”

I don’t like the look on Davy’s face—like he’s already calculating how he’s going to run into Marion—but thankfully, he does as I say.

I’m half-afraid Seth will try to physically stop me from riding away. Block my path, demand to know why I never returned any of his texts or DMs. But he doesn’t move. Just watches as I fasten my helmet, despite my shaking hands, and start down the sidewalk—nearly toppling over as I do.

On the ride home, Davy and I don’t speak. We glide past small suburban houses and maples with their leaves drooping in the heat. To the west, the sun is sinking into the tree line. Somewhere, someone is mowing a lawn, the steady buzz of it like the drone of an insect.

I barely see any of it. All I can see is Seth’s face, that expression: surprise, anger, determination.

Desperation.

I need to talk to you.

On Bier’s End there are summers when nothing happens, and summers when everything does.

I touch the gold ballerina at my throat.

When we were little, Fiona and I lived for summer. Running through the tangle of woods that separates our house from the Montgomerys’, meeting the Montgomerys for the first time. Thatcher was two years older than Fiona; his sister Kendall and their cousin, Seth, were both Fiona’s age. When Davy and Marion got old enough, they’d tag along, too. And summers became synonymous with the Montgomerys: manhunt in the woods between our houses, cannonballing into their giant pool. Daring one another to hop the old stone wall to the abandoned Bier mansion next door and screaming when the ivy brushed our ankles.

Searching for treasure. Legend has it the last Bier took what was left of the family fortune and buried it somewhere on their acres of land.

Sometimes, in my wilder moments, I think maybe that was what Fiona was doing on the Bier property the night she died. Searching for buried treasure.

Because I can’t come up with any other explanation.

She must have been drunk, some people said, wandered off from the Founders’ Day parade and fallen down the ravine. But Fiona didn’t drink.

She must have been meeting up with a boyfriend, others said, and something went wrong between them. But Fiona didn’t date.

She must have done it on purpose, more people whispered. But Fiona wasn’t suicidal. She was leaving for the American Ballet Academy in a week. Her life’s greatest dream realized.

It was an accident, the police finally said. She must have tripped and fallen. But Fiona wasn’t clumsy.

I didn’t believe the police’s verdict. I’m not sure how many other people did, either. Someone saw Fiona and me arguing at the parade. Details from the investigation surfaced somehow: The only sign of another person near her that night was a strand of my hair on her tank top. Her journal had gone missing.

None of that proves anything, of course. My hair could have gotten there anytime. And I don’t know what happened to her journal. I didn’t take it.

It took me a little while to see past the murmurs of I’m so sorry for your loss, the Cs on tests I should have failed. But the more time went on, the more things shifted. Once I told Jeremy what Seth and I were doing the night Fiona died and he broke up with me for good, I stopped talking to everyone except my own family. People started avoiding me, looking away when they saw me coming. Without Fiona, without Jeremy, without any of the Montgomerys here anymore—it was like the membrane that had protected me was gone. I became a hermit crab, coating myself in hardness.

That’s who I am now. Who I need to be.

What I don’t need is to hear whatever Seth Montgomery has to say about last summer. About that night or the morning after. I don’t need the drama, I don’t need his questions, and I definitely don’t need him looking at me in that way he does.

It’s only been a year since Fiona’s death. Too soon for anything more to happen. Far too soon.
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DINNER CONVERSATION IS stilted. I brace myself, waiting for Davy to bring up Marion. But he just stands there at the kitchen counter, shoveling pizza into his mouth like an automaton. So I stop trying to talk to him and let my eyes wander around the kitchen of our old farmhouse: yellow tile, linoleum countertops, wooden cabinets from the seventies. We moved here from the city when I was too little to remember. My grandma had already passed away; my grandpa lived here with us until I was ten, when he died, too. We should be grateful, Dad’s always said. We’d never be able to afford a house this size without them. Never mind that it’s dated and drafty in the winter and has no AC.

After dinner, Davy wants to take Sadie—our part golden retriever, part who-knows-what—for her walk. He never takes Sadie for her walk. I’d bet the value of the Montgomery mansion he’ll end up walking her right up to their door.

“No, I’ll take her,” I say. “Can you clean up?”

He frowns but apparently decides it’s not worth the argument and starts loading the dishwasher. I watch him a long moment, debating what to say. I really don’t want him chasing after Marion Montgomery again. When Davy was a little kid, after our mom left, he had no problem listening to me when I told him what to do and what not to do. But in the past year, things have shifted.

I take Sadie out, turn in the opposite direction from Bier’s End. The sky is pink, the sun already gone below the trees, the crickets chirping, the lightning bugs just starting to emerge. I can’t stop thinking about Thatcher. Just on the other side of the woods.

I tried telling the police about the argument I saw between Fiona and Thatcher Montgomery last summer. The rage in his eyes.

They didn’t listen. So I tried telling the world. Or at least the world that was true crime enthusiasts on the internet. Anonymously, of course. I was afraid no one would believe me if I posted my Thatcher theories as myself, since me-as-the-murderer was another theory on Citizen Sleuths, the biggest true crime message board.

Some people listened to me. But not enough.

I’d hoped that keeping Fiona’s case alive on the forums might mean it would make it onto one of those true crime podcasts, with someone dissecting it episode by episode. That it would garner enough public attention—rich white guy literally gets away with murder—that the police would be forced to reopen the investigation.

But that didn’t happen. Nothing came from the hours I spent posting my theories except that I saw so many comments speculating about me that even I started to question why the cops hadn’t interrogated me more thoroughly about that night.

My sister is dead, and someone needs to be held accountable. 

And that someone is Thatcher.

All I need now is to get him to confess. He has to. The boy I knew wasn’t a cold-blooded killer; I don’t know what happened between them that night, but I do know he has to be regretting it. Maybe he even wants to confess, and it’s his family who’s holding him back.

Just one confrontation, and I can get Thatcher Montgomery behind bars, where he belongs. Then all of this will be over. Davy and I will go on to have a boring summer, and I’ll actually get to leave for Rutgers next month like a regular person with a regular life.

When I get back home from walking the dog, my brother is waiting for me. As I suspected he would be.

“I’m going to go talk to Marion,” Davy starts. “Even though she didn’t answer all last year, I should at least say I’m sorry for her loss. Or I should, like, bring her flowers. And a card. That’s what you do when someone dies—”

“Davy, no,” I cut in.

His head lifts, a stubborn tilt to his chin. “Addie, she’s probably upset. She might want to talk to me now.”

To me, Marion Montgomery has always been an afterthought. Short and skinny, the same big brown eyes and chestnut hair as her siblings, never speaking when we were very little, later only in whispers and only ever to Davy. Last summer, Marion and Davy were fifteen, and suddenly they were missing at the same time, holding hands at the park, DMing each other late into the night.

I was worried, of course. A Montgomery was never going to end up with one of us, and Davy fell for her in the Davy-est of ways, wholly and without reservation or safety net. I figured it was only a matter of when, not if, she broke his heart.

I was right.

“If she wanted to talk to you, she would have called you back,” I point out.

My brother flinches, and a stab of guilt goes through me. Davy doesn’t just look all wide-eyed and innocent. That’s his personality, too. He literally wouldn’t harm a fly. When he finds one inside, he opens the window to let it out.

“I’m sorry, Davy. I really think we need to stay away from them.” But even as I say that, my eyes stray to the window. I’m not about to tell him that I’m planning on heading over there the moment I figure out the best way to confront Thatcher.

“How can we do that, now that they’re back in town?”

“They’re probably not here for that long.” But even as I say it, I know it’s not true. They’re not only here for the funeral. They’re here to fight over the will. Like rich people do.

Davy pushes his hands into his hair. “Addie—I can’t stay away. I was still dealing with losing Fiona, and Marion just stopped talking to me and—I want to know why. If it was because of me or because—”

He looks at me, and again I feel the guilt rise up.

One of Davy’s theories is that Marion stopped talking to him because of me. I admittedly didn’t give any thought to Marion and how she’d react when I started spreading my Thatcher-as-murderer theory, or how that might put a strain on Davy and Marion’s relationship. It wasn’t until my brother came to me and burst out that I had to stop talking about Thatcher all the time that I realized what I was doing was affecting him, too.

So I stopped. Publicly, at least. Davy doesn’t know about Citizen Sleuths.

I can still see Seth’s face in my mind.

I need to talk to you.

He must have found out that I spent the past year accusing his cousin of murder.

I blocked him and all his accounts. I knew he’d defend Thatcher and didn’t want to hear it. And he’d want to discuss the night we spent together, and I didn’t want to speak to him about that, either.

And now he wants to talk to me.

More than likely, he wants to yell at me.

But if I want to confront Thatcher, I need a reason to be at the Montgomery property.

“I’ll go see Seth,” I tell Davy. “Find out what’s going on. How long they’ll be here. And I’ll report back.”

Davy’s shoulders slump a little. The relief of having someone else decide. I miss that. “Tonight?”

I pull out my phone, unblock Seth’s Instagram, and DM him.

Clearing. 8:30. Meet me there.
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I WAIT UNTIL my dad gets home so there’s someone to make sure Davy doesn’t try to follow me. I don’t tell him where I’m going, just that I need to go out for a run. Dad would not be okay with me being anywhere near the Montgomery mansion.

As I’m tying my shoes, Dad calls, “Stay on—”

“The main roads,” I finish. “I know.”

Bier’s End isn’t a dangerous town. At least, it wasn’t before last summer. But losing one daughter obviously means my dad’s a bit paranoid about the other and her habit of evening runs.

I poke my head into Davy’s room to tell him I’m leaving. He’s on his phone, probably staring at last summer’s selfies with Marion. He looks up when he hears me. “Please just ask her why she wouldn’t answer me.”

“I will if I see her,” I say.

It’s a warm night, the air hot, suspended. The fastest way to get to the Montgomerys’ is to cut through the woods to the back of the old Bier property and pass the ravine, where Fiona died. But I can’t go that way anymore. So I stick to the street.

I pass house after house at a slow jog, the windows like eyes following my every move. Like they know I’m not supposed to be heading this way. 

I reach the corner, pause at the old sign hanging on a wooden post. I don’t know exactly how old it is, only that Bier’s End the street was here before Bier’s End the town.

There’s a buzzing in my ears, an insect, cicadas, or maybe something else, some species found only here. At first glance the street looks the same—wild and dark, the few houses so far apart and set so far back from the road all you can see of them are their gateways, wrought iron, brick, stone. Old money. The old money that survived.

The Montgomery mansion is the third one on the left.

Brick columns frame both ends of the circular drive, the number and family name on a plaque. There’s ivy everywhere. But it’s not overgrown. There are flowers planted along the drive. The grass has been recently mowed.

For a second I just stand there, staring at the house. I think of the long line of money that built those high gates, those walls that keep them in, keep them safe—keep Thatcher Montgomery safe. And the anger rises in me again, and all I want to do is throw myself at it, claw at those walls with my bare hands, or maybe burn them down until there’s nothing between Thatcher and me, nothing to protect him from what he’s done.

I take a deep breath.

Before I reach the first column, I turn off the sidewalk and onto the dirt path next to the honeysuckle that skirts the house. The windows on this side are dark except one on the second floor, but I don’t see anyone inside. I go past the porch, beyond the patio and the long expanse of manicured lawn. The pool, huge and elaborate, still covered up, even though it’s mid-July. The pool house, bigger than my actual house, made of brick and filled with white wicker furniture, musty cushions, old paperbacks, deflated pool toys. The detritus of our childhood. I thought it all meant something once. That we’d built something here together. That we and the Montgomerys were important to each other. And now look at us. On opposite sides.

Behind the pool house is a barely there trail through the shrubbery. The grass is overgrown, the stones hardly visible. But my feet know where to step, the memories so sharp it’s like it was only yesterday that I passed this way, instead of nearly a year ago. That curve in the path, that old pine tree, the blanket of needles that makes it smell like Christmas, bushes of forsythia, their flowers already gone—all leading to the clearing.

The place I was the night Fiona died.

I found the clearing one day when I was seven or so and decided it was my secret place. The summer grass was thick with wildflowers, buzzing with bees, and in the center of it all was a big blue-gray stone, like some kind of sacrificial altar.

In the days when our mom was still around, she’d go through phases of wanting us nearby, then telling us to go out and play and leaving us entirely to our own devices in a way I’ve since learned not a lot of parents do. The Montgomerys were under equally loose supervision, so it wasn’t unusual to encounter one or all of them out in the yard on their own. I’d never seen them in the woods, though, so when I came back to this clearing and saw Seth here, too, we fought about whose it was. It’s one of the earliest fights I can remember having with him, the precursor to hundreds more over the years. I told him it was mine because I was there first, and he countered it was his because it was on his property. He challenged me to a race, winner take all, which he promptly won. But then, in an oddly un-Seth-like moment, he told me I could use it when he wasn’t there.

From then on, we’d occasionally find each other here at the end of a summer day. Whatever was going on between us when our siblings and cousins were around, whatever fight we’d gotten into, when we came here, it was set aside in favor of sitting on the rock and looking up at the sky and talking about anything that was on our minds.

And when I hit fourteen, we’d sometimes do more than talk.

I push that out of my mind.

As far as I know, no one else comes here. It’s far back, almost to the state park, along the edge that runs up against the Bier property next door. The stone wall that separates the two is just twenty yards away, on the other side of the trees. You can climb the wall, follow a trail through the woods down to the ravine where they found Fiona’s body. I think about it constantly—how close I was to my sister when she died.

I step around a tree and see it: at the center of the clearing, the sloping blue-gray rock.

And on that rock, a boy.

Seth’s face is tilted toward the moon. His eyes are closed, one of his arms flung across his forehead like a shipwrecked sailor.

I don’t make any noise. But his eyes open. He lifts his chin, props himself up on his elbows, and looks straight at me.

I cross my arms. “You have fifteen minutes before I’m out of here. So say what you have to say.”

That twist of his mouth that is Seth Montgomery’s version of a smile. He sits up, rests his arms on his knees. I can see the breadth of his chest under his shirt. His hair is its usual mess of curls. My fingers twitch with the memory of running my hands through it, tugging on it—

“You gonna stand all the way over there this whole time?” His tone, that edge of sarcasm laced with defensiveness.

I make myself walk forward. The grass grazes my ankles, my knees. This far back on the property, they don’t bother mowing the lawn. No one ever sees this place except us and the deer.

Seth’s looking at me: my athletic shorts, black running shoes, the ripped black tank top I cut the bottom off of, uneven and thready, matching my hair, which I also cut myself, dyed black myself. Last summer it was blond. I’m pale except for my nose and the tops of my shoulders, and I’m not as round as I was before; all the running I did this year turned my curves more angular. I like it better this way, even though I didn’t really do it on purpose. I like being a human KEEP OUT sign.

I touch Fiona’s necklace, then walk up to the rock. With Seth Montgomery, you can’t show any fear. Not that I’m afraid of him. And he’s not afraid of me. It’s kind of a relief, having eyes on me that aren’t speculating about whether I killed my own sister.

“I like the hair,” he says.

I’m not sure about this. In town, he looked a little wild, a little desperate. Now he’s almost . . . triumphant. Like in just getting me to come here, he’s won some kind of game.

“I don’t have time for that,” I say. “What do you want?”

Seth’s teasing look fades. “I want to know exactly what you told the cops about Thatcher.”

I bite my lip. “He told you about that?”

A flicker of Seth’s smile, but there’s no humor in it this time. “No. But you just did.”

Dammit.

He rises from the rock, comes to stand in front of me. “Thatcher barely talked to me at all this year. Hasn’t been talking to anyone. My uncle and my dad tried to keep it under wraps, too. But I’m not stupid. There had to be a reason the cops called Thatcher in so many times, why he needed a lawyer. So one night, I eavesdropped outside my dad’s study. Heard Thatcher had an ‘accuser.’ ” His eyes don’t leave mine. “You’ve known Thatcher as long as you’ve known me. Practically your whole life. And you really accused him of murder?”

Thatcher and Seth are nothing alike, in looks or manner. Where Seth is tangled dark curls and a surly expression, Thatcher looks like the rest of them: thoroughbred-brown hair, thin, serious-looking. He’s unfailingly polite, has very white teeth, a politician’s smile. He’s majoring in finance, like he’s supposed to, while Seth messes around at Columbia with art history and archaeology, pissing his father off. They have nothing in common. But they’re close anyway.

Like Fiona and me were.

Seth would never believe Thatcher had anything to do with my sister’s death. I didn’t want to have to fight about it. But here we are.

His fists are balled at his sides, his eyes narrowed. He’s angry, I realize. 

But so am I.

“I had—”

But Seth interrupts. “Thatcher had to fly back from Oxford to talk to the cops; my uncle was calling every top defense attorney in New York State. Meanwhile, no one would tell me what was actually going on. No one told me that it was you, making up stories—”

“Making up stories?” The rage courses through me and I have to physically stop myself from grinding my teeth. “So what do you think killed her, Seth? My sister, the dancer so good she got into the American Ballet Academy at eighteen, when normally they only take little kids, just happened to be walking along the edge of the ravine in the woods at midnight and then just happened to trip and fall?”

Seth’s eyes dart around the clearing, then come back to rest on me. “I don’t know. I was occupied all night. And so were you.” My face flushes hotly, but I don’t back up. “So whatever it is you think about Thatcher—”

“You have no idea—”

“So tell me!” He spreads out his arms. “You blocked me everywhere, wanted nothing to do with me after that night, but you went to the police and you accused my cousin of murder. The least you could do is tell me why.”

This isn’t smart. The smart thing would be to walk away. To tell him nothing. He’s not on my side. He’s on his family’s side.

But I’m practically vibrating, I’m so angry. Because he’s standing here accusing me of things without knowing anything. And some small, vicious part of me wants to see the look on his face when I tell him.

“Fine.” The night gets hotter, the crickets louder. “A week before Fiona died, Thatcher showed up at my house, looking more pissed than I’ve ever seen him in my life. He banged on the door, yelling her name.” Seth listens, not interrupting, even though he looks like he wants to. “I asked what was wrong, but he just shoved past me. He was about to go up to her room when she came down, looking freaked out. They got into Thatcher’s car and hadn’t even pulled out of the driveway when he started screaming at her.”

Seth doesn’t look surprised. Which makes me surprised. 

“What were they fighting about?” he asks.

“I didn’t say they were fighting, I said he was yelling at her. And I can’t hear things when the windows are closed and the car’s driving away from me.”

Seth’s expression doesn’t change. “Fiona didn’t tell you what it was about?”

I shake my head. “It took them a while to get back. I waited. She went straight to her room. Refused to talk to me about it.”

I can still hear the bitterness in my voice. Fiona and I used to tell each other everything. All that changed last summer. If I’d only pushed her—insisted she tell me what was going on.

“None of that proves he killed her,” Seth says. 

I glare. “Yeah, I know that, thanks.”

I went back to the police station a few times after the night she died. They had more questions for me. And I had more questions for them.

Why haven’t you arrested Thatcher yet?

Detective Carter, dark brown hands folded in front of him, kind voice, serious expression that gave nothing away: We cannot disclose details of this investigation to anyone, Miss Blackwood, even family of the victim—

Detective Ramsay, squinty blue eyes that followed me across the room, lips that were too big for his face, a buzz cut he really should have let grow out a decade ago: The only evidence we have that this fight even happened is your word.

Because of course Thatcher denied it. And of course they took the word of the pedigreed Oxford rich boy over mine.

Seth runs a hand through his hair. “So that’s it? That’s the ‘big fight’ Fiona and Thatcher had that was all over Citizen Sleuths?”

It’s my turn to be surprised. “You go on Citizen Sleuths?” 

Seth nods shortly. “Let me guess. UnaOwen235711?”

I stare.

That’s my username.

I don’t confirm it, but the look on his face makes it clear he knows he’s right.

“Goddammit, Addie.” His voice is low, but I flinch as if he’d yelled. Because I know that tone. The yelling is about thirty seconds off. Once, when I was around ten, we got into a fight over who splashed who first in the pool. Thatcher, our self-appointed babysitter, sided with Seth, and I got so mad I took Seth’s fancy watch and threw it in the deep end. He yelled so loud it made me cry. “Why didn’t you just talk to me about this? Instead of posting all over the internet?”

I see red. “Maybe because you wouldn’t believe me, like you’re doing right now—”

“I believe you that it happened. Why would you lie about that?”

“ ‘To take suspicion off myself,’ ” I quote.

His eyes widen. “Who said that?”

“Detective Ramsay.” I feel that rage again. At not only being dismissed like some dumb kid, but at the insinuation—the first time I’d heard it, but not the last—that I might have killed my own sister.

Seth shakes his head. “No one with any brain cells thinks you killed Fiona. Those posts on Citizen Sleuths are just people being stupid.”

And my anger at Seth dissipates, just like that. It’s infuriating the way he does that—works me up, makes me want to hit him, then says something to cut my anger down, make me think he might be on my side after all.

But I can’t let him get to me. “Even if they don’t really think I did it, one thing is clear: They don’t give a shit.” Seth stares at me, not interrupting. “If it was one of you whose body turned up at the bottom of the ravine, they’d be calling in the FBI to solve it. But not for us. Not for her. To them, Fiona’s just another dead girl from a nobody family. They don’t care that someone out there killed her. Just like—” My voice breaks, and I hate it. “Just like they didn’t care about my mom.”

Seth doesn’t say anything for a long moment. Then, quiet: “Your mom left, Addie.”

“You don’t know that.”

“She’d been telling your dad she wanted to leave, her stuff was gone—”

“They didn’t even look for her. They—”

I break off. It’s not like I have to tell Seth about my mom. The first summer without her, Fiona was ten and I was nine, both of us so fragile, a single misplaced word could break us. Davy, seven, was more bewildered than anything else. I pretended I was fine, for their sake, but the moment I was on my own, after a day of splashing around in the Montgomerys’ pool, I came here to this very rock and bawled my eyes out. Seth found me, but instead of teasing me, he just sat next to me and let me cry.

I try to focus. “Whatever. I didn’t come here to talk about my mom.” I pause. “Where is Thatcher?”

Seth’s mouth goes into a straight line. “I’m not letting you talk to him.”

“Why not? If you really think he’s innocent?”

His eyes dart in the direction of the mansion. “He’s . . . not doing well.”

I seize on that. “How so?”

“He’s withdrawn. Tired. He lost weight this past year. I thought it was because he was upset about Fiona. And then I thought it was because he kept getting questioned by the cops. I asked him about what I saw on the boards. About their ‘fight.’ But he told me that it was all bullshit. That it never happened.” His hands are on his hips, his body half-facing the house. The house where Thatcher is, right now. “He lied to me.”

“And it didn’t occur to you that it might be because he’s guilty?”

He spins around. “No. I know Thatcher. He’d never—He was in love with her.”

“Yeah, and she wasn’t in love with him. Maybe the rejection finally got to be too much. Maybe that’s what they were fighting about. Then maybe that night, at the parade, he tried to talk to her again. They went for a walk. She told him once and for all that it wasn’t going to happen, so he got upset, and just—snapped.”

Seth stares at me. There’s a little scar over his left eyebrow that didn’t used to be there. “That’s the story you’ve been telling yourself.”

I throw up my hands. “Because there is no other story! I looked into the other theories. Really, I did. I went to her ballet studio, talked to her teachers, her classmates. There were no ‘jealous ballerinas.’ No stalkers. No one at school had any issues with her. She wasn’t dating anyone. Fiona had no enemies. Nothing else weird happened last summer. Except Thatcher yelling at her, and her refusing to tell me why. It has to be him.”

He’s shaking his head before I’ve even finished talking. “You’re just looking for someone to blame. Someone other than yourself.”

I feel like all the air has been punched out of me and, at the same time, like I’m burning so hot that it’s a miracle I don’t set the forest on fire. “Where do you get off—”

“I get off defending my family, Addie. Just because you can’t think of anyone else doesn’t mean you get to go around accusing Thatcher without any proof.”

I close my eyes. Take a deep breath. This is pointless. I shouldn’t have said anything to Seth. I shouldn’t have even come here. I’m going to have to find a way to confront Thatcher without Seth’s help.

I turn to go.

Then Seth’s hand is on my arm. “Addie, wait.” 

It’s the first time we’ve touched since that night.

I rip my arm away.

He holds up his hands. “I’m sorry. Just—can you wait a minute?”

I’m not sure why I listen, why I stand there as Seth runs another hand through his hair, paces back and forth in front of me. “Thatcher’s been acting weird,” he says.

“You already said that.”

“No, I mean, even weirder. Just since we got here. The last time I saw him was last summer, so maybe this is just how he is now, but he walked into the house all . . . freaked out. Like there was a ghost waiting for him. Jumping at every little sound, holing up in his room. And more than once I’ve walked in on him on his phone, and he drops it the moment he sees me.”

“Because he’s guilty, Seth.”

“Or because—”

Just then, we hear a shout.

Seth and I stare at each other.

The shout comes again. Loud. Male. 

Coming from the Bier property.
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I DON’T KNOW who takes off first. Only that Seth and I are tearing down the path to the wall, toward the shouts.

The trees are everywhere, branches reaching for my arms, scraping my skin. My breath is loud in my ears. I trip on something, a tree root, a rock. My hands barely hit the dirt before Seth is hauling me up. And then he’s off running again, and I’m staggering after him.

We reach the wall—five feet high, made of flat, worn stones, covered in lichen in places, ancient-looking. Seth is over it impossibly quickly; I have to scramble up, my foot finding the hole I knew would be there. I jump down, the impact reverberating through my knees, and then I’m taking off after Seth through the trees on the other side.

I don’t hear another shout. There’s nothing but the crickets and cicadas and the sounds of our pursuit, our breaths, our feet scrambling over rocks and fallen branches. The dark presses in on all sides, hot and suffocating.

I round a bend, and there’s the big stone circle we spent hours digging around as children, looking for treasure. I haven’t been onto this part of the Bier property in years, not since our last treasure hunt ended the way they all did, in disappointment. I fly past it, after Seth, the woods loud in my ears.

And then I hear the trickling of water. The ravine.

My throat feels tight, my breathing shallow. Seth skids to a halt in front of me. I nearly run into him. A foot in front of us is where the land slopes sharply downward, culminating in a shallow, rocky stream twenty feet below. I strain to hear anything: that shout, that voice. But there’s nothing.

I finally regain my breath. “Who was that?”

Seth’s eyes are wild as he scans the landscape around us. He gulps in a breath. “I—I’m not sure.”

I have no idea what to think. There’s no sign of anyone here except us. But the darkness is full of unseen things, and I think of the other theories around Fiona’s death, the ones I had no time for: that it was the ghost of the last Bier brother who killed my sister, that he still haunts these woods seeking vengeance on the brother who supposedly murdered him.

I am logical, practical, don’t believe in anything I can’t see with my eyes, feel with my hands. But I also grew up on Bier’s End. I spent my childhood running around behind an abandoned mansion searching for buried treasure left by a cursed family, according to local lore. And one thing is certain: Something killed Fiona less than a year ago, right here, on a night like tonight. And standing here with the woods behind me and the hot, seething dark pressing at my back, the cold white moonlight making everything over into a silver-bleached world, it’s all too easy to imagine I hear the slinking of something heavy through dead leaves, growing nearer.

The hairs on the back of my neck stand up. Someone is watching us. I’m sure of it.

I spin around, one hand grabbing Fiona’s necklace, the other clutching on to Seth’s arm. The crickets are reaching a crescendo, so loud I’m certain they’d drown out the sounds of anyone coming toward us. My heart hammers in my chest. I open my mouth, ready to let out a scream.

Seth’s arm goes rigid under my hand. “There.”

And he’s running away from me, north along the ravine. I don’t see what he saw, but I follow as fast as I can, not wanting to be left alone.

His legs are longer than mine. When I round the bend in the trail, I don’t see him. “Seth?”

Just then I hear the sounds of scuffling. 

“Seth!”

I stumble forward through the dark, aware of the empty space of the ravine to my left. I round another bend to find Seth at a rocky outcropping, staring over the edge of the ravine.

He inhales sharply, and I forget about what we heard to send us shooting through the trees, forget why we’re here. I think he’s seen something having to do with Fiona and hurry to his side to get a look.

At first I can’t make sense of it.

Long legs, clad in khaki pants, contorted at an odd angle. Loafers. A button-down shirt, silvery blue in the moonlight. A shock of brown hair. Eyes, looking up at us, wide and staring.

It’s Thatcher Montgomery. 

And he’s dead.
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 “MISS BLACKWOOD.”

I blink against the fluorescent lights of the interrogation room to see Detectives Carter and Ramsay entering.

Déjà-vu. It’s last summer, and I’m in this same room, under these same lights, looking at these same men. Except it’s different this time.

With Fiona, I wasn’t called to the police department until the day after. I didn’t have to see her until the wake, when they’d cleaned her up, tried to make her look like she was only sleeping. I didn’t have to see her body where it landed.

And I wasn’t the one to call it in.

Seth and I had stared in horror at the bottom of the ravine. And then he darted forward. I woke up, grabbing his arm just before he skidded down the rocks after Thatcher. “Seth, no!”

He listened to me, frozen at the edge. But his eyes didn’t move from the figure lying there.

“Thatcher?” His voice was a whisper, the question at the end of his cousin’s name enough to break my heart. Because there was no question as to who it was. No question as to whether or not he was alive.

I held on to Seth, partly to keep him from joining Thatcher there, partly because I just needed something to hold on to. I finally got it together enough to pull my phone out of my pocket, call 911. Carter and Ramsay both arrived on the scene with the paramedics.

And now we’re back here. They separated me and Seth immediately, pulling us each into our own rooms. I’m eighteen now, Seth nineteen, so no parents needed to be called.

Detective Carter settles his heavy frame down onto the chair across from me, while Detective Ramsay remains standing, leaning against the wall, arms crossed. Their classic stances. I haven’t been in this room since October, and nothing’s changed, not the coffee stains on the table, not the chip in the blue plastic chair I’m sitting in, not the relentless overhead light. It feels like a nightmare, one I’d woken up from, escaped, and then somehow been foolish enough to fall back asleep into.

Carter presses Play on the recorder next to him. “Detectives Carter and Ramsay, interviewing Adelaide Olivia Blackwood, July fifteenth, 2024, 11:04 p.m.” He looks at me, folds his dark brown hands together. “Addie. Let’s start at the beginning. Tell me what you were doing before you found the body.”
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