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FIVE FRIENDS. ONE DISAPPEARANCE. EVERYONE IS A SUSPECT.


June Moody is a thirty-something teacher suffering from a recent heartbreak and longing for the summer. But June soon finds her summer plans derailed when she is persuaded by three of her closest friends to spend a glamorous weekend at the estate of her long-time nemesis, Sadie MacTavish.


As tensions rise and old grudges quickly resurface, the women wake on their second day to find that Sadie is missing and there are bloodstains up the staircase. With everyone as a suspect, friendships are tested, secrets are unearthed, and the women are left wondering who they can trust . . .
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Like most clusterfucks these days, it starts with a group text.


I’m lounging on my couch, peering out at the steel-blue sea in the distance. Iron-gray clouds skulk along the horizon. My window’s open a crack; a ribbon of salt breeze, tangy with rain, winds through the stuffy room.


My phone chimes, and there it is.


A text from Sadie MacTavish.


The sight of her name there, glowing on my screen, stirs something so old it feels primal.


Hello my fabulous friends! How are you? I’ve missed you so much. I hope you’ll agree that a Fearless Five reunion is way overdue. What better excuse than throwing an amazing shower for our dear Amy? She’s due in early July. I’ve already looked at Cabrillo’s calendar, so I know Moody’s done teaching May 22nd. How about we gather @ my place June 3–7? It would mean the world to me if you’d come. xoxo Sadie


I reel back, heart pounding.


Reading her words, I can hear her voice in my ear, see her beautiful face, those green eyes, the lush black hair. I recognize the exact note she’s hitting, perky and upbeat, but also commanding. She looked up the college calendar; there’s something both flattering and off-putting about her taking that extra step, making sure I won’t have to work. That’s always been her gift: serving a cocktail of bossy and sweet into frosty martini glasses. She can seduce, beguile, and manipulate all in one deft pour.


I stare out the window again, my eyes on the tiny strip of sea that counts as my ocean view. The Santa Cruz coastline is fringed with fog. Wind pushes against the wavy glass like something trying to get in. I shiver and close the window.


We were tight back in college—all five of us. Em and I are still pretty close, but I haven’t talked to Sadie, Amy, or Kimiko in years. The thought of a reunion makes me squirm with both delight and dread.


They were some of the best friends I ever had. When I think of them, I picture all the times we laughed so hard we couldn’t breathe. We were caught in that magical golden bubble between childhood and adulthood—four years spent trying on different personas, exploring futures with reckless optimism. We knew each other in a way I took for granted. Our favorite songs, our favorite foods, our favorite colors—we could rattle off one another’s with the speed and confidence of auctioneers. It was more than just an encyclopedic knowledge of each other’s quirks, though. It was love. We knew secrets about one another weighty as grenades. We were there for each other without question. I’ve never had a circle of friends like that before or since.


My phone chimes again. I pick it up.


It’s from Em: Are you going?


When I don’t respond: Come in, Moody.


After another minute of silence: Call me! We need to discuss.


Obediently, I phone her. She picks up on the second ring.


“Oh my God, finally.” She’s someplace noisy—a mélange of voices, festive and bright, a bass beat. There’s a slamming sound, and the party soundtrack disappears. “So, what do you think? Want to go?”


“Did you know Amy was pregnant?” I ask, deflecting.


“Amy’s not on Facebook, but I saw when Sadie posted about it. Didn’t you?”


I hesitate before answering. “I’ve been trying to stay away from Sadie’s online empire.”


“Yeah?” Her tone goes cautious. “Why’s that?”


I sigh. “You know. Her life is so amazing twenty-four/ seven—yoga classes with celebrity trainers, organic gardens, book tours, annual get-togethers with Tim Burton. It just gets to be a bit much.”


I try to make my tone light, airy, like it doesn’t really matter. The truth is, I found myself tuning in to Sadie’s Instagram and Facebook feeds with the sick relish of a cutter pulling out razor blades. I couldn’t look away from the bright, beautiful world she inhabits. When I caught sight of myself in baggy sweats and an ancient sweat shirt, my self-esteem plummeted. My world looked gray and deflated next to the magical hot-air balloon Sadie MacTavish floats around in.


“You need to get over this.” Em says it with an air of impatience.


“Get over what?” I know what she’s talking about, but I want to hear her say it.


A car honks in the background; I hear footsteps as Em moves away from the source of the noise. “Your thing with Sadie.”


I get up and put on the kettle, but immediately turn it off. It’s after five. Prime drinking time. Reaching into the freezer, I free a cube of ice from the tray and deposit it in a highball. As I pour Maker’s over the cube, it emits a satisfying crackle. “Can you define thing?”


“You know what I’m talking about. You’re convinced her life is so much better than yours.”


“Um, it kind of is.” I’m not being petulant, just factual.


She groans. “You don’t know that.”


“I’m not saying my life sucks—”


“Of course it doesn’t suck. You’ve got me.”


“True . . . but come on, Sadie’s got everything: the bestselling children’s book trilogy, the movie franchise, the hot man, the gorgeous daughter, the organic garden—”


“Stop.”


I do. My breath has grown shallow. I take a swig of my drink. “I’m just saying . . .”


“Come with me. Please.”


“I don’t know, Em. The last time I saw Sadie was ten years ago, and—”


“At Kimi’s wedding?”


“Yeah.” I sigh, remembering how gorgeous Kimiko looked that day, her hair a wild mane of black curls, her wedding dress a violet satin number that showcased all her curves. It was out on Orcas Island, at a cute little B and B with an expansive garden.


My eye catches on a note stuck to my refrigerator, a quote from Oscar Wilde: Always forgive your enemies. Nothing annoys them so much. With one finger, I caress its edge.


Em exhales. I can picture her in some alley behind a trendy bar in SoMa, still in her work clothes, watching hordes of chic San Francisco hipsters stream from their offices. “What happened at that wedding? I remember you were upset.”


I was having a great time until Sadie and I started talking. We’d always been competitive, but I figured we’d outgrown that dynamic by the ripe old age of twenty-eight. Still, after five minutes in her presence, I felt all my hard-won confidence, my scrappy self-esteem, slipping away like sand in an hourglass. Sadie’s a lot like family in that way: I think I’ve come so far, that my progress is undeniable, but all it takes is one Thanksgiving dinner to put me right back at the kids’ table, watching my adult self fall away like a cheap Halloween costume.


“I just get so insecure around her, Em.” I sip my drink. “She’s my kryptonite. I’d love to see Amy and Kimiko, but—”


“It won’t be like that now. You’re a grown-ass woman.”


I cradle the cold glass. “We’re like oil and water. She only asked me because she had to. She doesn’t even like me.”


“She doesn’t dislike you. She won.”


The truth of this shoots through me, an unwelcome stab of clarity. “Wow. Okay.”


“You know what I mean.” She softens her tone. “This is your chance to prove to Sadie—and Ethan—that you’re over it. You’ve moved on. You’re doing just great.”


The thought of seeing Ethan and Sadie playing lord and lady of the manor sounds painful. I’d rather endure a slow root canal in a Thai prison. Ethan and I have too much history for that to be anything but pure torture. But then I think of Kimiko’s husky laugh and Amy’s party-girl abandon, and I ache to be surrounded by my girls again. It sounds like going home. It’s just unfortunate that the whole thing is a package deal.


“Come on. I know you’re curious,” Em prompts.


She’s right, of course. In the years that have elapsed since I last saw Sadie and Ethan, I’ve tried to picture them many times. I’ve got a tragically active imagination, so my film reel of their lives comes easily enough. The maddening part is never knowing which versions are closest to the truth. I recall the Vanity Fair article that ran years ago. The article featured a massive photo spread of Sadie and Ethan’s island estate and their shiny, perfect lives. The family looked like Greek gods, kayaking, surfing, cuddling up by their massive fireplace. It was like a car crash. I couldn’t look away. This chance at front-row seats to their reality holds a voyeuristic allure. I want to see them. I just don’t want to be seen.


Em changes the subject. “I wonder how Amy’s doing. I thought she didn’t want kids. Kimiko told me Sadie’s been working with doctors, trying to get the meds right, but it’s hard to find something strong enough to even out her moods without hurting the baby.”


“That’s got to be tough—on both of them,” I say.


Amy was diagnosed with bipolar disorder back in college, after a pretty hairy incident our sophomore year. The five of us threw some legendary parties back in the day, and Amy was always at the heart of them, effervescent and charismatic. She was like nobody else I’d ever known. Her crazy, uninhibited love of adventure was infectious. She sparkled—she really did. I admired her balls, her willingness to dive into life headfirst. She did everything with gusto. Sadie planned the logistics, but Amy was the stick of dynamite that set the room on fire. Her nickname used to be Crazy Amy—sometimes shortened to Cramy.


Amy’s always been a handful, though. Her moods could swing from ecstatic to woeful in seconds. It hurt so much, seeing this bright, vivacious spirit robbed of her verve. It used to scare me. I was never the one tasked with prying her from the jaws of depression, but I always felt like I should be able to come up with a remedy for her bleak days, throw down the rope ladder that could guide her out of that hole. It wasn’t possible with her, though. Once she was down there, nothing and no one could get her out. No one except Sadie—forcing her to get out of bed, take a shower, eat something. Sadie always did the heavy lifting when it came to Amy.


Since they’re family, I suppose Sadie feels a different level of obligation. Amy and Sadie are cousins, but they grew up more like sisters. Amy’s parents died in a car accident when she was seven, so Sadie’s family took her in and the two of them grew up together.


Sadie’s always looked after Amy, but I wonder how Sadie feels about Amy having a baby. We’re all in our late thirties. Sadie and Ethan’s daughter, Dakota, has to be seventeen by now. Rather than contemplating an empty nest, I’d guess Sadie’s faced with the prospect of parenthood-by-proxy. Now she can either step away and let Amy fend for herself, or she can spend another eighteen years providing Amy’s kid with stability. Not that she’d adopt—nothing as overt as that. But Amy relies on Sadie financially and emotionally. From what I gather, she lives with them and doesn’t have a job. If she checks out, Sadie will probably be the one to step in.


Em’s tone turns thoughtful. “Sounds like the whole pregnancy’s been a roller coaster. I think this girls weekend might be Sadie’s way of asking for help.”


“Sadie doesn’t do ‘help.’”


Em hesitates. “Nobody has it easy, June. Even best-selling authors need friends.”


I don’t reply. The static on the line crackles.


“Don’t we have some level of obligation here?” She changes tack. “The five of us were close once upon a time. The least we can do is show up.”


I sip my drink. “You think Kimiko will go?”


“Probably. She’s in Seattle. It’s only like an hour drive for her.”


I circle back to her earlier point. “Even if this is an SOS from Sadie, how is a girls weekend going to fix anything, Em?”


“It won’t.” She hesitates. “But we do have history.”


I catch the flicker of memory under her words. The five of us shared so many adventures: running naked across the quad at midnight, taking mushrooms at Fragrance Lake, stage diving at a Spice Girls concert—all questionable escapades. We’re bound by them, a shared history that’s not all that unusual, I guess, but it feels sacred because it’s ours.


Em lowers her voice, speaking close to the phone. “Don’t old friends owe it to each other to answer the call of the tribal drums?”


I swirl the whiskey in my glass. Outside, the rain clouds have started to close in. The wind chimes on my balcony clang a mournful tune. “Maybe.”


“Think about it.” Em knows me well enough to recognize when to back off.


I nod, even though she can’t see me.


Long after I’ve put the phone down, I stay there, staring out at the gathering storm, mentally listing all the reasons going to Sadie’s is a bad idea.


I try not to think about Sadie in the weeks that follow. There’s a flurry of responses from the others. Plans begin to coalesce in the vague, scattered fashion typical of group texts. I don’t respond, hoping my silence won’t seem too glaring amid the cacophony of friendly female noise.


This is wishful thinking. I’m the elephant in the room. I can feel my nonresponse being noted and avoided, like a smear of dog shit everyone minces around on the sidewalk.


Just to be sure I won’t give in to group pressure, I plan a camping trip with my boyfriend, Pete; we decide to leave a couple of days after school gets out. We’ll drive down the coast, with stops in Big Sur, Cambria, Pismo Beach, and Santa Barbara. He surfs, so it’s not too hard to sell him on the idea.


In the meantime, I focus on my classes, feeding off the steady, easy love I feel for my students. I teach English at Cabrillo, a community college just south of Santa Cruz, a beautiful campus with a view of the sea. It’s a dreamy job, in many ways. My colleagues are smart and full of surprises, my students doubly so.


It’s April, and the weather’s all over the board. Santa Cruz springs can give you nothing but soupy fog for weeks. Then—bam—out of nowhere, this balmy, tropical day lands in your lap like a valentine. On a Wednesday toward the end of the month, just such a day appears. My English 201 class is abuzz with the spring weather, restless and eager for release. I let them go ten minutes early, unable to fight the pull of blue skies outside our classroom windows. It’s not a day for discussing the finer points of semicolons.


When I get to my office, I sit in the silent wreckage, feeling unsure about where to start. Stacks of essays compete with folders of notes from meetings.


I hear a knock at my door.


“Come in,” I call.


Sarah Madsen opens the door a crack. She shoots me a shy, darting look as she hovers inside the doorway. “Do you have time to talk, Professor Moody?”


“Of course.” I gesture at the chair across from me. “Have a seat.”


She sits, her thin body curled like a comma, her restless hands pulling at the sleeves of her sweater. “I wanted to talk to you about my manuscript.”


“Okay. Sure.”


“It’s just . . .” She looks around, scanning the walls, her eyes swimming behind thick glasses. “I wrote a story about this girl who’s in the class, and I’m worried she might not like it.”


“Oh. Okay.” I try to read her furtive glance. “Is it an unflattering portrait, then?”


Sarah snorts. “You might say that.”


“Will she know it’s her?” I lean back in my chair. “I’ve written stories based on people I know, and most of the time they don’t recognize themselves.”


“Well, it’s about Astrid Lund.” She licks her lips. “And I named the character Astrid Lund.”


Astrid Lund is one of those powerful, larger-than-life girls who moves through life like a tropical storm. I can see why shy, meek Sarah might want to write about her. It’s easy to see things will always fall apart around Astrid. At the same time, you know she’ll emerge from the wreckage, a phoenix blossoming from the ashes again and again.


“That could be . . . Maybe you could change the name?”


Sarah looks wounded. “Aren’t you always saying you can’t compromise your art to make your audience comfortable?”


“You might fictionalize a bit, is all.” I pause. “I mean, the class is called Fiction Writing.”


Her expression is doleful. “I don’t know.”


“It’s taking life and turning it into art.”


This pleases her. Almost as quickly, though, her face falls. “She’ll probably assume I’m jealous, if she does figure it out.”


“Why would she think that?” I keep my tone neutral, curious.


Sarah shrugs. “Really, it’s satire. The character’s a cannibal.”


I put my hand to my mouth, trying not to laugh. A glint of dark humor flashes behind Sarah’s glasses.


“But most people don’t get satire. They’ll say I’m a lesbian who’s obsessed with her.” She looks at the floor. “Either way, I can’t win.”


“So why do you want to workshop it?”


She looks lost for a moment, considering. “I don’t know. I guess because I like it. The story, I mean. I feel like it says something true.”


I nod; this idea resonates like a guitar string inside me. “Then you should put it out there. If other people don’t get it, fuck ’em.”


She lets out a startled bark of a laugh. “Exactly.”


Something occurs to me. “Have you ever tried writing something from Astrid’s point of view?”


“No.” Sarah wilts, her shoulders sagging. She could be pretty, but she carries herself like a person expecting to be kicked. “I have no idea what she thinks about.”


“Might be interesting. As an exercise.”


“I mean, she gets everything she wants.” Sarah picks at her nails. “Where’s the tension in that? If conflict drives the story, she’s got no story.”


“Maybe her life is more complicated than it looks.” It comes out as barely more than a whisper. The echo of my conversation with Em is uncanny. “Nobody knows what someone else is carrying.”


Sarah’s young, serious face regards me with interest. “Um, Professor Moody?”


“Yeah?”


“I was trying to find your book. I really want to read it.”


“Oh.” I can’t hide my pleasure at this. “That’s sweet.”


“I couldn’t find it anywhere.”


“Yeah.” I hope I’m not going to blush. “It’s out of print.”


“Out of print?” She looks puzzled.


I breathe out a puff of air, wishing I didn’t have to say this. Sarah looks so trusting, so sincere in her belief in me as a bona fide author. “It was published by a tiny, obscure publisher; they did a small print run, and—anyway, I have a copy at home somewhere. I’ll lend it to you, if you’re really interested.”


She nods, her face earnest. She stands, one hand snaking out toward the door. “That would be great. I’ll take good care of it.”


Sarah spots a photo on my wall. It’s from Kimiko’s wedding, the Fearless Five clutching champagne flutes and smiling at the camera.


“Oh my God. Is that Sadie MacTavish?”


I blink, surprised. Sometimes I forget what a celebrity Sadie’s become. “Yeah. We were friends in college.”


She gasps. “Do you think she’d sign my copy of Dakota’s Garden?”


I try not to look as pained as I feel. Something in my gut twists. “She’s pretty busy.”


“Sorry. I shouldn’t have asked.” She deflates, turning toward the door.


My voice comes out eager in spite of my misgivings. “Let me see what I can do.”


She jerks back around, flattening herself against the door. Her breathless joy is half comical, half heartbreaking. “That would be so amazing.”


I force a smile. “Looking forward to reading your story.”


She returns my grin. Hers is edged with secretive delight. I know that smile. It’s the one we writers wear when we believe, deep inside, we’ve created a masterpiece; we also fear it’s a steaming pile of shit. I feel a protective urge, an unreasonable longing to shield her from the slings and arrows she’s sure to face. Sarah’s already been kicked around; that much is clear. She’ll be kicked around a lot more before her life is over. There’s nothing I can do about that. I can only provide her with a small haven now and then, a place where she can feel visible and appreciated.


A few days before the semester ends, I decide it’s time to corner Pete and nail down some details about our camping trip. He’s not a planner, which is fine, but I’m not going to get stuck doing all the prep work. Most of the places we’re planning to camp are first come, first served, so we don’t need reservations, but we do need to shop for food and sketch out a basic itinerary. Sitting in my apartment with a glass of wine Wednesday evening, I send him a quick text. What’s up? Want to come over and plan our epic adventure?


Blue dots chase each other on my screen. They seem to go on forever. That’s odd. Pete’s not a verbose guy. The longest message I’ve ever gotten from him was probably five words. When the text comes through, I have to read it several times before my brain will compute its meaning. I don’t know how to tell you this, June, but I can’t do this anymore.


My stomach drops twelve stories inside me, an elevator plummeting. My fingers tremble as I write, Can’t do what, exactly?


Another interminable pause. I try to swallow and find my mouth has gone dry.


Before I started dating Pete, I tended to connect with guys on dating apps and met them “over the hill,” as we say, in the South Bay or San Francisco. They were Silicon Valley creative types, mostly—designers, not programmers. We’d meet at wine bars and trendy, exotic restaurants where I had zero chance of bumping into a student. If I liked the guy enough to go home with him, I did, but I rarely repeated the experience. Online dating was a simple supply-and-demand exchange of goods. When I felt the heat building in my bones, needed an outlet for my angstier urges, I’d find someone I liked the looks of whose profile didn’t make me want to retch and spend the night with him. A little human contact went a long way for me back then. One decent encounter could last me a couple of months.


Then I met Pete. He taught the guitar class I took at Cabrillo. He wasn’t very organized, but he was charismatic and playful. On our second date, he played me a song he’d written called “Moody June.” Nobody had ever made such an effort to woo me. I was a goner.


My phone chimes at last.


I’ve met someone.


Are you seriously breaking up with me via text?


I’m sorry. I’m in Amsterdam.


I almost drop my phone. There’s a surreal, dreamlike quality to this conversation, a nightmarish disorientation that has me gulping more wine. You’re in Amsterdam?


I moved here to be with someone.


I search my memories, trying to recall my last date with Pete. The past couple of weeks have been crazy at work. With effort, I dredge up a memory of our most recent hookup: dinner at his place a week ago. He seemed a little distant, hard to read, but I figured he was just in one of his moods. He gets like that sometimes—unreachable. I chalked it up to Pete’s artistic temperament. I had no idea he was planning to swan off to Amsterdam with a mysterious love interest. Serious plot twist. Jesus.


Fighting the urge to hurl my phone against the wall, I type, You’re just now telling me this?


I’m sorry. You’re a great person and I wish you well.


Ew. Seriously? That’s the kind of thing you say to someone you barely know, someone you desperately want to get rid of, not the woman who’s indulged your sexual peccadilloes for over a year.


Fuck off, Pete.


I scroll through my contacts until I find Em’s number.


“What’s up, buttercup?” Em sounds impossibly normal.


My breathing is shallow, like my lungs have shrunk to half their normal size. I try to find words and can’t.


“You okay? What’s going on?”


I can’t get enough breath to fuel the words. Maybe pain will snap me out of this. With my fingernails, I dig into the flesh of my arm. The sting soothes, but not enough to slow my breathing.


“June? Babe, you there?”


“Pete broke up with me in a text,” I blurt.


She sighs. “Oh, God. I’m sorry.”


It takes me a second to realize what’s wrong with her response. Not enough surprise.


“You want me to kill him? I’ll do it. I’ll choke him with his own intestines.”


A weird, wobbly laugh escapes me. “He’s in Amsterdam. He’s met someone and moved there.”


“That fucktard!” Now she’s not just trying to make me feel better. Em’s fierce when someone messes with her people. “I had a feeling he’d screw this up.”


“I’m a fucktard magnet.” I swig more wine.


“You want me to come over? I could get in the car and be there in an hour.”


Tears push at the backs of my eyes, making them tingle. Until now, I haven’t felt like crying. “No, I’m okay.”


“Does this mean you’re coming to Sadie’s?”


“Pete and I were supposed to go camping.” I sigh, thinking about the misery of wallowing in my apartment alone. It will be the worst possible start to my summer: endless cartons of Häagen Dazs, bad movies, too much booze, and not enough leafy greens. Some women go on self-improvement kicks when a guy dumps them. I know myself well enough to accept I’m not that girl.


“I know,” Em says. “I’m taking advantage of you when you’re at your lowest.”


I can’t help guffawing. Em always knows how to talk me out of a funk. She’s the perfect person to help me nurse my wounds. But going to Fidalgo Island means facing Sadie in all her glamorous splendor. Am I up for The Sadie MacTavish Show when I feel this down?


I grasp at the first excuse I can find, stalling. “It’s kind of shitty to spring an extra guest on Sadie last minute.”


“Are you kidding? Everyone will be thrilled. It’s not the Fearless Four reunion. It’s the Fearless Five.”


“Even if the fifth is mopey and miserable?” I ask, my voice small.


Em’s tone goes soft and cajoling. “Getting away will be good for you. Nothing heals a breakup faster than talking smack with your girls over copious amounts of booze.”


I glance at my fridge, reading the Oscar Wilde quote again. Next to that is a magnet Em gave me. It shows women dancing in a field over the words Friendship is about finding people who are your kind of crazy.


If I stock up on ice cream and mope around the apartment for weeks on end, that will set the tone for my entire summer. Going to Sadie’s will be like jumping into an ice-cold lake. Even if I’m miserable, it will be an excellent distraction—an emotional reset button that will allow me to skip weeks of self-destructive brooding.


“Okay.” I stand up. “Let’s do it.”


“Yeah?”


“Why not? We’re going to Sadie’s.”


“About fucking time.”


It occurs to me as I hang up that Em didn’t sound the slightest bit surprised. She knew I’d end up going to Sadie’s, just like she knew Pete was a fucktard who’d break my heart.
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There is nothing sweeter than driving through a glistening forest listening to Ani DiFranco with your best friend. We have the windows down, the damp air pushing against our faces. “Falling” plays from Em’s stereo at a volume so massive, I feel it deep inside my chest. The day is all blinding blue skies and lemony sunlight.


We drove to Eugene yesterday and spent the night. Now we’re on Highway 20, the final leg of our journey. The redwoods shimmer with rain. The highway hairpins through primordial forests. We’ve got Starbucks in each cup holder. Em’s tiny yellow Fiat purrs as it penetrates the dappled shadows. The branches filter swaths of sunlight, casting an intricate lacework across the windshield. When I close my eyes, I can see the shadows racing between quick starbursts.


Em’s put together an epic playlist. Right now, we’re listening to “Chick Singers Who Make You Want to Shave Your Head.” It’s all midnineties, folksy, pseudo-lesbian singer-songwriter stuff; the mood careens from angry to rebellious to tender abruptly enough to induce whiplash. The women line up in their combat boots: Ani, Jewel, Sinead O’Connor, Melissa Etheridge, Joan Osborne, Alanis Morissette, Sheryl Crow. All the tunes we gorged on back in college. She’s even peppered it with the odd Hole song, as a nod to everything else going on around us at the time. We lived at the epicenter of grunge. None of us were into it, but it was there—pounding from dorm stereos, tearing through the quad. For us, it was all stripped-down girl shit all the time. We knew the flannel-shirt crowd loved their distortion, but we didn’t deal in that currency. We lived in a world of our own making. Its soundtrack was female, angry, and acoustic.


Beside me, Em drives with the focused intensity she brings to every task. Her short dark hair is mussed by the steady stream of air pushing through the window. I’d never say this, because it’s precisely the sort of comment Em would take the wrong way, but she reminds me of a seal: great liquid black eyes, dark hair kept pelt-short, gray sweater, and sleek black pants. She has a seal’s agility, too—passing trucks and RVs, darting from lane to lane when she needs to. Not aggressive or showing off, just deft and competent. There is nothing I like better than riding shotgun with Em. It pains me to think I’ve gone without the pleasure for months.


Em and I were roommates back at Western Washington University in Bellingham. From the first day we met, I felt that click—an almost audible snapping into place, connecting with effortless precision. Until then all my relationships had been functional, satisfactory, but never intimate. Growing up in Lakeport, a small working-class town in Northern California, I saw the people around me as comrades more than soul mates. My parents, the circle of friends I’d forged in school—they were all fellow survivors, important because of what we had endured together more than who we were. We drifted through our days in a well-equipped lifeboat, waiting to be rescued or to wash ashore someplace better. The day I met Em, I knew I’d left that lifeboat behind, had stepped onto terra firma. In that new world, mutual survival was no longer the only criterion for connection.


Em guns it up a hill. The shadows dapple her face and body, striping her skin and sweater as they glide over her.


She throws me an inquisitive look. One hand turns down the volume. “You okay?”


“Yeah.” I say it too quickly, though.


Her eyes catch on mine before returning to the road. “You sure?”


Em and I have drifted some in the last year. I could blame it on Pete, but that wouldn’t be accurate. She never trusted him, never got what I saw in him. Her suspicion was like a splinter: small but irritating. If she’d been off base in her assessment of him, that would have been easier, but it was the niggling sense that she saw him more clearly than I could that made me awkward around her. She didn’t pull away, though. Em’s too loyal for that. If we’re being honest, we both know I’m the one who got sloppy.


It’s not that I avoided her or shut her out—nothing so dramatic. But gradually, the effort it took to climb into my car and brave the tangle of traffic to go see her in San Francisco started to seem like more trouble than it was worth. She came to see me about once a month, but after a while we felt the strain of that imbalance.


Then she moved in with Reggie; he’s wonderful and eccentric and perfect for her. They met at Google, where they both work. Seeing them together only made me more aware of all the ways Pete and I don’t fit. We became the sort of friends who text a few times a month, get together rarely. If I’d seen into that future back when we were at Western, I’d have been appalled. The changes we swear to fight off with savage claws in our twenties end up creeping over us like a rising tide in our thirties.


I look at her, a quick pang of gratitude shooting through me.


“You weren’t surprised about Pete, were you?” I ask.


She hesitates only long enough to check her rearview mirror. “No.”


Neither of us says anything for a moment. The hum of the wind through the windows, the tinny, turned-down music, fill the car as we both consider this.


“You wish I’d warned you?” Her tone is half sheepish, half defiant.


“I wouldn’t have listened.”


“I know it doesn’t seem like it now”—she raises her voice above the wind—“but this really is a good thing. You’re going to feel so much lighter now that you’ve shed his dead weight.”


An image of my replacement—she has a name now, Allegra—flashes through my mind. I’ve stalked them online, but I’ve promised myself I won’t look again. She’s twenty-three, tops. In every photo she’s smiling, her honey-colored hair glowing in the Amsterdam sunlight. Her cheeks are ripe peaches, her throat a pale, creamy stretch of perfection. The stupid thought reappears like an irrepressible cork bobbing to the surface: how smooth and silky her skin must feel under his fingertips, so flawless compared to mine.


“It’s not just that he broke up with me. I keep thinking . . . what does this say about my life? The longest relationship I’ve been in for ages, and he breaks it off with a text? It’s so juvenile.” As soon as I’ve said it, the alarming truth of it hits me. “I’m almost forty, and what have I got to show for it? No soul mate, no kids, no stellar career.”


“You’re an amazing teacher,” Em protests. “You love your job.”


“You know what I mean.” I tug at the seat belt, feeling confined all of a sudden. “Isn’t this the classic midlife crisis? Where you look around and ask, Is this all there is?”


She gives me a side-eyed look. “This breakup says way more about Pete than it does about you.”


“Come on, Em.” I can hear the doubt in my voice.


“I’m serious. You deserve more than what he offered. Way more. All you have to do is accept that and move on.” She accelerates up a hill, her brow furrowed in concentration.


I can’t help thinking this is easy for Em to say. She and Reggie seem to have the perfect relationship. They laugh about the same things. They both love hiking and concerts in the park, throwing dinner parties; they have kick-ass careers, plenty of money. She’s won the relationship lottery, while I keep stumbling from one ill-fated hookup to the next.


For the hundredth time since I made the impulsive decision to come along on this trip, I wonder if I’ve made a mistake. Aren’t reunions basically the Comparison Olympics? Here I am, already measuring my life against Em’s; I know there will be a whole lot more of that in the days to come. Kimiko’s divorced with a twelve-year-old son, Amy’s pregnant, and Sadie—well, Sadie’s got it all. The hot Scottish husband, the world-class career, the beautiful daughter, the lavish estate in Puget Sound. If there’s one person in the world I’ve always compared myself to, it’s Sadie. We were friends back in college, but there was always a competitive subtext to our relationship. Our need to one-up each other egged us on, gave our friendship its edge. Now I’m seeing her again for the first time in a decade, and my self-esteem is anemic. It’s like going into the ring against Ali when all I’ve done to train is eat doughnuts and binge-watch Rocky.


Em seems to sense my growing trepidation. “I know you’re not in the best place, okay? And I get that this trip might be hard because of that.”


I nod, feeling a lump in my throat.


“But you know what?” She puts a hand on my knee, squeezes quickly before turning her attention back to the road. “You’re way cooler than you realize. You’ve traveled all over the globe, had amazing adventures. You published a novel; you’ve got an awesome job.” She shoots me another quick look, assessing whether or not I’m hearing her. “Also, you have the prettiest feet in the world.”


I laugh. Years ago, on an outing at Lake Padden, the five of us lined up our recently pedicured feet and tried to determine whose were the sexiest. We even enlisted a hapless judge, some random German tourist. He declared me the winner. It’s the last time I beat Sadie at anything.


“Thank you.” I put my bare feet on her dash. “They are pretty stunning, I must say.”


“Dazzling,” Em agrees.


“You know when you said on the phone that Sadie ‘won’?” I hear myself asking.


“Yeah . . .” She adjusts her rearview mirror.


“What did you mean?”


She licks her lips, thinking before she speaks. “Maybe I’m wrong, but I suspect that’s how she sees it. You two competed for Ethan’s attention all those years. That summer after senior year, I know he proposed to you first, but she doesn’t know that. In her mind, she got her man, plain and simple. She won.”


Ethan MacTavish was once a focal point of the competition between Sadie and me. He was a grad student when we were at Western; he taught our freshman English class. With his hypnotic Scottish brogue and his flashing blue eyes, we were both infatuated from the very first class. We spent four years vying for his attention, though most of the time he treated us like benign kid sisters. Until I had my chance with him.


I think back to that summer. Ethan and I spent three incredible months together. We were so into each other. He took me sailing every chance we got on his friend’s boat. We’d feast on elaborate picnics on Chuckanut Island, feeding each other rich cheeses and succulent slices of melon. We hiked along misty bluffs, through ancient forests, stopping every few miles to kiss or just to gaze at one other, besotted.


Then he asked me to marry him, and I freaked out.


It wasn’t the most natural proposal. We’d been dating only a few months. The truth was, he needed a green card. He’d finished his PhD, and his student visa would expire soon. If he wanted to stay in the States—and he did, desperately—he needed a wife.


He proposed on Chuckanut Island, after an especially decadent lunch and sex atop a scratchy wool blanket on a deserted beach. He presented me with a simple gold band in a blue velvet box. His family back in Scotland was very proper, very old-money, from what I could glean. He knew how to do things right.


But I wasn’t ready. Not even close. The thought of getting married at twenty-two was terrifying, unreal. I could no more marry Ethan than I could fly to the moon or discover a cure for cancer.


I told him I needed to travel the world, have adventures. I wanted, more than anything, to become a real writer—someone who won awards and inspired rapturous reviews in the New York Times. To do that, I thought I had to experience a full, rich, dangerous life. I’d already booked a one-way ticket to Marrakech. After that, I’d see. I had enough saved to wander a bit, hopefully find a job or two along the way to prolong my adventure. I saw myself following in the footsteps of Hemingway, Fitzgerald, Baldwin, and hundreds of other expat writers who’d steeped in the rich broth of other cultures before they put pen to paper. If you want to write, you’ve got to have a story to tell. I was in search of my story.


Now I can’t help wondering if I made the right choice.


“You think Ethan will be there?”


Em’s dark eyebrows pull together with some emotion I can’t quite read. Worry? Impatience? “Please tell me that’s not why you agreed to—”


“No,” I say, cutting her off. “Of course not.”


She relaxes a little. “Sadie’s not going to want you two in the same zip code, let alone the same house. I suspect she’s packed him off to Siberia.”


I agree. Still, I’ll be in his home. I’ll see his things. I’ll know what his life is like for real, not the tabloid version.


“Sadie still doesn’t know he proposed to you first, does he?” Em asks.


“You’re the only person I told. Spreading it around just seemed tacky. I didn’t want to cheapen their engagement by telling everyone I got there first.”


I remember how the whole summer knocked me on my ass. I’d finally gotten what I wanted—or thought I did. Then, when I realized being with Ethan required a massive commitment right away, I couldn’t do it. I said no. But Ethan was practical. The clock was ticking. He moved on. I can’t blame him, but it does gnaw at me, that little ghost of regret. Sadie chose the path I turned away from, and look where it’s taken her.


A deer darts into the road. It bounds across the pavement, all air and lightness, like a bird touching down for a split second before heading once more for the sky. With a sickening thud, the deer glances off our bumper. Then we’re speeding past, and it’s staggering drunkenly into the trees, swallowed by the forest.


I look at Em. Her face is frozen in shock.


It feels like an omen.


We make it to Deception Pass by sunset. The bridge is high and narrow. Em drives with her usual competence, but I can’t help gripping the seat as we cross just the same. West of the bridge, the sun sinks into a spray of lacy fog. Tendrils of orange and pink reach across the blue sky. The water is glossy and swirling with eddies, like a Van Gogh. The trees stand sentinel along the island’s shore, their trunks dyed terra-cotta in the fading light.


“So you’ve never seen Sadie and Ethan’s place?” I ask.


Em shakes her head. Ani goes on raging from the speakers, asserting that she is not a pretty girl. An osprey swoops low near my window, hunting.


Em’s phone starts giving us directions in a bossy British voice. Em takes a series of increasingly smaller roads as we wind around the island. By the time we pull up to a massive wrought-iron gate with a little intercom on the side of the road, my nervousness is so palpable I can taste it. A surveillance camera hovers above the intercom, its robotic eye pivoting to focus on us. Em and I exchange glances as she rolls down her window. Before she can even speak into the intercom, though, the gates swing open slowly. Whoever’s on the receiving end of that camera must have spotted us and deemed us worthy.


We follow a winding ribbon of paved road that meanders toward the water. A babbling brook twists and turns to our right. We pass an expansive meadow teaming with wildflowers, edged by pine and cypress. There’s an orchard filled with fruit trees, their blossoms just starting to peek out along the branches. Over a crest, we spot a barn where glossy chestnut horses slip in and out of the evening shadows. We take in the view without speaking. I have a feeling Sadie will never use this word, but it’s an estate—there’s no other way to describe it.


“Holy shit.” Em shakes her head. “I had no idea.”


“I guess this is what an international franchise looks like.”


Seventeen years ago, when Sadie was pregnant with Dakota, she got the idea for a middle-grade book: Dakota’s Garden. Back then she and Ethan were barely scraping by; he had just finished his PhD, and she was twenty-two with an English degree and no discernible skills. Sadie had dabbled in fiction a little in college, but she’d never taken writing all that seriously. I was the one hell-bent on being a serious novelist. She wrote the book in seven weeks, landed a top agent in her first round of queries, and turned it into a multimillion-dollar middle-grade fantasy series. It was quickly snatched up by Universal and became a blockbuster movie franchise.


I’ve never read the books. When I tried, some restless, hateful part of me kept urging me to throw the beautifully illustrated tome across the room. I had this bitchy Greek chorus of voices in my head scrutinizing every sentence, looking for flaws. When I found descriptions or word choices that struck me as less than perfect, it was gratifying, but then I’d feel dirty for taking such pleasure in Sadie’s failings. Much worse were the beautiful passages, the clever dialogue, the ingenious turns of phrase; those filled me with such toxic envy I felt physically sick.


Even without reading them, it’s impossible to live in America—or on planet Earth, apparently—without knowing the basic premise. Dakota, a twelve-year-old orphan, crawls through a hole in her evil uncle’s hedge and escapes to a lush, Technicolor world where she’s schooled in the ancient art of magical botany. Think Harry Potter, The Secret Garden, Narnia, and Alice in Wonderland, then mix well into a highly lucrative cocktail of girl-power escapism.


Oh, and Tim Burton directed the first film. So, yeah. There’s that.


As we wind down the final stretch of road, the beauty of the property reaches a crescendo. There are flowers everywhere—tangles of nasturtiums, morning glories, clumps of lilies in dark, satiny reds and vivid pinks. As we near the beach, a stretch of driftwood-riddled sand, we curve south. Through the pines, I catch a glimpse of a yurt, round and pale in the twilight. We make our way toward a house a stone’s throw from the waterline, a wall of windows looking out on the bay, a brick chimney reaching toward the sky. It’s pretty, but not nearly as grand as I would have imagined, given the expansiveness of the property.


“So that’s their house?” I’m ashamed of the relief in my voice. I was afraid of what we’d find at the end of this driveway, certain some magical Camelot would emerge from the trees at any moment.


“Maybe, but I thought . . .” Em sounds doubtful.


We make another turn and catch our breath in unison. There, rising from a shimmering pool, is the main house. Three towers connected by walls of windows face us. There’s so much glass, wood, and stone, it’s hard to take in. It’s a modern design, but not one of those streamlined minimalist layouts that look like children’s blocks; this is part pagoda, part fortress, part rustic seaside lodge. Everything is pale—the sand-colored decks give way to honey-colored beams and gray siding. The central tower has an upper balcony with a cantilevered roof. Windows line every side of the upper stories, and great walls of glass connect the towers. Forest-green umbrellas pepper the deck, forming seating areas around the deep-turquoise pool that surrounds the base of the central tower. A stone path leads through the water to a pair of pale French doors.


“Mother of God,” I say under my breath.


Em lets out a startled laugh. “I guess we’re here.”


We cruise past the dramatic facade and find ourselves on a circular driveway, passing under a massive stone archway supported by more blond beams. This, I see, is the back part of the central tower. From this angle, it looks like a great floating ship supported by stone, wood, and glass.


I unlatch my seat belt, feeling a little breathless. We park the car by a flower garden surrounding a flagstone deck off the back section of the main tower. In front of us is a shiny new silver Honda.


Em pokes me in the ribs as we sit there in her warm car, staring out the windshield at the deepening twilight. “Remember,” she says, “this is supposed to be fun.”


I can’t help snorting with nervous laughter. It really is too incredible that we’re here. When Pete sent me that text, escaping to Fidalgo Island seemed natural, inevitable. Now I see the impulse was harebrained—a decision made on crack. In a surge of panic, I imagine myself turning around and sprinting down the long, curving driveway.


And then, out of nowhere, there she is. Sadie MacTavish. She’s wearing wide-legged gossamer-thin pants in a rich shade of indigo. A cream sweater exposes her sharp collarbones. Her dark hair is loose around her shoulders, even glossier and blacker than I remember. She looks older than she did ten years ago, of course, but there is still so much youth and vigor in her body, like she’s immune to gravity. She floats toward the car, a relaxed saunter that gives the impression her feet, clad in sandals, barely touch the ground.


I think of the deer, for some reason—the way it seemed to soar into the road before glancing off the bumper and staggering into the woods.


“Relax,” Em breathes. “I can feel you tensing up.”


“Shut up. You’re only making it worse,” I say through gritted teeth.


We step out of the car, and Sadie hurries to the driver’s side, wrapping Em in a hug. “You made it! Oh my God, thank you so much for coming.”


I try to school my features into a serene and friendly expression, though it probably looks more like I’ve smelled something rank. I wish I’d worn something prettier than my faded jeans and stretched-out Nirvana T-shirt. Next to cool, dewy Sadie I feel scraggly, homeless. I walk around to them, heart pounding. I catch Sadie’s eye. She’s got Em in her arms, and she’s watching me with a curious expression—steely, determined, but also glassy with unshed tears.


When at last she releases Em, I initiate what I hope will be a breezy, impersonal hug. No such luck. I forgot this about Sadie, though it’s so much a part of her I can’t imagine how it slipped my mind. Sadie is a hugger. No sideways half-hugs or squeamish pelvis-tilting for her. She snakes her skinny arms around my back and pulls me in with decisive force. Before I can do anything to defend myself, I’m locked against her slender frame, my face buried in her voluminous black hair. She smells of violets, just as she always did. Warm, floral, with top notes of freshly baked bread. She holds me in place. Her whole body telegraphs intense concentration, like a psychic trying to intuit a person’s illness.


Even after I’ve escaped her embrace, I don’t get far. She seizes my upper arms in her viselike grip and stares into my eyes. Sadie’s are green, the color of a sun-dappled creek. I note the merest hint of feathery crow’s feet fanning out from the corners of her eyes. Her skin still has that olive-toned, lit-from-within glow, healthier than ever. Her cheekbones are sharp, her Cherokee blood apparent in the dramatic structure it lends to her face. I can’t help but wonder what signs of abuse and neglect she’s noting in my travel-grimed complexion. I see a flicker of satisfaction and know instantly what she’s thinking: even at the game of aging, she’s already won.


Regret flares in me like a match. Jesus, why did I come here?


“So good to see you, June.” She nods, agreeing with herself. “I can’t tell you what it means to me—and Amy.”


I shrug and take half a step back. This is too much, too soon. My brain can’t process all this Sadie at once. My leather tote slips from my arm, hits the ground, and random shit scatters all over the pavement: an energy bar, a tin of mints, my battered wallet, a tampon.


Fuck. How soon can I fake appendicitis? Will they airlift me out?


As we’re scrambling to gather my belongings, someone bursts through the door. For a second I hold my breath. But no, it’s not Ethan. Of course it’s not. Instead, stuffing my tampon into my purse, I see a blond girl in her teens. She’s wearing a tank top and jeans, butterscotch-colored boots, a surly frown. She’s pretty. There’s a golden sheen about her, a radiant glamour voluptuous as sunshine.


“Dakota, meet two of my oldest, closest friends, Em and June.”


On hearing my name, Dakota’s gaze snaps to my face. She has startling navy-blue eyes. Ethan’s strong, elegant nose. I can see curiosity in her stare—not general interest, but a specific question, as if she’s heard something about me and wants to confirm it. Quickly, the intrigue sinks under a habitual layer of sarcastic disinterest. Resting bitch face.


“We’ve met,” Em says, holding out her hand. “But you won’t remember. You were, I don’t know . . . six, maybe?”


“It’s been a while.” Sadie radiates maternal pride. She tucks a strand of hair behind Dakota’s ear; her daughter, predictably, shrugs her off.


Dakota flashes Em the quickest bored glance. Then her eyes seek out mine again, her curiosity making me squirm.


What’s she heard about me? From whom?


There’s an awkward pause. Nobody seems to know what to say.


Our silence is broken by the sound of a car approaching. We all turn to see a shiny black Porsche tearing up the drive. It slows abruptly and parks behind Em’s Fiat. It’s hard to make out the driver with the glare on the windshield. Again, my heart slips into my throat, wondering if it’s Ethan. Then a tall, well-built guy who looks to be in his early twenties unfolds from the Boxster.


I hear Sadie hiss a breath out through her teeth.


Dakota tilts her chin up, defiant. “Chill, Mom. We’re just going to feed the horses and go for a ride.”


“Honey.” Sadie’s smile looks tight enough to snap. “I thought we agreed you’d be here to welcome all of our—”


“We won’t be long.” Dakota’s already hurrying toward the guy, who keeps his distance but offers a polite wave.


As Dakota and her visitor start off toward the stables, Sadie laughs with effort and leads us toward the door. “Seventeen. What are you going to do? Her boyfriend, Ben, is home for the summer.”


Em and I make vague, sympathetic noises and follow her inside.


The house is even more of a showpiece than I imagined. Back in college, Sadie showed some flair for interior design. She always liked her spaces, even her dorm room, to look like something straight from the pages of Dwell. Now those fantasies have spun themselves into a sprawling modern mansion that’s open, airy, and casual by design.


We pass through several rooms, my battered suitcase trailing behind me. One of the wheels must have gotten knocked out of whack; it makes a sullen whining sound now that makes me want to kick it.


What did I imagine when I agreed to come here? That Sadie would be fat and unkempt, her house a hoarder’s nightmare? That Ethan would be waiting in the guest room, where he’d whisper ardently how much he’s missed me?


“Come on, let me show you to your rooms.” Sadie leads us briskly upstairs. Her bare feet move soundlessly. “You’ve had a long drive. There’s plenty of time to settle in. Amy’s running errands, and Kimiko won’t get here for at least twenty minutes—though who knows with her? Could be midnight.”


We round the top of the spiral staircase and head toward the rooms down the hall. The smell of violets and furniture polish mix pleasantly in the air.


“Where’s Ethan this weekend?” Em doesn’t look at me as she asks. Her tone is elaborately casual.
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