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“For any parent, the most frightening nightmare is the disappearance of their child. In Nicole Baart’s extraordinary novel The Long Way Back, not only is a mother tortured by this terrible circumstance, but she also becomes a primary suspect. Baart writes with a poet’s eye for language and a storyteller’s gift for suspense. Readers already won over by Nicole Baart’s fine body of work will discover another sparkling gem, and new readers couldn’t find a better place to begin.”

—William Kent Krueger, New York Times bestselling author of This Tender Land

“The Long Way Back is a beautifully written, atmospheric page-turner that brilliantly explores the complexities of the mother-daughter bond, finding it as fraught as it is profound.”

—Kimberly McCreight, New York Times bestselling author of A Good Marriage and Friends Like These

“In Nicole Baart’s gripping new thriller The Long Way Back, a mother creates a perfect Instagram life for herself and her teenage daughter, traveling the country while chronicling their adventures for legions of fans. But despite doing everything right, never posting her daughter’s face and never identifying their location until they’ve moved on, things go horribly wrong. Timely and provocative, Baart’s marvelously relatable characters and gifted storytelling take the reader on a wild and unexpected ride. I loved this book!”

—Karen Dionne, #1 internationally bestselling author of The Marsh King’s Daughter and The Wicked Sister

“Riveting and timely, The Long Way Back is not just an unforgettable mother-daughter thriller, it’s a deeply felt love story about the natural world. In beautiful prose, Nicole Baart has penned a novel that will stick with me for a very long time.”

—Jo Piazza, bestselling coauthor of We Are Not Like Them

“Nicole Baart is the queen of the family thriller! This tender, propulsive story reveals a heart-twisting understanding of human nature and the risks we take to get what we want. Timely and thought-provoking, this “turn the pages as fast as you can” cautionary tale about the danger of the spotlight and the steep price of privacy will surprise you and haunt you, even after the gasp-worthy conclusion. Baart crafts her mother-daughter suspense not only with soul and passion and stomach-churning tension—but also a deep and important wisdom. Book clubs rejoice: this is the novel for you!”

—Hank Phillippi Ryan, USA Today bestselling author

“In The Long Way Back, Baart achieves the nearly impossible feat—writing that is tense and propulsive as well as poetically rendered. A beautiful story about the fraught relationships between parents and their children, the tension between growing up and learning the difficult truths about the dangers of independence, The Long Way Back will have you turning pages late into the night and holding your breath until the final, emotional scenes. I absolutely loved it.”

—Danielle Girard, USA Today bestselling author
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For all the free spirits, wild hearts, and brave explorers.






PART I Charlie







INSTAGRAM POST #1


I must be a mermaid,

I have no fear

of depths and

a great fear

of shallow living.

Anaïs Nin




[IMAGE CONTENTS: A raven-haired girl beneath a waterfall.]



It was a hollow caption, as empty and desolate as the husk of a seed. The photo had to be experienced, and Charlie felt sorry for anyone who couldn’t see Eva with the water cascading down her face and across her narrow shoulders. She was thirteen, sleek and plump, with a pointed nose, pointed chin, and two perfectly pointed ears that hinted at what she would one day be. Not pretty, per se—at least, not yet—but arresting, and made all the more extraordinary by the cold disdain in her sapphire eyes.

Incongruous. That’s what it was. The petal-soft blush of her full cheeks paired with the penetrating wisdom of her gaze. A child caught at the exact intersection between girl and woman.

“Mom,” Eva said, in the moment before Charlie snapped the picture, “don’t.”

But Charlie did. It was a moment of madness, of ferocious love, that disintegrated after the shutter snapped and Eva tumbled off the slippery rock, falling headlong beneath the foamy spray of the waterfall. There was laughter then, and Charlie carefully packed away her camera and dove in to join her daughter. But the moment was resurrected later, when the image lit up Charlie’s computer screen.

Without a doubt, the picture of Eva in the waterfall was the most powerful portrait that Charlie had ever taken. Eva was just turning, framed between a wall of greenish water on one side and slick, brown stone on the other. One slender hand was on the rock, and one hand was tangled in her long hair as she pushed damp curls out of her eyes. Before that, she had been posing. All artificial smiles and a self-conscious thrust to her jaw. But the last click of Charlie’s camera had captured a singular moment, an unexpected window into Eva’s soul. Something wild lived there, raw and untamed, a whole world contained in her eyes.

Charlie couldn’t print it, not something so intimate and vulnerable, but it also seemed cruel not to share. So she cropped it close—one shockingly blue eye, a wet ribbon of hair against the blade of her cheekbone, the sparkle of sunlit water—and showed it to Eva.

“That’s me?” She couldn’t suppress her grin, but tried by pinning her bottom lip between her teeth. “Wow, Mom. I mean, wow. Can we post it?”

Their Sutton Girls Instagram page had been the only thing Eva truly wanted for her thirteenth birthday. Allegedly, all the kids in her class were already on social media (age limits be damned), and Eva felt the pinch of isolation when they chatted over chicken nuggets in the school cafeteria about accounts they followed, funny memes they saw, and photo ops they were staging. It was obvious Eva thought that maybe this was her in. Still, Charlie couldn’t stomach the thought of her daughter online at such a young age, so they had compromised: The Sutton Girls. A joint account to chronicle their life as a little party of two. At first Eva had argued, but it was half-hearted, and in the end the very first photo they posted was the close-cropped waterfall shot. Eva found and carefully typed out the mermaid quote all by herself.

They only had a handful of followers (mostly family and friends), but the photo took on a life of its own. Strangers liked it and commented, put it in their stories and archived it for later. Charlie’s phone pinged incessantly with notifications until Eva showed her how to turn them off.

Somehow the picture garnered a hundred likes within the first day. It quickly blossomed to two hundred. Then, suddenly, a thousand. Friends of friends and members of their Duluth, Minnesota, community and total strangers who double-clicked and then expressed their deep appreciation by sharing to Stories and hitting Follow—hoping for more. By the time ten thousand people had liked their post, and there were more comments than Charlie or Eva could ever hope to keep up with, everything had changed. Even if they didn’t know it yet.

“I think we just went kind of viral,” Charlie said. “They’re calling you the Little Mermaid.”

One side of Eva’s mouth quirked in an abashed smile. “I know.” Then she giggled. “Does that make you Ursula?”

And Charlie started to sing: “You poor, unfortunate soul!”






Four Years Later…






CHAPTER 1

SATURDAY

Charlie is dreaming of mermaids.

Monsters of the deep. No wide-eyed, nubile princesses here. These mermaids are murderous and cold, grim with the flash of iron scales, sharp nails, a slash of razor teeth. Charlie can feel the bite of a powerful hand circling her wrist, a plume of liquid hair as it tangles around her neck. Then a sudden tug and she is drawn deeper still, drowning beneath the weight of leagues pressing down above her.

She can’t wait a second longer. Her lungs are pulsing with the need to breathe, and the gasp propels her right off the chilly vinyl bench.

It happens all at once: the understanding that she isn’t living a nightmare, that she is breathing and safe and dry, and that she is on Frank’s offshore fishing boat. Belowdecks, to be specific, in the little cabin with the long, matching seats and the tiny marine toilet behind a half-sized door. She can smell the lemony-chemical tang of the tank treatment layered beneath gasoline.

Still, the tendrils of the black dream cling—she feels wrong. Her elbow stings and she knows without looking that the traction tape she spread across the narrow floor so many years ago has scraped her skin. It’s a tangible hurt, easier to address than the malice of a nightmare, so she pulls her knees to her chest and leans against the bench to survey the damage. A patch of sanded skin, pink and already bubbling where the textured grips dug deep, but nothing a bandage won’t fix.

“Eva?” Charlie’s voice hitches. She swallows, stunned that her mouth can be so dry only moments after a potential drowning. But she wasn’t drowning, was she? And then she tastes it. “Dammit,” she groans, and covers her face with her hands.

How much did she have? A glass? Two? Surely not the whole bottle, because she can remember forcing the swollen cork back into the neck with at least half the wine still sloshing about inside.

“Eva?” Charlie tries again, regret curdling in her stomach. But of course Eva can’t hear her down here. The hatch door is shut. Maybe that’s for the best.

There’s no mirror in the pocket-sized bathroom, just a bucket with a toilet seat, but Charlie doesn’t need one anyway. She finger-combs her short waves into place and sweeps a bit of salve on her chapped lips. She hopes that Eva can’t see straight through her—that her eyes aren’t bloodshot, her skin isn’t sickly sweet with the scent of wine. How long has she been down here?

A wave of nausea rolls over her, but it has nothing to do with her being tipsy belowdecks on a fishing boat, and everything to do with shame.

Charlie sucks in a deep breath and takes the few stairs bent at the waist. The door isn’t latched, just resting against the T-Molding in a testament to the quiet day. She’s remembering now. The uncharacteristic sunshine as the temperatures in Landing soared to eighty in May. The siren call of still water in the man-made bay, pooling out into Lake Superior like spilled honey.

“Let’s go!” Eva had said, a spark in her eyes that Charlie hadn’t seen in forever. “Come on—take the boat out with me. Just the two of us.”

She hadn’t even paused to think. It was Eva’s idea, how could Charlie say no? The last few weeks had been exhausting, filled with drama and disagreements, and Charlie leapt at the opportunity for some (hopefully) fight-free time with her daughter. They slapped together ham sandwiches and snagged a half-eaten bag of baby carrots from the fridge. A couple of Frank’s famous peanut butter cookies rounded out their impromptu picnic. They forgot sunscreen, towels, and live bait. But Eva had remembered the old bottle of yellowing chardonnay that had been collecting dust on top of the refrigerator. They were supposed to be celebrating.

“Hey,” Charlie says now, pushing out into an unexpected dusk. A mere slice of sun is balanced at the edge of the horizon and a bank of purple clouds unfurl like a cape to the southwest. Storms rise from that corner of Minnesota, often fast and unpredictable, and Charlie makes some quick calculations to figure out how long it will take to get back to the harbor. A cold wind raises the hairs on her arms, and she opens her mouth to ask Eva to toss her a coat.

But the boat is empty.

Frank’s offshore fishing boat, the reliable, if run-down Summer Moon, is as bare and vacant as the miles and miles of lake surrounding her.

Charlie whips around to search the small crow’s nest above the cabin, but she already knows that Eva isn’t there. Her daughter hates the height, the tremulous climb up a flimsy ladder. Forget it if there’s even the hint of a breeze, and this wind is enough to clip the top off the small waves and send sprays of water against the side of the Summer Moon.

The boat trims aft and for a second Charlie loses her footing. Whether it’s the wine or the crush of her growing panic, she slams into the transom. Pain zings through her hip, but it only fuels her. There’s storage in the stern, insulated compartments for fish beneath the bench seats, and Charlie lunges for the hand loops, yanking off the lids with a stifled scream. It’s ludicrous to imagine that Eva might be hiding there—small as she is, a seventeen-year-old would never fit—but it’s all Charlie can think to do. Then she scours the inboard engine mount, crawls on her hands and knees to the helm, and touches every switch and dial as if there are clues hidden on the impassive faces of the Summer Moon’s tachometer and water temperature gauges. Nothing.

“Eva!” Charlie screams her name, the syllables fracturing apart as she scrambles port side and looks over. Gray water in a slow churn, white bubbles simmering across the surface. Starboard is the same. No life jacket, no flash of color, no telltale ripple.

“Eva! Eva! Evangeline!” She realizes she’s been shouting the entire time, her daughter’s name a howl ripped from her throat. It feels bloody and raw, but Charlie keeps yelling. “Eva!”

The wind swallows each word until it’s as if she never called at all. It’s hopeless, Charlie can feel that in every single bone, and it aches so much that she crumples to the deck. But just as quickly as she gives up, she galvanizes. She can just make out Split Rock Lighthouse along the southernmost edge of the western shore. They’re only a few miles out, but the sky is turning dark and threatening.

Charlie’s cell phone is in a waterproof compartment near the boat wheel, and she dives for it, scrabbling at the marine radio with her other hand. She’s two-fisting it, managing 911 on her cell with her left hand—only two wavering bars of service—while tapping channel 16 with her right. “Mayday, Mayday, Mayday!” she shouts into both, her voice breaking. There’s a protocol she’s supposed to follow, a series of words and information to provide. But she can’t remember any of that right now.

“Help us!” Charlie cries. “We’re on the Summer Moon, and Eva… she’s gone!”



The boats come en masse, seemingly from every direction, their lights flickering over the growing swells. But by the time the first response boat is close enough to hail the Summer Moon over the intercom, Charlie is past the point of answering. She’s crouched on the floor of the fishing boat, still clutching her cell phone in one hand and the radio in the other. The dispatcher is shouting that help has arrived, but Charlie can’t acknowledge her. Or move.

Later, she won’t remember the firefighter carry or the treacherous few steps from the Summer Moon to the recovery platform of the coast guard responder. She won’t recall the cramped survivors’ compartment where she was wrapped in a Mylar blanket and handed a cup of coffee sweetened with three sugar packets. “It’ll help,” an EMT told her, but she choked on her first sip and couldn’t face another. Charlie won’t remember that Ted and Paula Shepherd were the first people on the scene, or that they hedged the Summer Moon like a warden keeping safe a wounded charge.

But when they pull into Stone Harbor and Charlie can see the familiar aquamarine boathouse beyond the three short rows of docks, she comes to as if she had fainted dead away and is suddenly, stunningly conscious. Against the EMT’s wishes, she goes to stand on the deck, arms curled tight against her body beneath the Mylar. Even in the growing dusk she can see they’re all there: Sue and Edith, the Russells, Weston all by himself because Thea gets her hair done on Saturdays. And Frank, standing at the end of the Summer Moon’s empty boat slip, a wooden chest with flaking green paint behind his bowed knees. When he sees her, he wavers, swaying as if the waves have somehow crested the breakwater and are slamming against the mooring poles.

Charlie can feel everything inside of her turn liquid at the sight of her foster father. They never made it official, Frank and Hattie were just granted temporary custody when her mother died, but “temporary” turned into the three years between Rosie’s death and Charlie’s eighteenth birthday. Frank Morrow is the closest thing to a father Charlie’s ever known. She can’t decide if she wants to throw herself into his arms or throw herself over the side of the boat and sink to the bottom of the bay. She ran away nearly twenty years ago and broke Frank’s heart. If he loses Eva—his unofficial granddaughter—now, it will be his absolute undoing.

Frank looks fragile from a distance—shoulders slumped, hair a scant tuft of white, hips so narrow his belt can nearly wrap twice around his waist—but Charlie’s heart doesn’t have room to contain his fear and grief, too. She turns away, but not before she sees him collapse. Thank God for the chest where they store extra life jackets, buoys, marine odds and ends. He lands on it, hard, and buries his face in his hands. He can’t be sure of anything, not yet. None of them can. And yet, Charlie knows that even the sight of her without her shadow, without Eva at her elbow, toothy smile flashing and arm held high in greeting, is unnerving enough to fill them all with dread.

The world is nothing at all without Eva in it.






INSTAGRAM POST #2


Just a couple of girls completely floored (get it?) that y’all liked our waterfall post.

We’re new to Instagram. Are we doing it right?

[IMAGE CONTENTS: Two pairs of feet standing toe to toe on cracked concrete. One pair of feet are in wide-strapped sandals with the toenails painted red, orange, yellow, green, and blue in color wheel order. The other pair of feet are in purple converse sneakers with bright white laces. Together, they make a double rainbow.]



“We’re not from the South,” Charlie told Eva as she stared at the phone screen, proofing the short text. She had an old smartphone with few bells and whistles, and it was already becoming a bit of a feat to upload pictures from her Canon to the computer and then send them to her phone. Still, it felt momentous to post again. Like there were now thousands of people breathlessly waiting to read what they would write next. It wasn’t an entirely welcome thought. “I’m not sure you spelled y’all right.”

She gently lifted the phone from Eva’s hand and thumbed open the internet search engine. As she typed, she said, “You know it was a fluke, right? What happened with the waterfall post, I mean. There was something about Gooseberry Falls that day, the way the light was filtering through the trees and—”

“Yeah, Mom. I know.”

“I just don’t want you to think we’re going to be famous or something. Hollywood’s not going to call because of a cool picture.”

Eva bumped Charlie’s elbow with her own. “An awesome picture,” she countered, grinning.

Charlie couldn’t help but smile back. “Well, yes. But it was a one-time thing.”

“I know.” Eva said it quickly, lightly, and that was how Charlie knew her daughter was far more invested than she let on.

Something inside of Charlie squeezed tight. It had been a hard year—the worst—with letters home from the guidance counselor and emails to fellow parents that she typed in a blind rage and then viciously edited before sending. Their replies were terse, formal, defensive. And nothing changed.

The kids were subtle in their cruelty, but certainly not original. A handful of mini candy bars left on Eva’s desk when she got up to sharpen her pencil, a stifled cough that sounded a lot like “Tubby.” In the lunchroom, girls shuffled and slid, making sure that there was never room at their table for Eva. As if the invisible disease that made Evangeline Sutton untouchable at Lincoln Park Middle School was somehow catching.

To Charlie, Eva was ample in the most perfect way, soft-cheeked and rounded in the belly like a well-fed kitten. It reminded Charlie of when Eva was a toddler. Of how she used to cup her little girl’s sweet tummy in the palm of her hand to feel it rise and fall as she fell asleep. It would all disappear, Charlie knew, melt off when Eva hit a growth spurt just like Charlie’s own baby fat had done twenty-some years ago. They were late bloomers, that’s all. But that was cold comfort now, especially when boys started to call her Evangeline the Blubber Queen when no teachers were near enough to hear. Eva heard. Every time.

Charlie put the phone back in Eva’s hand and kissed her temple. “You’re perfect. And you spelled y’all exactly right.”

Eva grunted in response and let her finger hover over the Share button. “Ready?” she asked.

“As I’ll ever be.”

And then it was live. Their feet—matching size 9s—for all the world to see. It felt a bit like the first drop of a roller coaster to Charlie, a mix of adrenaline, delight, and fear. Almost immediately, notifications began to ping.

“Here we go!” Eva said, and the hope in her tone tipped Charlie off another ledge.

“Let’s go.” Charlie reached for the phone, suddenly desperate to turn it off. “I want to walk the Aerial Bridge. When’s the last time we had ice cream from the Boxcar? I’m craving a strawberry shake.”

But Eva wasn’t listening. Angling away from Charlie, she pulled the phone just out of reach. “What’s this?” she asked, pointing to the upper righthand corner of their social media mailbox. “It says we have twenty-seven requests.”

Before Charlie could utter a single word, Eva had clicked it and opened the first message. Tilting their heads together, they read.


Hi! We love your look and are seeking new influencers to help us reach our 450K followers. We’d love to have you on board!



Charlie took the phone from Eva and scrolled. They were all the same. Wear our swimming suit, sandals, scarf. Try our shampoo, body lotion, eco-friendly soap. And they all echoed the very words that Charlie had said only mere minutes before.


    The perfect look.

    The perfect fit.

    You’re perfect.

    Perfect.



“Mom?” Eva asked, looking over Charlie’s shoulder. “What does it mean?”

But Charlie didn’t know how to answer.






CHAPTER 2

SATURDAY

The wind howls down the dock and whips Charlie’s short hair against her cheeks as she’s ushered toward land. She’s never seen the small Landing Marina like this before: crowded with people, emergency vehicles, and lights. Her friends are huddled together on their boats, clearly trying to give the emergency workers space. Weston has gone to comfort Frank and is sitting with one arm draped around the old man, holding him close. Weston comforting Frank? When pigs fly. Eva would giggle, roll her eyes at Charlie and the ancient, bewildering grudge between the two eightysomethings. She would love to see this. The thought rips a sob from Charlie’s lips.

Then suddenly they’re off the dock, Charlie and her entourage, and the steady ground beneath her feet is enough to make her stumble.

“We just want to make sure you’re okay, Ms. Sutton.” The young man who is holding her elbow sounds grim. “The ambulance is going to transport you to Landing Memorial—”

“No,” Charlie croaks, her throat sore from screaming. She plants her feet. “I’m not hurt.”

She drops the Mylar blanket from her shoulders so that the small crowd gathered around her can see that she’s not bleeding, nothing is broken. But that’s not true. Charlie feels splintered, like a piece of glass that has spiderwebbed into a thousand tiny shards but is somehow, impossibly still whole. One shiver and she’ll shatter. Almost the moment the blanket has puddled at her feet, it begins: huge, convulsive spasms that judder through her body.

An EMT catches her. His shout is carried on the growing wind. “Let’s get her inside. Who has a key?”

It’s a mad scramble as several people hurry toward the loose shingle, the not-so-secret hiding spot for the key to the ramshackle boathouse. In seconds the door is open, the lights flung on, and a musty, rolling chair is procured by Ted, who must have beat the coast guard responder to his slip. He catches Charlie’s hand and squeezes it hard before ducking back outside.

Charlie is pushed into the chair with a blood pressure cuff wrapped around her upper arm. She is aware of the growing pinch, the way her fingertips feel disconnected from her body, but not much else as her vision shrinks to a pinprick. The boathouse is crammed and humid, and a snippet of conversation reaches her ears.

“The helicopters are out, but no one could survive in that water.”

“You’d have to be a hell of a swimmer.”

“The water’s barely forty degrees. Doesn’t matter how well you swim.”

Charlie’s pierced with a sudden, ice-cold clarity. “What time is it?” She doesn’t mean to yell, but it gets everyone’s attention.

The EMT at her side keeps pumping the blood pressure cuff.

“Eight fifty-eight,” a man in a black sweater answers, consulting the oversized chronograph watch on his wrist. His eyes narrow as he takes a step closer and squats down to come face-to-face with Charlie. She doesn’t recognize him; he’s not Landing Police Department.

But he’s nothing more than a momentary distraction. She closes her eyes—8:58? She and Eva got to the marina around two. They were planning on a lazy afternoon on the water, the wind in their hair and the sun—after a long, cold winter, and unusually rainy spring—warm on their skin. At just after three they eased the Summer Moon out of the bay and puttered a couple nautical miles from shore before tossing in the first few lines. When did the sandwiches come out? The wine? When did Charlie go below and leave her daughter alone on the deck of the boat?

A tap on her knee makes Charlie’s eyes fly open.

“You feeling better, Ms. Sutton?” The man in the sweater is still crouching before her. “Are you ready to answer some questions?”

“Please,” the EMT cuts in. “I can’t get an accurate reading.”

“I’m fine.” Charlie rips the cuff off her arm, and the sound of Velcro crackles through the small room.

“But—”

“She said she’s fine.”

With a huff of frustration, the EMT tosses the blood pressure cuff into his medic bag and zips it shut. The three paramedics that escorted Charlie into the boathouse withdraw, letting the wind slam the door behind them. Through a grimy window she can see them stop just outside the low building, the flash of their ambulance lights still dancing on the dark water of the bay and illuminating their profiles. The marina teems with unfamiliar vehicles and people.

“How many people are here?” Charlie isn’t even aware she’s voiced the question until the man across from her clears his throat.

“We brought out the full cavalry,” he says, shifting his linebacker frame into a folding chair that a short woman with a drooping ponytail has carried over for him. He holds up his hand and begins ticking off his fingers. “Coast guard responded from the port in Duluth. Landing PD, fire, and ambulance are all here, as well as several civilian volunteers. We’ve got crews in cold water suits searching an area around your last known coordinates, and the coast guard helicopters have been called out. They should be on-site by now. We take an SOS call very seriously. Especially when the victim is a minor.” His hand is in a fist now, and Charlie can’t help but stare at it.

Victim. It’s such a grisly word. She thinks of police tape, forensics teams, body bags. “Who are you?” she asks through the sting of bile at the back of her throat.

“Detective Mitchum James, Duluth PD. Missing Persons division. I was nearby when your call came in. Just lending my services.” He considers his fist, the white-knuckled severity of it, and shakes out his hand, giving Charlie a tight-lipped smile. “We all just want to find your daughter.”

She watches him for a moment, the buzzed hair, square jaw, heavy brow. It’s not surprising that the tiny Landing PD was more than happy to let someone with more experience take the reins—a missing person case is a far cry from their usual duties of handing out speeding tickets and the occasional DUI—and Detective James exudes confidence and competence. He’s a middle-aged All-American boy with a permanent dimple in his left cheek and shoulders that wrestle the fabric of his sweater. It’s clear he knows exactly what he’s doing. But something feels off. He’s studying her too intently, and his gaze fastens on her crossed arms. Brushing the underside of her elbow with her fingers, she feels the torn skin and dried blood from her tumble off the bench in the belly of the Summer Moon. Suddenly, Charlie knows exactly what he’s thinking.

“I fell,” she says lamely.

“Looks recent.”

“On the boat. Just a bit ago.” Guilt blooms in her chest, a suffocating swell that makes tears spring to her eyes. Detective James doesn’t trust her. He’s already imaging the worst—that her scrape is a defensive wound, or something even darker. Charlie didn’t do anything, but whatever happened, wherever Eva is, Charlie does know it’s her fault. Because she drank and slept and got careless. For once she didn’t micromanage every little thing, and look what happened.

A tear slips down her cheek. She knuckles it away and says, “I’ll tell you anything you want to know.”

The woman with the ponytail hands Detective James a tablet in a protective case that makes it look like a piece of tactical gear. He balances it on his knees and swipes the screen a few times before taking a stylus and beginning to write. Charlie hasn’t answered a single question and already she feels like a suspect.

“Full name and age,” he says, not looking up from the tablet.

“Charlotte Greer Sutton. Thirty-nine.”

One eyebrow quirks, but he goes on. “And your daughter’s?”

“Evangeline Rose Sutton. Seventeen.”

“Occupation.”

Charlie clears her throat. It’s hard to talk. Hard to focus on the questions when Eva is… But that line of thinking is a black hole of pure terror. She digs her fingernails into her palm and makes her mouth form words. “I’m a photographer. And freelance writer. I write articles for magazines sometimes. Outside, Wanderlust, Midwest Living.”

At this, Detective James looks up. “That’s interesting,” he says, then squints back at the tablet. “Because it says here you’re a social media influencer.”

Charlie has no idea what he’s looking at or where he got that information, but she doesn’t have time to dwell because she can feel the heat creeping up her neck. The boathouse is chilly and damp, and she knows her blush is telling. She almost says: “It’s complicated.” But that sounds like an excuse better suited for Match.com. She decides to keep her answer simple. Neat. “We were. Not anymore.”

Detective James is already flipping through screens. “Looks like your account is still live. Eva Explores. You have quite a few followers.” He whistles low. “Over a quarter million on Instagram. That’s really something.”

It’s not. Not really. There are thousands—maybe tens of thousands—of accounts with more followers, more influence than Eva Explores. But it paid the bills. It allowed them to live the sort of life that dreams were made of. The Sutton girls’ dreams, anyway.

“I don’t see how this is relevant,” Charlie says. Hearing Eva’s name on his tongue makes panic sizzle across her skin. “My daughter is missing.”

“Just gathering information,” Detective James says, writing away. “Everything is relevant at this stage. Can you tell me what you and Eva were doing on the boat today?”

“It was beautiful out. Eva wanted to be on the water.”

“It was her idea?”

“Yes.” Charlie nods, suddenly unsure whose idea it was to take out the Summer Moon. Did it matter? But yes, she can picture Eva thundering down the stairs and pointing at the glittering lake framed in the window above the kitchen sink. “It was her idea.”

“Go on.”

“There’s not much else to say. It felt like summer, and we wanted to enjoy it. We were celebrating.”

“Celebrating what?”

“Graduation. It’s a week away,” Charlie says. But of course, that was only part of it. She doesn’t explain that they had been fighting for weeks. That after a months-long stalemate, Eva had finally agreed to one last summer of Eva Explores. Charlie was ecstatic. But she can’t tell Detective James any of that. She says, unnecessarily, “Eva’s a senior.”

“A seventeen-year-old senior? She’s pretty young to be graduating.”

“Eva was homeschooled for most of high school. She finished all her coursework early. Could have graduated last semester.” A note of pride creeps into her voice, but Charlie doesn’t have the capacity to feel sheepish about bragging about her girl.

“Why didn’t she? Graduate early.”

It’s a simple question with a complex answer. Charlie settles on: “She wanted the experience. You know, homecoming, prom, graduation.”

The detective stares at her for a moment, but apparently decides not to press this line of questioning because he changes tack. “Do you and Eva get along?”

“Yes,” Charlie blurts. “She’s my best friend. I mean, she’s my daughter, but we’re very close.”

“Ever fight?”

A blush rises as Charlie thinks about the night before. The angry words. The yelling. “Everyone fights.”

“How about recently?” Detective James asks, his look boring right through her.

He knows, Charlie thinks. But she never gets the chance to answer. From across the room someone calls: “Detective James?” His tone is sharp enough to silence all the chatter in the boathouse. “I think you should take this.”

Charlie holds her breath as the stranger hands over a cell phone. Detective James thrusts the tablet at the ponytailed plainclothes officer—her name is Mia and she’s Landing PD; Charlie recognizes her now—and takes the phone into the far corner. It’s a small building, one low-ceilinged, open room separated by a few desks, a bookshelf or two, and a pair of glass cases that hold artifacts of a time long gone. Stone Harbor was dug out by hand in the fifties, courtesy of a group of young men who wanted to put Landing on the map. Some of the things they found in the process now collect dust in the display case where Detective James drums his fingers. Charlie focuses on what she knows is there instead of the military-straight line of the detective’s back. A brass gimbal compass, a copper cup, a thick, ugly ring. There’s a sextant of questionable origin and a small wooden mermaid carved by hand.

Charlie is picturing the curve of the mermaid’s hair, the way the wood ripples as if it was once water, when the detective turns and strides back to where she’s sitting.

“Is there a life raft on the Summer Moon?”

She blinks, trying to clear her head. “Yes. Of course.”

Detective James gestures for her to continue.

“It’s a, a…” Charlie stutters, trying to remember. “It’s a compact life raft. Inflatable. Yellow. For up to four people.”

“Where is it stored?”

“In a seat locker.”

“Are you sure?”

“I put it there myself.” Charlie’s heart begins to thunder. “Just a couple weeks ago when we dewinterized the boat.”

But he’s shaking his head. “It’s gone.”






INSTAGRAM POST #57


Living our best life on the slopes of Lut sen! It’s a winter wonderland here and we may never go home. We’ve already told you all about where to get the best pizza (yes, the kitchen is in the back of a gas station, but TRUST US), who makes the best white chocolate mocha (we love you, Will!), and that you should definitely buy a bag of copper shavings for some truly spectacular nighttime fire magic. But, if you want to know which runs to hit and miss, stay tuned. There are four mountains and ninety-five runs, and the Sutton Girls have three days left to hit them all. We live to give. #charlieandevaexplore #nofilter #lutsen resort

Always take the long way back,

Charlie & Eva

[IMAGE CONTENTS: Two sets of snow skis sticking up in the air. They’re angled together to create a triangle that frames a gorgeous snowscape with Lake Superior in the background. The water is a deep, Prussian blue against a silvery, winter sky.]



Their first paid gig was a stay at Lutsen Resort. Well, technically, it wasn’t a paid gig. They didn’t earn a dime. But they were comped four nights in the resort lodge with a complimentary breakfast buffet every morning in the Strand—a waterfront restaurant with a glass wine cellar, leather chairs, and linen tablecloths that they immediately decided were far too fancy for their dumpy two-bedroom apartment and shabby backpack tastes. Still, there were Swedish pancakes with lingonberry compote and maple breakfast sausages that were positively swoon-worthy, and they decided they could be fake-fancy long enough to stuff themselves full of eggs scrambled with aged cheddar before hitting the slopes.

The Sutton Girls Instagram page had continued to grow in the six months since Eva’s mermaid portrait made a lucky splash. Charlie had no idea what they were doing, but Eva turned out to be unexpectedly savvy, picking up on trendy hashtags and following up-and-coming accounts that helped her and Charlie create an aesthetic that resonated with more people than they could have ever imagined. In many ways, Charlie felt like they had caught the tail of a comet and were just along for the ride. It was fun and exciting, a temporary side hustle that resulted in some fun freebies.

Line-minimizing facial masks. Body lotion. There were leggings and graphic T-shirts and candles. “Gifts” for “micro-influencers” Eva told her (they were micro-influencers?), and there was more where that came from. But while Charlie wasn’t ready to pump the brakes on the modest success they’d experienced, she was also unintentionally creating a code that governed what and how they posted.

No full faces. If Eva or Charlie appeared in one of the Sutton Girls photos, it was almost always cropped, off-center, blurred, or from behind. Charlie didn’t like the idea of strangers poring over her daughter’s lovely face—and she had no desire to showcase her own—so they were usually just beyond sight. The accidental result was that the Sutton Girls were shrouded in a veil of mystery.

Nothing artificial or retouched. In a medium where virtually nothing was authentic, the Sutton Girls were real. Charlie’s secondhand Canon EOS Rebel T7 was nothing special, but it got the job done, and she played with aperture and shutter speed the way an artist blended paint. A swirl here, a dab there, the result something new and unpredictable. Her unfiltered photographs were raw and arresting in a way that made people stop their scroll.

Emphasize the outdoors. Photographing their adventures had been a part of their lives since Eva was born. It was them against the world, a mother-daughter duo that stood with their backs together and their arms open wide. When Eva was still a baby, Charlie saved up for a Kelty child carrier so she could strap her daughter to her back and take her anywhere. They hiked, cross-country skied, swam in Lake Superior when it was still cold enough to take their breath away, and camped curled up together in a single sleeping bag while coyotes howled outside. Little changed as Eva got older, other than that they bought a second flannel-lined sleeping bag.

Showcasing where they went and what they loved in such a unique way earned them a private message from the Lutsen Resort’s director of marketing. They were local, causing a bit of a stir, and in exchange for six positive posts (tagging the resort, of course), Charlie and Eva could enjoy everything Lutsen’s had to offer. It was an easy yes.

“I don’t want to leave,” Eva said as they packed up on the last day. Her cheeks were pink with sun and windburn from long days on the slopes, and her eyes tired but happy. They had gone all out, posting eight times in the four days that they spent playing in the snow. But they had also sat in the hot tub late at night (with no camera in sight), watched Marvel movies in bed after luxuriously long showers, and slept in. It was the first non-camping vacation they had ever taken.

“I hear you, sister.” Charlie reached out to tug the end of one of Eva’s long braids. “But reality calls.”

Eva turned to yank the zipper closed on her duffel. Carefully, with her back turned to Charlie, she said: “What if this was our reality?”

“Living at a resort?”

“Traveling.”

Charlie’s exhale was more of a sigh. Although they could probably hand-draw a map to every worthwhile hike, swimming hole, and spot of interest in Northern Minnesota, the gorgeous National Geographic magazine spreads that they cut out of old magazines and taped on the walls of their dingy apartment in Duluth had created a shared longing for more. More to see, more to explore, more variety than their little—albeit beautiful—corner of the world had to offer.

Of course, Eva’s question was about so much more than travel. As their online popularity grew, Eva had only become more of an outcast at her Duluth middle school. She’d dared to aim higher than the bottom rung she’d been assigned, and nobody liked it.

But Charlie was a single mom working full-time in a warehouse and shooting a handful of senior photos and the occasional family portrait on the side. They couldn’t afford to travel. Eva had never even been on a plane.

“If wishes had wings…” Charlie smiled softly.

Eva sank to the unmade bed and flicked both of her dark braids over her shoulders. “It was dreamy, though, wasn’t it?”

“The dreamiest.”

And then Charlie took her camera out of its battered case and set it up on a chair. She grabbed Eva’s hand and dragged her to the balcony where a copse of tall evergreens wreathed in white created a backdrop worthy of a greeting card. They crouched in the snow, grinning at each other instead of the camera, and just before the timer hit zero and the shutter clicked, Charlie kissed her daughter’s forehead.

They posted one last time from the resort. The snow was stacked five inches high on the railing behind them, and the sun shining off all that white gave their matching dark heads halos. They were in profile, unobscured for the very first time, and they only wrote two words: Where next?






CHAPTER 3

SATURDAY

The two-story farmhouse that Charlie and Eva have called home for the last five months is dark when the police cruiser turns down the long, gravel drive. The lane is sloped, treacherous in winter, but currently rimmed with lupines in extravagant purple bloom. As the headlights sweep the tree-lined property, they glint off the silver side of a vintage Airstream trailer parked beside a small, detached garage.

Mia, the Landing police officer who has been tasked with driving Charlie home, speaks for the first time in miles. “Is that—” she stops abruptly and clears her throat as if somehow she can erase the question she was about to ask.

Those two short words tell Charlie that Mia knows exactly who she is—who Eva is—and that she recognizes the iconic Airstream. Maybe it was Mia who told Detective James about Eva Explores.

“That’s Sebastian,” Charlie says. Because of course it is. The motion-sensor activated floodlights have kicked on now and are illuminating the small yard. The garage is on the south side of the narrow property and painted red to match the 1940s farmhouse that can’t seem to decide if it’s Victorian or Colonial. It boasts the clean lines of a Colonial, but the wraparound porch and bay windows of a Victorian. Framed between the two buildings is a generous wedge of Lake Superior. Beyond the trees the night is black, but the movement of the water is unmistakable. A squat stone wall separates the green lawn from rough-hewn boulders and a slip of rocky beach. But newcomers—at least, those in the know—bypass the view to hone in on the Airstream.

The trailer—lovingly nicknamed Sebastian—is fully illuminated, practically sparkling in the fluorescent floodlights. The white-and-black checked buffalo curtains and Norway pine silhouettes subtly etched on the front are clearly visible. When they were refinishing Sebastian, Charlie had intentionally included several nods to their Minnesotan heritage so that they could take a piece of the North Shore with them wherever they roamed. But she didn’t realize that the scarlet-colored Lake Superior agate that she had carefully drilled a hole in and hung from the wide rear window would become a calling card of sorts. They had made themselves recognizable before they ever realized that notoriety might be a problem.

Mia puts the cruiser in park between the house and the garage and openly gawks at the Airstream. “Why Sebastian?” she asks.

So she isn’t a groupie who’s been with them since their Sutton Girls days. “Because in the beginning, people called Eva the Little Mermaid,” Charlie says. Her answer is rote, her soul numb. “And Sebastian was the friend who helped her get the life she always wanted.”

Mia makes a sound that could be interpreted as sympathy or schadenfreude, but Charlie is past the point of caring. She’s staring at Sebastian too. She’d give anything to be somewhere—anywhere—in that Airstream with Eva right now.

On the back of the trailer, beneath the window with the agate, are neat rows of decals that they lovingly, meticulously placed throughout their two and a half years on the road. All the likely suspects are there: Glacier, Yellowstone, Zion, Sequoia, the Great Smokey Mountains, the Everglades. But they didn’t just stick to the well-beaten paths, and Charlie can’t help but smile thinking of the road to Denali National Park and the weeks they spent on the Alaska Highway. Or the days they lounged in Dry Tortugas. They had to leave Sebastian behind to take a boat across the turquoise water. They pitched a tent the old-fashioned way and explored the island from the home base of the first-come, first-served campground. It was the first time they swam with sea turtles.

The silence in the car is suddenly deafening, and Charlie realizes that Mia is studying her. The smile freezes on her lips, then melts away as quickly as it came. Her daughter is missing and she’s smiling? Even in her grief-stricken, muddled state, Charlie understands how that must look.

“What now?” she asks quietly. She hadn’t wanted to leave the marina, but after Detective James took the call about the life raft, things seemed to intensify. Deep down, Charlie knew this shift was because the likelihood that Eva was alive had increased by a few percentage points. She couldn’t even go there—life, death, probabilities. Not yet. In the ruin that was her broken heart, the world could simply not exist without Eva in it. So when the detective kicked it into overdrive—he had no more time for an impromptu interview—Charlie was thrilled. They tried again to get her to take the ambulance to the hospital, and when she refused, she was sent home.

“Try to get some sleep,” Mia advises her now. “Someone will be here when you wake up.”

Detective James had already explained that someone would be around all night “just to keep an eye on things.” He didn’t elaborate and he didn’t need to: if Charlie had done something to Eva—or knew what happened—they didn’t want to risk her slipping away. But the presence of Landing PD in her driveway doesn’t comfort Charlie, and she knows there’s no way in hell she can sleep. Whether she likes it or not, she’s playing a momentous game of chess. Eva is missing, and the last person to see her was her mother. This will explode online, and in no time at all the whole world will know. Charlie just wants Eva home, safe, whatever the cost. The thought of the yellow life raft bobbing on the waves is a thread of hope that she clings to like a lifeline. She can’t even consider the why of it now.

Of course, Charlie realizes that to anyone from the North Shore, a missing life raft does not necessarily equate hope. Decades ago, a man had been convicted of murder when his wife’s body washed ashore after some alleged boat trouble. Later, when the raft was discovered with five distinct puncture marks, the defendant’s story began to deflate. The narrative is ubiquitous along the banks of Lake Superior: a horror story, cautionary tale, or tongue-in-cheek joke, depending on the company. Still, a frisson of dread sparks through Charlie at the thought that even now, people might be drawing comparisons between Eva’s disappearance and that infamous case.

When another vehicle turns down the driveway, Charlie lets herself out of the police cruiser wordlessly. It’s a second Landing officer, driving her truck with Frank buckled in the passenger seat. She hadn’t talked to her foster father at the marina—they escorted her into the waiting cruiser before she had a chance—but she gave instructions for him to be brought here instead of to his apartment in the independent living section of the Landing Retirement Home. She couldn’t stand the thought of him alone in that tiny one-bedroom apartment surrounded by the smell of cooked cabbage and the ghost of his recently deceased wife. Hattie had passed just before Christmas, and her sudden, precipitous decline was the reason Charlie and Eva came home to Minnesota in the first place. Charlie had never intended to stay, but the snow had been falling like a Hallmark movie when Eva stepped foot in Landing for the first time in years, and as she lifted her face to the sky and breathed deep, Charlie knew that an anchor had been dropped. Now Eva considered the lake house—not Sebastian—home.

The officer parks Charlie’s truck beside the patrol car and kills the ignition. Charlie can see that he is talking to Frank, but she opens the passenger door, unconcerned about their conversation.

“Oh, Charlotte,” Frank sighs, his eyes welling at the sight of her. “What are we going to do?”

He slides from the cab of the truck and she steadies him, wrapping him in her arms. When she was fourteen, and for all intents and purposes orphaned, Frank and Hattie Morrow had been her safe harbor. Charlie hadn’t always been appreciative, but they never wavered in their commitment to her. In response, she loved them bluntly, solid and straightforward. There was little need for tenderness between them—Charlie had never been the touchy-feely type—but she holds him now, inhaling the scent of pipe tobacco and peppermint from the roll of sweets he keeps in his breast pocket.

Frank patting her back is almost her undoing, but Charlie pulls away before she can wither to the ground.

“I thought we should be together tonight.”

“Of course,” he says, taking her arm and falling in step beside her. Frank is eighty-four, but fit and bright—he had only agreed to the retirement home a year ago because he could no longer handle Hattie’s care. By the time she stopped eating, and Charlie and Eva came home, he insisted he was happy where he was. And the Morrows’ waterfront property on the outskirts of Landing became the Sutton girls’ temporary haven.

The wind is fierce and the sky heavy with rain, but it refuses to fall. Charlie glances at the lake as she mounts the steps to the porch and tries to picture Eva in the raft, riding the white-capped swells. She prays for a hand to hold the inflatable platform—to draw back the rain and illuminate a path for the helicopters and bring her daughter home—but her heart is submerged before she can believe for even a second that everything will be okay.

A high-pitched whine from behind the front door reminds Charlie that Eva isn’t the only life she’s responsible for. “Scout!” she cries, lunging for the handle. Their golden mutt loves the trailer and life on the open road, but hates boats. He won’t step a single paw on the Summer Moon, preferring to sleep in a patch of sun on the hardwood floor in the kitchen while waiting for his people to return. But’s he’s been locked in the house for hours longer than intended.

“Sorry, old boy,” Charlie lets him out with an apology and a scratch behind the ears. Then he races into the yard, running a few circles around the two Landing police officers who are deep in conversation beside Mia’s cruiser, before disappearing into the trees. Charlie wants nothing more than to bury her face in her dog’s caramel fur, but it’ll have to wait.

“You can sleep in the main floor bedroom,” Charlie says, flicking on the lights as she steps inside.

“I can’t sleep.” Frank follows her through the living room to the eat-in kitchen at the back of the house. The bay window framing the small, round table looks out over the water, but there’s nothing but darkness beyond the panes. “I haven’t slept in years. You know me. Coffee?”

“Yes. Please.” Charlie sinks into a chair at the table. The sounds of Frank moving about his own kitchen—opening and closing cupboards, running water into the glass carafe, and setting a pair of mugs on the counter—rewind the years. How many mornings did they spend together sipping strong coffee as the sun came up over the lake? For a moment Charlie wishes she could be sixteen again.

“Have you called her?”

“Goes straight to voice mail,” Charlie tells him, but she slips her phone from her pocket and tries Eva’s number anyway. Like the last dozen times she called, Eva’s cheerful “Hey, leave a message!” plays almost immediately.

“I bet they’ll do that triangulation thing. You know, where they use cell towers to figure out where a phone is?”

The hint of a smile tugs at Charlie’s mouth. Frank loves his cop shows. “Yeah,” she says, but his casual observation makes her mind spin off in other directions.

On the way back from the marina, Charlie had tried Find My Phone to see if she could locate Eva’s cell. Unfortunately, the app simply said: No location found. Either the phone had been switched off or Eva had disabled location services, a thought that makes her physically sick. But the location of Eva’s phone isn’t the only thing that’s turning her stomach. As Charlie sits at the table, she scrolls through the last few texts from her daughter.

It’s stunning to her how a screen can give people permission to write things they would never dare to say. The epic fight she and Eva had just last night is a secret Charlie would like to keep, but Eva’s texts to her tell a pretty damning story. An ugly story. Can Charlie just delete them?

Of course, the world had been a very different place when Eva came downstairs in the morning. She was happy, radiant even, in a pair of cut-off jean shorts and a loose tank top that revealed the lacy line of her bralette. She had hugged Charlie from behind and kissed her on the cheek. Begged her to take the Summer Moon out because the day was shaping up to be perfect in every way. Most important—in a shocking, completely unanticipated turnaround—Eva had confessed she’d had a change of heart. “Let’s do it,” she whispered, her mouth close to Charlie’s ear. “One more summer on the road with Sebastian. Where should we go?”

It was all Charlie wanted. One more summer, a few more months with her daughter. She read once that you only get eighteen summers with your kids. And then they’re off, grown into their own miraculous personhood, self-sufficient and independent and gone. Charlie wanted to cling to every moment like the final few grains of golden sand in her palm. It was selfish, maybe, but the truest thing about her in the months that she and Eva spent settled in Landing. She wanted more.

And Eva wanted less. At least, less of Charlie. Less time together, less intrusion, less involvement in her day-to-day, her decisions, her world. It was the way of things, Charlie knew that, but it hurt all the same. She hadn’t meant to push Eva so hard.

Now, she hates herself for not questioning her daughter’s about-face. For believing Eva wholeheartedly because she wanted to, not because she was convinced everything had magically resolved itself in a few short hours. But rather than pressing it, Charlie had blissfully agreed, and they’d had a chatty, happy morning.

None of that is documented in Eva’s angry texts. None of their jaunty banter is recorded, the familiar back-and-forth as Charlie made sandwiches and Eva entertained her with an endless supply of giggle-inducing memes. And the feeling in the kitchen couldn’t be captured and bottled up, offered as evidence of the very real joy and relief that had permeated the lake house in the warm glow of their sudden reconciliation. Instead, the last things Eva wrote to Charlie were a handful of seething words that kept them both up well into the night nursing regrets and cursing their own stubbornness. Charlie traces them with her thumb, wishing down to her marrow that she could erase them all. But she knows it can’t be undone.

I can’t believe you won’t let this go

I said no

I’m not changing my mind

The most damning one was the last message Eva had sent. It was from a mere twenty-four hours ago, after Eva slammed the door to her bedroom so hard the light fixtures in the ceiling of the main floor rained dust.

I will never forgive you for this






INSTAGRAM POST #188


We can’t believe the day has come, but Sebastian is finally ready to hit the road! We know you’re dying for a tour, but we’ll reveal some (not all!) of our secrets as we go. For now, peep our favorite spot in the whole trailer. Dreamy, right? We’re locked and loaded, ready to roll, and every other cliché and catchphrase you could imagine. Drop your favorite “we’re ready” expression in the comments below and we’ll pick a lucky winner to receive one of Charlie’s prints (your choice). Can’t wait to see you on the road, everyone! Oh! And don’t forget to say “hi” to the newest member of the family, our rescue dog, Scout. #ontheroad #newadventure #rescuedog

Always take the long way back,

Charlie & Eva

[IMAGE CONTENTS: A clean, white couch beneath a wide, curved window in a renovated Airstream trailer. The couch is plush with pillows in soft textures and muted colors. The window frames a summery forest view and is flanked by white-and-black buffalo plaid curtains. A macramé planter hangs from the ceiling with a large pothos plant inside. On the butcher block table in front of the couch, a handful of items are carefully arranged: a tattered map of the United States, a pair of black binoculars, an antique brass compass, and two stoneware mugs with steam rising from the rims. On the floor is a scruffy-looking dog with floppy ears and a friendly face.]



Renovating the Airstream was a six-month endeavor, and one that swallowed up Charlie’s entire life savings. She didn’t have much—barely five figures collecting pennies on the dollar in an account at the bank in Duluth. By the end, her hands were calloused and her joints sore, but she didn’t mind. Restoring the trailer wasn’t just a cosmetic remodel, it was an absolute resurrection.

The Airstream was the only thing that Charlie’s mother had left her when she died. Officially, Rosie Sutton’s cause of death was listed as a heart attack brought on by acute cardiomyopathy, but everyone in Landing knew that she had pickled her liver—and every other organ in her body—over the course of twenty-some years. Charlie had lived most of her childhood understanding that her mother was not long for the world. How many times had she called 911 only to be told to let Rosie sleep it off? The EMTs underestimated how difficult it was to watch her mother “sleep it off” when the space they often shared was a twenty-seven-foot 1977 Airstream Overlander.
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