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For Osvaldo. Last night, I dreamt we went to Manderley again.
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PART I The Village



It’s very difficult to keep the line between the past and the present. Do you know what I mean?

—Edith “Little Edie” Bouvier Beale, Grey Gardens








1 NOW August


Herron Mills Village Police Department, Long Island, NY

“ANNA? WE’RE RECORDING.”

The camera pans up from a long crack in the linoleum floor to rest on the hunched-over frame of a girl. She’s perched on the edge of a wobbly metal chair, cutoff shorts touching the smallest possible strip of a once-blue fabric seat. Her tank top is a bright shock of red in the colorless room. She tightens her arms around her waist, as if trying to make herself smaller or cover the red with the bloodless wash of her skin. Her head is tilted forward, gaze trained on her shoes, and a thick curtain of tangled black hair falls in front of her face.

“Do you understand, Anna? The camera is on.” A white time stamp in the bottom left of the screen notes that it’s August 5, 9:02 p.m.

“Yes.”

“Okay then.” The voice coming from behind the camera is female, but it’s not kind or nurturing or any of those attributes we assign to women like a requirement or curse. Detective Holloway’s words have a jagged edge, chiseled from stone, then left raw. She faces the lens and states the date and time, that this is an interview with Anna Cicconi, a minor who is not, at present, under arrest. Then she turns to Anna. “Go ahead and repeat what you just told Assistant Detective Massey and me.”

The third person in the room is barely visible in the camera frame. AD Massey is in his late twenties and not used to sitting for so many hours on end. He fidgets in a rolling chair behind a small desk, kitty-corner to Anna, letting his senior partner take the lead. Over the past six hours, he has mostly stayed on the sidelines, making the occasional run to the vending machine for soda and slightly stale corn chips. Observing. Taking down notes.

There are no parents, no lawyers. The girl’s father is unreachable, has been unreachable for years. Someone called the girl’s mother, but not until after Anna placed herself at the scene where the body was found. Gloria Cicconi is on her way here now, but the drive across Long Island will take her over two hours, and she had to arm-twist her neighbor into lending her the car first. They told the girl they’d called right away, but no one actually did. Maybe it was a mistake, a wire crossed. Maybe it was on purpose. Maybe the girl should have refused to speak to the detectives until her mother arrived. Maybe things would have gone differently with Gloria’s leonine presence in the room. But that’s not how it happened.

Anna is used to doing things on her own. She has learned not to depend on adults to either take her to task or dig her out when she fucks up. Which has been often. She has grown accustomed to her mother’s display of hollow disinterest in her failures. Why should she expect this time to be different?

The detective steps out from behind the camera, confident now that it’s doing its job, and takes a seat in the empty chair beside Anna. In the shot, she looks close. Too close for comfort. You can see the girl shift slightly to her right. “Go ahead,” she repeats. “What you just told us.”

“About Zoe?” She lifts her head, hair parting to reveal chapped lips, sharp blue-green eyes sinking into dark circles, her already pale face almost ghostly in the white LED lights, one of the Herron Mills Village PD’s recent station upgrades.

“Why don’t you start at the beginning.” It’s not really a question. Detective Holloway extends her hand toward Anna, then seems to think better of it, and drops it down to the chair’s metal arm. “On New Year’s Eve.”

“Okay.” There’s a catch to Anna’s voice, a scraped-out quality. On the recording, it sounds like she has a cold, but really, it’s because she’s been talking to the police for hours already, before anyone decided to press record. They’ve been through quite a dance, the girl and Detective Holloway. It was midafternoon when Anna got here, shaken but brimming with a resolve that quickly wavered inside the station walls. Now, if there were any windows in this room, she’d know it’s been dark outside for more than an hour.

“We started the night at Kaylee’s. Early, like six thirty. She’s five blocks down from my mom’s place, in Bay Ridge.”

“That’s in Brooklyn?”

“Yeah. Yes. In Brooklyn. We, um … we started a lot of nights at Kaylee’s. Her dad’s gone too, and her mom works nights. We’d drink there for a couple hours, then go out. Meet up with Starr and everyone. There are a few bars around that know us, or we’d get on the train, head down to Coney Island. Go dancing.”

“And that’s where you went on New Year’s Eve? To Coney Island?” Detective Holloway’s face is still smooth for a woman of forty. But mascara clumps in the corners of her eyes and a stale film is beginning to coat her tongue and teeth. They’ve been at it since three, and she’s eager to finish this. Place the girl under arrest.

“Yeah, but not out dancing. I never made it farther than Starr’s place. She’s older, like twenty-two? Starr kind of took Kaylee and me under her wing last year, until she moved down to Orlando.”

“When was that?”

“Soon after New Year’s. Starr got a job at one of the parks.”

“Okay. But that night, it was you, Kaylee, and Starr at her apartment in Coney Island.”

“And a couple other people. Kaylee’s sort-of boyfriend, Ian. And this guy Mike we know from around.”

“Around?”

“Like, around Brooklyn. Not from school.” Anna tugs at a thread on her cutoffs until it snaps free from the denim.

“I see. And what time did you leave Starr’s apartment?”

For a moment, Anna is quiet. She leans forward, elbows pressed into bare knees, hair falling back across her eyes. She looks younger than her seventeen years, made small by the camera’s greedy eye and the imperial presence of adults in uniform.

“It must have been nine or nine thirty.”

“Must have been, or it was?” The detective’s voice is sharp.

Anna’s voice, in turn, is a low mumble, the words snagged in her hair. “I don’t really remember. But if I got a ride out to Herron Mills, and got there by midnight, I must have left around then. Or even earlier if I took the train.”

The detective lets out a low breath. “Fine. Then what do you remember?” She sits back in her seat but keeps her hand on the arm of Anna’s chair.

“We were on the balcony at Windermere. The long one that wraps around the front of the house, on the third floor.”

“Who’s we, Anna?”

“Me and Kaylee. And Zoe.”

“Just the three of you?”

“Just the three of us.”

“And where were the Talbots?”

“In the city, at their friend Doreen’s, I think. Not home.”

Detective Holloway stares at Anna for a moment. The girl holds her gaze. “Fine, continue.”

“We were drinking whiskey. Glenlivet, the good stuff. Better than Kaylee and I could ever buy back home.” Something bitter, so slight you might miss it, slips in, then out of her words. “Caden always kept a bottle stashed in this unused stall in the Windermere stable. I guess that’s where we got it.”

“You guess or you remember?”

“I guess. I just remember we were passing the bottle around, up on the balcony.”

“And who was drinking beer?” the detective asks.

“What?” Anna’s chin jerks up, hair parting once again. For a quick moment, she meets the older woman’s eyes. Then her gaze drops to the pale glint of her knees.

“Before, you told me you were drinking whiskey and beer.”

“I did?” On the recording, you can see Anna press her lips between her teeth. She runs her tongue over the cracked, flaking skin. “I guess so,” she says after a moment. “I’d been drinking for hours—it’s not very clear. I guess there was also beer.”

“Tell me about how Zoe fell,” Detective Holloway says. She lifts her hand from the arm of the chair and places it lightly on Anna’s shoulder. Anna doesn’t seem to notice, doesn’t react. Her eyes are unfocused, but when she speaks, her voice is clearer than it’s been all night.

“The railing’s kind of low. Only up to your thigh? We were messing around, the three of us. I remember Kaylee pinching me, like she was trying to keep me awake. I guess I was pretty out of it. And I remember Zoe laughing. She had one of those infectious laughs, like silver. It made you feel all warm inside.”

“And how did she fall, Anna?” Detective Holloway squeezes the girl’s shoulder, not quite gently.

“Oh.” Anna looks up for a moment, not at the detective, but straight into the camera. It’s like she’s remembering, for the first time, where she is. What she came here to say. “Kaylee went inside. I think she was getting us a snack. Zoe and I stayed on the balcony. I remember twirling, our arms crossed in an X between us, holding hands. We were twirling and laughing and it was fun until I started to feel sick. I think I let go of her hands.”

“You think? You need to be honest, Anna.” Her words slice the air. Anna flinches, just slightly.

“I remember she hit the balcony rail. It was too low. Her knees buckled, and then it was like she was flying.”

“Cut the pretty language,” Detective Holloway snaps. “Just tell the truth.”

“She fell backward, onto the lawn.” Something wild dances in Anna’s eyes, then fades, her pupils sinking once again into dark, exhausted circles. For a moment, everyone is silent. Anna clasps her hands tight in her lap. “By the time I got down there … I don’t really remember seeing her body. I just remember the way it hit me like this cold, empty dread—she’s really gone, and it’s my fault. And I couldn’t find her bag; it was missing. I don’t know why that seemed important.”

AD Massey stands abruptly, chair rolling back and hitting the wall. Anna and Detective Holloway look up at him, as if they’ve both just remembered he’s there. “Did you push her?” His voice is thin but loud.

Anna draws in a sharp breath. “No.”

“I’m going to ask you one more time.” He takes three steps, closing the distance between them. Standing, he towers over Anna, all lean muscle and pants that are too big in the hips and too short at the ankle. The camera captures him from the shoulder down, a headless menace. “Did. You. Push. Her?”

“N-no.” For the first time, Anna trips over her words. “We were twirling. I let go of her hands.”

Detective Holloway glares sharply up at her junior partner. He takes one step back.

“What happened then, Anna?” she asks.

“I guess I drove her out to the lake.”

“You drove Zoe. Alone.”

“Yes.”

“In what car?”

Anna stares down at her hands, as if they might hold the answer. “I don’t remember. Maybe Zoe’s. Maybe a car from the Windermere property. Everyone has cars out here. And Mrs. Talbot isn’t much for keeping things locked.”

Detective Holloway grunts, part sound and part breath. “What do you remember, Anna?”

Anna draws in a lungful of air. “I remember the water. It was gray and dull, like an old car with the paint worn off. I remember kneeling on the bank, staring out across the surface after she was down there. I remember how cold it was that night, how the wind was sharp and wet against my cheeks. Most of all, I remember the guilt, how it crushed the air out of my lungs.”

The detective is silent for a moment, taking Anna’s words in. “Let’s take a step back,” she says finally. “How did you sink her body in the motorboat?”

Anna tugs at her lower lip with her teeth. “I don’t remember that part.”

“Think harder.” Detective Holloway’s voice is sharp.

“With buckets of water?”

“And what else?”

The girl pauses, considering. “With rocks?”

The two detectives exchange a glance.

“Okay. What rocks?”

Anna is silent for a moment. She chews a flake of skin from her lip and grinds it between her front teeth.

“From Windermere, I guess. Maybe I found some large rocks on the grounds, and I put them in the trunk.” She fidgets, rolling a new thread from her cutoffs between her thumb and forefinger, as AD Massey jots something down on the legal pad in front of him.

Detective Holloway clears her throat. She stands, changing the air in the room. “Tell me more about your relationship with Zoe.” Her voice is softer now, cajoling. “How did you know her?”

“We were friends,” Anna supplies unhelpfully. She’s mumbling again, holding something back.

Detective Holloway clasps her hands behind her back, exudes patience. “Had you known each other long?”

The question is so simple. But Anna doesn’t want to answer, or she doesn’t know how.

“Let me rephrase. How did you and Zoe meet?”

“I think …” Anna’s voice trails off. “It’ll be easiest if I show you. On my phone.”

This is new. Detective Holloway’s eyes light up. She nods toward her partner, who retrieves Anna’s phone from a small plastic basket on the room’s one desk. “What am I looking for?” he asks.

“Messenger. Bottom of the first screen? It’s like a little lightning bolt.”

AD Massey grunts, then taps open the app. He crouches next to Anna, holds her phone out between them.

“Scroll down a ways,” Anna says. “Here, it’s probably easier if I …” She looks up to Detective Holloway for permission.

Anna takes her phone gently from the junior detective’s hands, then starts scrolling back through months of chats. “Here.” She stabs her finger at a conversation from December—two messages from Zoe Spanos dated 12/10 and 12/28.

For a moment, the room is completely silent while the detectives pore over the notes from a dead girl. Anna barely breathes.

After her phone is taken away, the messages thoroughly dissected, then logged into evidence, after AD Massey has returned to his rolling chair and Detective Holloway is seated again at Anna’s side, only then does Anna draw in a full, deep breath.

“Is there anything else you’d like to tell us?” the detective asks.

For a moment, Anna is silent. Then, she turns to look the older woman in the eye. “We both loved that Tennyson poem. Do you know it? ‘The Lady of Shalott?’ ”

At the edge of the frame, you can see AD Massey slowly stand. His senior partner gives him a glance. Hold on.

“Tell me about the poem, Anna,” she says.

“She lives in this castle on an island, near Camelot. And she’s cursed to sit at a loom and weave only what she sees in this mirror, which is kind of a reflected window to the world around her.” She pauses. “I’m not explaining this right.”

“It’s okay,” Detective Holloway prompts. “Keep going.”

“Um, so the lady watches this newlywed couple in the mirror, and wants what they have. They’re real; all she has is a shadow of real life. And then she sees Sir Lancelot, and she turns and looks directly out the window, which triggers the curse. She’s doomed, but she leaves her castle and finds a boat and sets sail to Camelot, even though she knows she’ll die before she gets there. The boat becomes her grave.”

For so long you might think it’s a mistake, the only sound on the recording is the scritch-scritch of AD Massey’s uniform pants rubbing together at the seams as he shifts uncomfortably from side to side.

“And so you found a boat for Zoe?” Detective Holloway asks. Her voice is a song now, the jagged edge smoothed away entirely.

“Maybe I thought it’s what she would have wanted. Maybe I was trying to make things right.”

“Make things right?” The detective repeats Anna’s words back to her.

“In some small way. After what I’d done. It was an accident, but … I killed Zoe Spanos.”






2 THEN June


Two months earlier … Bridgehampton LIRR station, Long Island, NY

I DON’T KNOW why I expect the station to be right on the ocean. Train doors sliding open to the thin cry of seagulls. The mist of salt air. Sand kicked up by the sea breeze to nip at my skin. Welcome.

It’s nothing like that. When I step onto the platform at Bridgehampton, train doors closing behind me, my flip-flops land on a dirty strip of concrete. In front of me is a matchbox of a station. Through the windows, I can see a couple benches, a single ticket machine. Along the length of the platform, a green-painted railing stretches for yards in both directions, overlooking not the ocean, but a parking lot.

I adjust my shades across the bridge of my nose and squint into the low-hanging sun. All around me, passengers stream down the ramp to the parking lot, clamber into waiting cars and taxis and shuttles. It’s Monday. I can’t even imagine what this place looks like on a Friday, the tourists and “summer people” here to claim the weekend, make the Hamptons their own.

I’m not here to summer. I’m here to work. I’ve only met Emilia and Paisley Bellamy once, and suddenly I’m not sure I’ll recognize them. There are stylish mothers with their equally stylish kids everywhere, mixed in with the couples, the businesspeople, the groups of girlfriends. I look for Paisley’s fine blond hair, the delicate slope of her nose and chin. Her mother’s chestnut bob, tennis player’s physique. First day on the job, and I’m already floundering, the familiar dread of arriving to class on time but unprepared settling in my stomach like a stone.

From somewhere in the depths of my backpack, I can hear my phone buzz. I’m already regretting this respectable sundress, its lack of pockets. I’ve been told I will need to “dress for dinner,” but I hope my regular summer uniform of cutoffs and tank tops will be permissible around town. Otherwise I’m going to be recycling the same four dresses until I get my first paycheck.

I roll my unwieldy purple suitcase across the platform and prop it against the railing, shrug my backpack around to the front to dig for my phone. It’s new, a graduation gift from Mom, gold case still sparkly and screen not yet scratched. I should take good care of it—it’s the nicest thing I own—but chances are I won’t.

The texts aren’t from Emilia Bellamy, or Tom, the husband I haven’t yet met. They’re from Kaylee.


I can’t believe you abandoned me.

We JUST graduated like ten seconds ago.

What am I supposed to do with myself all summer?

Anna, hello?



A guilty twinge in my chest says I should have given Kaylee more of a heads-up about my summer plans, but I knew she’d react like this. I close out of my messages and make sure my ringer is cranked all the way up in case the Bellamys call. By now, the platform has cleared out, and most of the parking lot too. I hope I’m in the right place. That I got the meeting time right. It would be just like me to fuck this all up, which is exactly why I’m here. To get out of Bay Ridge. Away from Kaylee. Away from myself. In two months, I’ll be a first-year at SUNY New Paltz while Kaylee starts community college in Brooklyn. We’ll both be starting new lives, or at least I will. But I can’t wait another two months. I need this fresh start now.

I’m debating calling Emilia when a shiny black Lexus SUV pulls into the lot below. A man’s tan arm and face lean out of the window, peer up at me. “Anna Cicconi?” he asks. He’s handsome in a dad way, or at least he’s what I imagine a young, successful dad would look like. I used to have one of those. When I was a kid, he was always working. Now I barely remember his face.

I give him a small, awkward wave. “Mr. Bellamy?”

“Call me Tom,” he says, motioning me over. Backpack over one shoulder, purple monster wheeling behind me, I make my way down the ramp.



It’s a quick ten minutes from the train station into Herron Mills, one of the many ocean-side towns dotting the southeastern shore of Long Island like jewels on a sandy crown. To my surprise, we pass as much farmland as we do art galleries and private homes on our drive toward the shore. The sun flares low and hot and orange against the tree line. I squint into it, trying to take it all in. I haven’t seen the water yet, but this is definitely not Brooklyn.

“First time in the Hamptons?” Tom asks.

I turn my head toward him, tearing my eyes from the hedgerows and entrance gates that obscure what promise to be jaw-dropping houses from public view. “Yeah. Yes. I think so, anyway.”

My interview for the nanny position took place last month, in Manhattan. I met Emilia and Paisley on the terrace café at MoMA, and the three of us spent the afternoon together. Emilia paid for my iced tea but not my entry to the museum. They probably have a membership. I guess little things like fourteen-dollar student tickets don’t cross your mind when you’re rich. In my lap, my hands clench and unclench.

“Then let me give you the lay of the land,” Tom says. His teeth flash white and straight against his tan skin. The weather just warmed up last week; I wonder how he’s had the chance to spend so much time in the sun. “The Hamptons stretch along the East End of Long Island. Twenty or so hamlets and villages in all. We’re on the South Fork, the branch of the peninsula that meets the Atlantic. To our north is the bay, then the North Fork.”

“Got it.” I did look at Google Maps. Maybe not until I was packing this morning, but still. I’m hoping for more local history, less geography, but I don’t want to be impolite.

“Herron Mills is one of the oldest villages, so you’ll see a real mix of architecture, everything from Dutch colonial to very modern. And Restoration everything. Clovelly Cottage is English country traditional, so it blends in with the older architecture on Linden Lane, but it’s a 2011 construction. We’ve made a few updates over the years, but we bought it turnkey because Emilia needed to be settled before Paisley came. Barely made it too; we closed in late February and she went into labor three weeks later.”

I nod and pretend I’m following more than every second word out of Tom’s mouth. Clovelly Cottage, I’ve gathered from my exchanges with Emilia, is the name of the Bellamys’ home. Because of course these people name their houses. They’ve been here eight years if they moved in the year Paisley was born. Everything else, I guess I’ll figure it out when we get there.

“Where did you move from?” I ask.

“Upper West. Great commute, but Emilia didn’t want to raise a family in the city.” He shrugs. “Everything’s a trade-off.”

Tom slows down as we turn onto Main Street. Everything’s Tory Burch and Ralph Lauren and what looks like a small house converted into a pop-up shop for Gwyneth Paltrow’s lifestyle line. It’s like they took a slice of Fifth Avenue and plopped it down on a quaint, tree-lined village street with brick sidewalks and an abundance of benches and parking.

“This isn’t the most direct route home, but I wanted you to see downtown before it gets dark. I’m sure Paisley will drag you into town tomorrow. Or to the beach.”

I close my eyes for a second and hope for the beach. I can hear my phone chirping again, surely another series of pissed-off texts from Kaylee, and reach into my backpack to turn the ringer down.

We take another couple turns off Main Street, and then Tom’s steering us onto Linden Lane. He slows down again. “This first house is Seacrest. Belongs to the Fulton-Barrs, our newest neighbors. Jeffrey and Arvin had it designed by Michael Kent, which you can see in the angles and use of glass.” I tilt my head to peek out the window. The house is set back on the property and concealed partly by a privacy hedge. Only the second floor is visible from the road, or what I assume to be the second floor, because Seacrest is all sweeping glass windows and sharp angles that make no structural sense. I can’t tell if the building is actually futuristic or more like a model of what some architect in the seventies thought the future would look like.

“Hideous, right?” Tom laughs, and I’m so relieved, I laugh too. “Seven point two million. It’s what we call a starter home around here.”

I swallow to keep my jaw from dropping open. A starter home?

“This next one’s Magnolia House. 1920s construction, still in great condition. Kyra and Jacques take excellent care of the place. Can’t see much from the road, but it’s the largest property on the block, a full five acres. Real beauty. And this”—Tom slows the car to an almost stop, and I crane my neck to get a good look—“is Windermere. Owned by the Talbot family since the estate’s construction in 1894. Real shame how they’ve let the place go these past few years.”

What was once a privacy hedge has grown to soaring and unsteady heights along the side of the road. Through gaps where the shrubbery has parted, made flimsy in its reach for the sky, I can catch glimpses of a stone drive leading to a large, wood-shingled house with vines creeping up the walls and white-painted columns. The house is three stories, plus what looks to be a steepled attic up top. A long balcony terrace wraps around what I can see of the third floor, and an unused porch swing and several rocking chairs populate a front porch on the ground level. It’s beautiful and creepy all at once. Gothic. Through the leaves, I think I see the front door open, a tall shape step onto the porch. But before I can be sure, we’re driving on, and Windermere is swallowed again in a curtain of green.

“Who lives there?” I ask.

“Meredith Talbot’s the sole owner now; her husband left her widowed about fourteen years ago. Their son Caden’s home from Yale this summer, looking after things.”

I raise my eyebrows. Yale, naturally. The thought of having someone close in age nearby is nice, but I’m sure he has more important things to do than befriend the nanny next door. Before I can give Caden Talbot too much thought, we’ve pulled up in front of what must be Clovelly Cottage, and Tom is pressing the remote to open the entry gate. Two sturdy wooden panels on stone pillars part to swing soundlessly inward on their hinges, and we drive on through.

For a moment, all I can see are lush green trees to my right and a long line of flowering bushes to my left, in full powder-pink bloom in front of still more trees. As we curve around the end of the long, pebbled drive, a building slowly emerges.

“This,” Tom says, “is your home for the summer. Welcome to Clovelly Cottage.”

What stands before us is hardly a cottage. It’s not even a house. Clovelly Cottage is nothing short of a mansion. I can see at once what Tom meant by the building blending in with the older architecture in the area. The estate is clearly in pristine condition, but it doesn’t look like something built in 2011. Unlike the oddly angled Seacrest down the street, Clovelly Cottage is perfectly symmetrical and very grand. The front of the house displays two clear wings joined by a rectangular midsection with a curved front entry. The house is painted a dusky rose, one shade darker than the flowering bushes we passed on the ride in. It looks like it belongs in the English countryside, surrounded by windy moors and horse-drawn carriages, which I guess is the point. English country traditional, Tom called it.

He steers us around a stone fountain big enough to fulfill a child’s swimming fantasies and shifts the car into park in the circular band of driveway abutting the front door. With the house to my right, I can see that, beyond the fountain, the trees and flowering bushes give way to a private tennis court, its crisp turf and netting concealed entirely from the road. My palms feel clammy all of a sudden, and I wish again for pockets I could shove them into.

“Do you play?” Tom asks, catching me looking.

I shake my head, no. My hair falls forward into my face, and I lift my arms to tame it, grateful for something to do with my hands. I thought about cutting it after graduation, a new look to go with the new Anna, but I love my hair too much to crop it off. It’s my best feature.

“Well, maybe you’ll pick it up. We have plenty of spare rackets. I’m sure Paisley would be thrilled to have a new opponent.”

I nod gamely and wonder if I’ll have any time to squeeze in some practice before getting my butt handed to me by an eight-year-old. I don’t tell Tom I’ve never held a tennis racket in my life.

“Come on,” he says, swinging his door open and stepping out onto the drive. “Paisley is dying to see you. She’s been chattering nonstop all day. One of the many reasons I don’t make a habit of working from home.” Tom explains that I’m unlikely to see him much during the week, from this point forward. Monday through Thursday, he stays in an apartment in the Financial District. He’s only home today to meet me, then he’ll disappear into the city before I’m awake tomorrow.

I swing my door open too and grab my backpack from the floor while Tom pops the trunk and effortlessly hefts the purple monster from the back. The sun has dipped now behind the house, and I prop my sunglasses back on top of my head to get a better look. It’s stately. I guess that’s the right word. The house embodies the same mix of classic beauty and money that seems to seep out of the Bellamys’ pores.

“Emilia wasn’t kidding,” Tom says, appearing suddenly next to me. “You really do look just like her.”

Before I can ask who she is, the front door bursts open and Paisley runs out and down the three stone steps to the drive, fine blond hair and eponymous green paisley sundress streaming behind her. Emilia stands in the open doorway in pressed linen pants, a pale blue blouse, and a matching linen blazer. She gives me a smile and neat wave. Paisley comes to a sudden halt before her father and me, clearly conflicted about who to wrap her arms around first.

“Hey, angel,” Tom says, crouching down to pull his daughter into a quick hug, then spinning her to face me. “You remember Anna, right?”

“Hi, Paisley.” I crouch down too, then stick out my hand. She takes it solemnly in hers and gives me a firm shake.

“It’s lovely to see you, Anna,” she says, her voice too small and lilting for the formality of her words.

My lips part into a grin. She’s as precocious and charming as I remember. I’m going to be the best version of myself for this little girl, all summer long. It’s the promise I made when I took this job. To the Bellamys, but mostly to myself. This is my new leaf. Anything short of flawless is not an option.

“Well, it’s lovely to see you too.” I give her hand a small squeeze, then push myself back up. “You want to show me inside?”



Half an hour later, we’ve nearly completed the Clovelly Cottage tour, although Paisley pulls me from room to room so fast, I’m sure I’ve missed everything. Emilia attempts to supplement Paisley’s commentary—this is the best room for playing pretend; this is the window through which she saw three baby bunnies once—with a litany of design details, but before she can finish, Paisley’s impatient and tugging me toward the next tour stop.

I learn that the kitchen counter is navy soapstone from a local stone yard, which mirrors the navy ceiling. It’s a high gloss paint that Emilia calls “brilliant,” to match the effect of the stainless steel and navy detailing throughout. My gaze lingers a moment too long on the glass-front cabinet displaying the Bellamys’ impressive collection of top shelf booze. Heat rushes to my cheeks, and I tear my eyes away before Tom or Emilia catch me staring. I hope.

The living room is something called “double height,” which I take to mean it extends for the height of two floors. The family room, which houses Paisley’s complete Disney princess DVD collection, is outfitted with a “beachy” natural fiber rug in a color that matches Emilia’s linen pants and blazer. The “character grade” oak throughout gestures toward a turn of the century home. Tom points to the imperfections on the hallway floor as we crest the top of the stairs to the second level, which he notes have been retained intentionally to give the floors an older feel. Christ. Next-level privilege at its finest.

The house has six bedrooms and four full baths on the upper floor, plus a fully finished lower level complete with a game room and wine cellar with white, glazed-brick walls like you’d find in a French bistro in the city.

Outside, on what Tom calls an “adequate” two point two acres of land that look vast to me, are the tennis court we saw before and a detached garage to the side of the house. Around the back is the most beautiful swimming pool I’ve ever seen. Guess Paisley doesn’t need to splash around in the fountain. The water spills off the long end facing the tree line in what Emilia calls an “infinity edge.” There’s a hot tub on one end and a pool house on the other, which Emilia explains is a fully equipped guest cottage with its own bedroom, bathroom, and kitchen—and will be my home for the summer.

“You’re welcome, of course, to take one of the guest bedrooms instead,” she offers. “It’s entirely up to you, if you’d prefer to be in the main house. But we thought you might like a little privacy.”

“Some separation between work and life, at least at night,” Tom adds. “We know this job can be a bit …”

“… consuming,” Emilia finishes for him. “Lindsay, our last au pair, was with us for four summers. She loved the job, but she always did appreciate having her own space out here.”

Paisley squeezes my hand, and I bite my lip at Emilia’s use of the term au pair. It’s how they listed the job, what she said during our interview. I looked it up; technically, you’re only an au pair if you come to work from a different country, in a specific kind of exchange agreement. But Brooklyn may as well be a different country. There’s plenty of money in New York City, but there’s nothing like this. The wide-open green space. The quiet. The stars just starting to glint like tiny flashbulbs in the sky. The stench of privilege is everywhere, but beneath it, there’s something undeniably peaceful. I can be a new person here. Responsible, better. I can feel it.

“This will be perfect,” I say. “Thank you.”

Paisley points up, and I follow her gaze. “That’s Ursa Major,” she says, tracing the stars with her fingertip. “And Ursa Minor.”

“You’re into astronomy?”

She nods. “I’m learning all the constellations. But it’s easier to practice in the winter, when it gets dark early.”

As if on cue, bright lights blink on all around the pool, and the water shimmers and shifts in the yellow glow. It’s a quarter after eight and just getting dark.

“Why don’t you drop your things inside, and then we’ll eat,” Emilia says. “We usually sit down to dinner much earlier, but tonight we wanted to wait until you arrived. Mary’s making salmon and new potatoes.”

My stomach rumbles. I was too nervous to eat lunch, and some chips and half a crushed granola bar on the train were hardly a meal. “That sounds great.”

“Good,” Paisley says, releasing my hand for the first time since we stepped outside and tilting her head back to look me straight in the eyes. “Because it’s almost my bedtime, and I’m starving.”

I smile down at her, and I know I made the right choice this summer, despite my mother’s empty protests that she needed me at home for reasons she couldn’t define, despite Kaylee’s decree that I’ve abandoned her. If she wants to give anyone shit for leaving, it should be Starr. She’s been in Orlando for months now, and without her around to match my best friend’s thirst for the next party, next high, next adventure, all the pressure to keep up with Kaylee has fallen to me. On nights we’re not drinking, it’s pills pilfered from my mom’s stash or vaping with Mike and Ian. Before Starr left, I used to hole up at home and recharge for days at a time. But with just Kay and me, there’s been something frenetic in the air, charged and ready to spark. The last months of senior year were a hazy, thrilling blaze—but they were also exhausting.

Now that I’m here, I barely miss Bay Ridge. I dig my nails into my palms and try not to think about the unopened bottle of Roca Patrón in the Bellamys’ kitchen. I am going to be the best nanny—au pair—Paisley’s ever had. The old skin I couldn’t shed fast enough is as good as gone, cast off in a dirty heap outside the Atlantic Terminal back in Brooklyn. That girl can’t touch me here; I’m different already.






3 THEN June


Herron Mills, NY

WE SPREAD OUT our blanket on the white sand, and immediately Paisley vaults into the water. “She’s a strong swimmer,” Emilia assured me over breakfast, before dropping us off for the day. Her arms were impressively toned in a sleeveless silk V-neck, and her skin had a dewy, well-moisturized glow. I wondered if she always looked this polished at 8:00 a.m. “You have to keep an eye on her, but you don’t have to get in.”

Which is a good thing, because even lathered up with SPF 50, the sun will burn me to a crisp in no time. Like her father, Paisley is already tan, something my skin just doesn’t do. I position myself on my stomach in full shade beneath the Bellamys’ red-and-white-striped beach umbrella, chin propped on my hands to get a clear view of Paisley splashing around in the surf. The beach is small—another surprise—long, but narrow, and it’s easy to keep her in sight. In under five minutes, Paisley’s found a friend, a tall, red-haired girl. They seem to know each other, presumably from school. I catch snippets of their conversation, something about sand crabs and Moana.

I take a deep breath in, and my lungs fill with the salt air I’ve been craving since I was offered the position last month. Here, finally, is my fine sea mist. My thin gull cries. Blue water lapping at white sand. It’s crowded, but in an exclusive, permit-only kind of way, nothing like the busy city beaches Kaylee and I used to haunt on long summer afternoons.

Under the umbrella, I free my hair from its elastic and let it blow free, then plop an oversize sun hat on my head. Can’t be too careful. I accepted Emilia’s offer of a couple magazines to bring along, but I’m too nervous to take my eyes off Paisley. What if she runs off when I’m reading about this summer’s hostessing trends? I’m reassured to see lifeguards stationed every few yards, but it’s my first day nannying. I’m not taking any risks.

I keep my eyes trained on Paisley but can’t stop my mind from wandering. The Bellamys’ lives seem so effortless. Tom does whatever makes him his millions in the city while Emilia runs her graphic design business from her home studio. They’re both pursuing their passions; they have this beautiful kid and a beautiful house minutes from the beach. It’s everything I never had growing up in Bay Ridge with Mom. She’s a tech at a medical lab part time, but they can’t give her enough hours, so she cleans apartments too. The work hurts her back, so she takes too much Oxy, Demerol, Vicodin … the stream of pills is endless. I used to be thankful she was too out of it to care when the school complained about my spotty attendance record. When the cops brought me home for partying, again. When I’d pocket a few pills for Kaylee and Starr and me. Until I kind of started wanting her to care.

At least she stuck around, kept me fed, got me through high school. I have to give her that. But I think if I had as much money as the Bellamys, I’d move somewhere new to settle down. Herron Mills is beautiful, but I’d go somewhere far away from NYC, where no one would have to spend four nights a week in an apartment in the city, where the whole family could stay together.

I fantasize about Nashville, San Diego, Seattle. Any of the cities that might house my father, who got as far away as possible as soon as I started kindergarten. Guess he didn’t want to raise a child in the city either. Or at all.

My gaze skates across the shoreline in front of me, and for a moment, I can’t find Paisley. In my mind’s eye, I see her floating facedown too far out, where the water is dark and choppy, blond hair framing her small head like a halo. The sun is beating down on the umbrella overhead, but I’m suddenly cold. I’d had my eyes locked on her, but then … somewhere around Vicodin and cop cars I must have lost my focus. I’m about to scramble to my feet and start shouting her name when, a few yards to the left, Paisley and her friend burst out of the ocean and onto the beach, holding hands and shrieking. In a minute, they’re kneeling on the sand, sifting for shells. I let out a slow, shaky breath.

“Z?” My head jerks up. A couple feet in front of me, a boy is leaning over, hands propped on knees, head tilted to the side to peer under my umbrella rim. He’s a year or two older than me, scrawny but muscular, wearing red lifeguard trunks with the Herron Mills Guard insignia sewn on in white. He’s blocking my view of Paisley. I roll off my stomach and shove myself up to a sitting position. With Paisley back squarely in my sight, I tug my shades down to the tip of my nose and squint at him.

“Do I know you?” I ask. He’s another redhead, hair buzzed short and freckles dusting his nose. I’m pretty sure I don’t know him.

“Oh.” He takes a step back, then sinks into a squat, one freckled hand pressed to his chest. After a minute, he scrubs it across his face and blows a long stream of air through his lips. “Christ, I’m sorry. I thought you were someone else.” He looks like he’s seen a ghost.

I slip my sunglasses back on and gather my hair in my hands, taming it again with an elastic. “That’s okay. I’m Anna. I’m nannying for the Bellamys this summer?”

“Oh sure,” he says. “That’s my little sister Paisley’s playing with. I’m Kyle.” He extends his hand toward me, and I have to reach out to grasp it. “Welcome to Herron Mills.”

“You’re a guard?” I ask, for lack of anything better to say.

“On my break. I was just raiding the cooler.” He grins, then motions toward Paisley and his family with his chin. “Come on over, I’ll introduce you.”

I grab a gauzy swimsuit cover from my bag and slip it over my shoulders. Paisley has joined Kyle’s family on their recliners a few feet over, and it hits me that I probably should have made a point to introduce myself to her friend’s parents on my own. What if they turned out to be creeps? What if Emilia asked me who Paisley met up with at the beach today, and I didn’t even know her friend’s name? My stomach clenches with the queasy certainty that I got this job by mistake, that despite my best intentions, I have no idea what I’m doing. I’m going to mess this up just like I mess everything up. New, improved scenery, same old Anna.

But before I can shrivel into a puddle of shame, Kyle is introducing me. “Everyone, this is Anna …”

“Cicconi,” I supply. “Paisley’s nanny.”

I smile wide and shake the hands of the Paulson-Gosses, who introduce themselves as Hilary and Elizabeth. Raychel, Paisley’s friend, raises her fist for me to bump.

“Want some?” Paisley extends a bag of sweet potato chips toward me.

“I think those are probably Raychel’s chips,” I say because it sounds like something a responsible nanny would say. “Shouldn’t you ask her?”

“It’s fine,” Raychel says. “We’re all about sharing.”

I’m still full from Emilia’s breakfast spread, which involved about four more components than I’m used to at home, but I take a few chips to be polite.

Kyle swoops in for a fistful, then checks his chunky waterproof wristwatch. “I’d better get back. It was nice meeting you, Anna.” He grabs a can of soda from the cooler at his moms’ feet, and then he’s gone.

“How are you finding Herron Mills, Anna?” Hilary asks. She’s tall and willowy like her kids and shares their red hair and freckled complexion.

“I just got into town last night, so I haven’t had much of a chance to explore. But it’s lovely so far.”

Elizabeth, petite and curvy in a navy blue one-piece, explains that they’re taking a few days of “family stay-cation,” which I guess is what you do when you live at the beach. I look out, eyes skating across the water, and I’m struck suddenly by an intense wave of nostalgia. The fine white froth of the surf against the shore. The ocean’s wide maw. The narrow ribbon of sand.

Mom and I aren’t exactly travelers; I’ve never been on a beach vacation. And the beaches in Brooklyn don’t look anything like this. Still, there’s something about this specific stretch of sand that’s so familiar, I could swear I’ve been here before. For a moment, it’s like I’m standing inside a past version of myself, scanning the water through her eyes, reliving a day I’ve already experienced. I can almost remember. It’s at the edge of my vision, just outside the frame.

“Paisley will have to take you to Jenkins’.” Elizabeth’s voice punches through my reverie, yanking me back to the present. To a place where the logical part of my brain says I’ve never set foot before today. “That’s the ice-cream shop on Main, family-owned for two generations now.”

“If you’ll have access to a car, there’s the aquarium in Riverhead,” Hilary adds.

“And the Big Duck!” Paisley squeals.

I shake off the last gritty silt of my almost-memory, tell myself it was a trick of the light against water. Then I tuck my hands into my armpits and flap them up and down like wings until Paisley and Raychel explode in a fit of giggles. Goofing off I can do. Adventures I can do. It’s responsibility that doesn’t come so easy. I make a promise to myself to work harder.



That evening, after grilled lamb chops and pea-greens salad on the back porch with Emilia and Paisley, I stretch out on a recliner by the pool and listen to the soft lap of the water spilling over the infinity edge in an endless black cascade. Hush, hush. It’s just begging me to draw it. My sketchbook is still packed, but I’ll dig it out tonight when the darkness prods me inside. There’s so much beauty out here. Both the natural kind and the kind that comes with scads and scads of money. I want to capture it all.

My days officially end after dinner, which is served at six thirty. Emilia and Paisley have mother-daughter time after the plates are cleared, and she takes care of the nighttime routine. I know it’s a pretty good arrangement; I should be grateful for so much time off. But tonight, staring down the end of my first full day in Herron Mills, I could use something to keep me busy. Someone to talk to. I can’t remember the last time I was totally on my own so early in the evening—no Mom, no Kaylee or whatever guy I was hooking up with at the time. Their chatter filling my ears, filling the hours before school would start up again, and I’d drag myself through another day.

The sticky summer air makes me miss Kaylee, in spite of myself. Sometimes, if we had money, we’d go to a movie or grab a slice of pizza. But most summer nights we’d fill our water bottles with vodka and grapefruit juice and lots of crushed ice and sit out on her fire escape, painting our toenails and surfing YouTube for funny videos until we got bored. Then we’d go to a bar, get older guys to buy us drinks. Go to Starr’s, go dancing where we could get in for the pretty girl discount, no ID, no questions asked. Last July was the first time the cops brought me home. It happened two more times over winter break. That I remember.

The back of my mouth waters, and I can’t tell if the idea of holding a cold drink in my hand is making me thirsty or ill. I want it and I don’t want it all at once. I don’t even like drinking that much, not past the first few sips when the booze still tastes like possibility and the promise of escape. New night, new faces, new Anna. It’s always a letdown. The next morning, I’m always the same. I kept it together enough to keep my grades up. Get into a decent college. But those last few months of senior year … I tell myself that’s why I’m here. I have something better to do this summer, someone better to become. Still, the night’s damp heat and the empty hours yawning before me make my palms itch at my sides, my lips turn dry.

I rummage in my bag for my phone, something to keep my hands busy. Mistake. I have three new messages from Kaylee since we got back from the beach, and I still haven’t responded to her texts from yesterday. I sigh and type out a quick reply, something about how busy my job is keeping me and how much I miss her. I promise to call soon, then sign off with a beach umbrella emoji.

I know she’s going to be pissed; it’s a bullshit reply. But I can’t get sucked into Kaylee’s drama right now, no matter how much I miss her. I need to learn how to be by myself, give this new, better Anna a shot. A girl who can spend a quiet summer evening by the pool with a paperback or sketchbook for company. A girl who doesn’t need guys to buy her drinks, doesn’t need to drink at all.

My phone rings, and I brace myself for Kaylee’s rancor. But it’s not Kaylee.

“Hi, Mom.”

“So you are alive.”

“I just got here yesterday. I was going to call this weekend.” It’s distinctly unlike my mom to act, well, this maternal. She’s never been the “call me when you get there” type.

“I got you that new phone for a reason.”

“I know.”

“You can come home. If you change your mind.”

“I’m fine,” I assure her. “It’s really nice here. Paisley’s cute, the Bellamys are nice. I’ve got this.” My voice is filled with conviction. Fake it till you make it.

“I’m sure you do. It’s not that I don’t trust you, Anna.”

“What is it then?” But as soon as the words are out of my mouth, I get it. This is my first time away from home. The first time she’s had to worry. She probably should have done some worrying when I was still in Brooklyn, but at the end of the night, I always came home. She’s known about New Paltz for a while now, but I kind of sprang this job on her. I didn’t give her much time to mentally prepare.

“I’m sorry,” I say before she has a chance to respond. “I’ll try to call more.”

“You really like it there? In Herron Mills?”

“Yeah, it’s great. I’m going to save a lot for the fall. Me being here, this is a good thing, Mom.”

She sighs. “I’m sure it is, doll. I just miss you.”

I listen to a story about one of her coworkers at the lab, then promise to text her pictures from Clovelly Cottage and the beach. When we hang up, I lean my head back against the recliner and let the fading light wash over my skin. The back of the house faces west, and the sun is the same brilliant orange orb behind the tree line it was at this time yesterday. It’s beautiful. I tell myself to relax, focus on the girl I want to be. Just breathe.






4 NOW August


Pathways Juvenile Center, East New York, Brooklyn

“GIRL, YOU ARE DAMN LUCKY.”

“Um, hi?”

“I cannot believe they’ve got you at Pathways. When Ryan Denny’s grow house got busted sophomore year, they held him at fucking Rikers.”

On the other end of the line, Anna lets Kaylee’s words sink in. She adjusts the phone’s sticky plastic receiver against her ear and glances at the guard stationed down the hall. Watching. Over the past two weeks, she’s rarely considered herself lucky. She’s back in Brooklyn, but this place could be anywhere. She’s never felt so far from home.

“Yeah, lucky me.” Anna shifts her weight, left foot, then right, and her Pathways-assigned sneakers squish against the concrete floor.

That night with Detective Holloway and AD Massey feels like another lifetime. In the fourteen days following her arrest, she’s been charged; processed; admitted; screened for medical, dental, and mental health; assessed for trauma; and assigned a case worker named Aubrey, a flighty woman only a few years older than Anna who doesn’t seem cut out for the juvenile justice system. Anna should be home, packing for SUNY New Paltz. The semester will start next week, without her. A trial date hasn’t even been set.
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