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Praise for EVERYTHING WE DIDN’T SAY



“In the small town of Jericho, the past is better left alone—even when a double murder remains unsolved, casting shadows on a family that has been torn apart for over fourteen years. Weaving together past and present, Everything We Didn’t Say is a poignant, riveting tale about love, loyalty, and secrets that will sink into your bones and leave you breathless!”

—Wendy Walker, bestselling author of Don’t Look for Me

“Combining high-wire tension and poetic storytelling, in Everything We Didn’t Say Baart has created a haunting family drama that casts a glaring light on small-town hierarchies, proving that the past has a long, unrelenting reach. Told in dual time lines, this suspenseful, beautifully rendered novel reveals its secrets in small, tantalizing bites leading to an explosive, highly satisfying conclusion. Everything We Didn’t Say is Baart at her best.”

—Heather Gudenkauf, New York Times bestselling author of The Weight of Silence

“A woman returns to her Iowa hometown to face her past, reclaim her family, and solve the cold case murders that abruptly ended her childhood. Memory collides with consequence in this perfectly paced mystery and clear-eyed ode to America’s heartland. I loved everything about this book. Nicole Baart is a master storyteller.”

—Mindy Mejia, author of Everything You Want Me to Be and Strike Me Down

“Nicole Baart is a master of crafting family dramas around a compelling mystery, and in Everything We Didn’t Say she expertly weaves past and present into a journey to the truth of a decades-old murder case. Creepy and atmospheric, with vivid and emotional prose, this slow burn will have you thinking twice about the people you know.”

—Kimberly Belle, internationally bestselling author of Dear Wife and Stranger in the Lake

“Nicole Baart skillfully blends suspense and family drama like no one else. Everything We Didn’t Say is an atmospheric barn burner that jumps from past to present in an Iowa farm community rife with secrets, simmering grudges, and an unsolved murder. I was utterly enthralled.”

—Emily Carpenter, bestselling author of Reviving the Hawthorn Sisters

“Everything We Didn’t Say brims with Nicole Baart’s signature hallmarks: complex characters, tangled family dynamics, and, as always, beautiful writing. A multifaceted page-turner with intricate twists and turns, Baart has delivered a captivating read from first page to last!”

—Susan Meissner, USA Today bestselling author of The Nature of Fragile Things

“The suspense sneaks up on you as you read this beautifully crafted novel, and seeps into your bones like a chilly winter day in Iowa. Nicole Baart’s latest explores memory and loss, as well as the redemptive power of second chances. I loved it.”

—Kaira Rouda, USA Today bestselling author of Best Day Ever and The Next Wife

“Riveting. Filled with secrets upon secrets and sumptuous foreboding, Everything We Didn’t Say is the perfect intersection of past and present, mystery and revelation, love, longing, and the weathered ties that bind. Every book of Baart’s is a gem. This one sparkles with equal parts menace and beauty. I absolutely loved it.”

—Tosca Lee, New York Times bestselling author of The Line Between

“Nicole Baart dazzles once more in this haunting family saga about the danger of uncovering hard truths. Expertly plotted, Everything We Didn’t Say delivers a satisfying ending you won’t see coming. Add this to your TBR immediately!”

—Liz Fenton and Lisa Steinke, authors of How to Save a Life

“Dark family secrets, the spark of never-forgotten romance, and an unsolved double murder from the past, pitting landowners against landowners… The elements in Nicole Baart’s latest novel combine seamlessly to provide the atmospheric tension of a crime story and the emotional depth of a family drama. Meticulously plotted and beautifully written.”

—Kelly Simmons, internationally bestselling author of One More Day and Not My Boy

“With finely crafted characters, smooth-as-butter writing, and a breathless plot, Nicole Baart’s latest kept me up long into the night, turning pages. The past is alive in this book, and I found myself wholly caught up in Juniper’s intricate, surprising story as she returns home to find lost loves, lost causes, and some terrifying truths lying in wait. I’m a longtime fan of Baart, but this may be my favorite yet!”

—Joshilyn Jackson, New York Times bestselling author of Mother May I








Praise for LITTLE BROKEN THINGS



“Beautifully layered… Gives readers everything they could possibly want in a novel—vivid, engaging characters, a town filled with dark secrets, a mind-twisting mystery, and the ferocious power of a mother’s love. Original and gripping, Little Broken Things is a stunner that will linger with you long after the final page is turned.”

—Heather Gudenkauf, New York Times bestselling author of This Is How I Lied and Before She Was Found

“Richly atmospheric and featuring a compelling cast of sharply drawn female characters, Little Broken Things is both a page-turner and a thoughtful examination of what it means to mother and be mothered, in all its most real and varied forms.”

—Kimberly McCreight, New York Times bestselling author of A Good Marriage and The Collide

“Nicole Baart has outdone herself with this lush, evocative family drama full of shocking twists and a heartwarming grand finale. I will think about the Sanford family for a good long time!”

—Kate Moretti, New York Times bestselling author of Girls of Brackenhill

“I have long been a fan of Nicole Baart’s finely crafted, flawed characters; her deft plotting; her fluid, lovely writing; and all of these gifts are on display in Little Broken Things. I cared about these sisters, feared and hoped for them, and lost my heart to Lucy, the locked-shut little girl living in the center of the book’s secrets. It’s a gripping and suspenseful tale that kept me turning pages late into the night; move it to the top of your stack.”

—Joshilyn Jackson, New York Times bestselling author of Never Have I Ever: A Novel

“Mesmerizing… An accomplished exploration of the fragile bonds of a family as they attempt to overcome obstacles they never saw coming.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Nicole Baart weaves exquisite writing with unstoppable drama in this tale of family schisms and secrets on a collision course with life-threatening danger. Putting down Little Broken Things was impossible.”

—Randy Susan Meyers, bestselling author of Waisted: A Novel and The Widow of Wall Street

“Little Broken Things made me abandon my life and responsibilities for days. Stunning, beautifully wrought, tenaciously hopeful—move this book to the very top of your book club list.”

—Kimberly Stuart, author of Heart Land: A Novel and the Heidi Elliott series

“Hold on to your hearts for this one. Nicole Baart leaves no emotion untapped with Little Broken Things as she nudges readers to ask: What kind of mother am I? With page after page of her trademark lyrical prose, Baart offers a treat of a tale that will please her loyal readers while drawing the praise of many more. Soul-stretchingly good!”

—Julie Cantrell, author of Into the Free and Perennials

“Baart’s novel of familial ties, betrayals, and long overdue confrontations ventures into the territory of Paula Hawkins, Mary Kubica, and Kimberly Belle. Baart’s pacing keeps the novel driving forward, while a core group of narrators offers different perspectives on the murky facts of Lucy’s upbringing. Full of twists and turns, this is a great addition to the recent surge in suspenseful domestic fiction.”

—Booklist

“Part psychological thriller, part women’s fiction, Baart’s latest novel is wholly compelling…. The intricacies of family relationships, love, and friendship are all skillfully explored, layered in all the right places, and captivating in their entirety.”

—Romantic Times








Praise for YOU WERE ALWAYS MINE



“A startlingly authentic mix of suspense, grief, and family drama, You Were Always Mine reconstructs the pieces of a shattered life to reveal the darkness that destroyed it. You will never look at adoption the same way again.”

—Mindy Mejia, author of Strike Me Down and Leave No Trace

“Tense, emotionally charged, and at times frightening, You Were Always Mine opened my eyes to the dark side of adoption. With characters that are true to life and a tremendous depth of knowledge into a shocking subject matter, this is Baart’s best book yet. Completely engrossing!”

—Mary Kubica, New York Times bestselling author of The Other Mrs. and The Good Girl

“Harrowing… Baart sensitively mines the bonds of motherhood and marriage while shining a light on a darker side of the adoption industry.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Writing in the vein of Liane Moriarty, Kimberly Belle, and Mary Kubica, Baart explores the toughest questions around motherhood, marriage, and the secrets we keep.”

—Booklist

“Rarely, a book comes along that feels like destiny: a certain story that could only be written by a certain author. Nicole Baart rips from the zeitgeist a novel that is heartfelt and honest, told by characters who are forthright and fragile. This twisting tale about the dark side of adoption has all the suspense of a domestic thriller. But Baart digs deeper, reflecting every parent’s innermost insecurities and one of modern society’s most crucial questions: What is family?”

—Jo Furniss, author of The Last to Know and All the Little Children

“Equal parts tearjerker and page-turner… [You Were Always Mine] entwines the heartbreak of a mother’s struggle with the urgency of a mystery that won’t let her (or you) go. Compelling, heartfelt, and satisfying to the breathless finish.”

—Jessica Strawser, author of Not That I Could Tell

“Baart brilliantly weaves mystery into family drama…. The clues are left in plain sight, leaving the reader on edge trying to solve the puzzle before it’s too late. The conclusion is both sinister and shocking. This is domestic suspense at its best.”

—Sandra Block, author of What Happened That Night

“Original, chilling, and frighteningly realistic. With a mother we adore and children we root for, this sinister and heartbreaking family drama will have you turning pages as fast as you can. Clear your schedule and prepare to be wowed!”

—Hank Phillippi Ryan, nationally bestselling author of The First to Lie
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For my Iowa Baarts






CHAPTER 1


WINTER TODAY

The murders took place on a hot summer night, but to Juniper it would always be winter in Jericho. Bitter and unforgiving as deep February, when frost edged the windows like salt on the rim of a glass.

It seemed fitting, then, that it was dark and profoundly cold when Juniper pulled into town. In the glow of her headlights she could see that the WELCOME TO JERICHO sign was riddled with bullet holes. Fifteen years ago there had been exactly three: puncture marks with saw-toothed edges that, if connected, would form a nearly perfect isosceles triangle over the yellow block letters of her hometown. They seemed intentional at the time. A warning, maybe, or a vulgar homage to three different bullets that had taken a much deadlier trajectory. But even barreling down Highway 20 at sixty miles an hour in the raw black of a February night, Juniper could see that the sign had become a target of sorts. At least a dozen holes had been punched through the metal, and the indentations of buckshot dimpled the gaping O.

A shot-up welcome sign was certainly an inauspicious reception—she could hardly believe that in all these years the city council had never bothered to replace it—but she harbored no illusions that her return to Jericho would be a happy homecoming. It was why she timed her arrival for the middle of the night and told Cora to slip the house key in the mailbox of the bungalow. Juniper had rented it, sight unseen, on a six-month lease. She doubted she’d make it that long.

Even over a dozen years later and in the dark, Juniper knew the layout of Jericho by heart. The population was just shy of four thousand and the streets were arranged on a grid, so Cora hadn’t bothered to provide an address.

“It’s the McAvoys’ old place. One story, blue, tiny front porch. A block from the library. You know the one, right?”

She did.

Navigating the abandoned streets, she felt her skin prickle against the familiarity of a town she hadn’t seen in years. Little had changed. Main Street was shuttered and quiet, gray snow piled against the sides of businesses that she had frequented as a kid. Juniper could almost feel the cracking sidewalks beneath her feet, the slant of concrete where the roots of gnarled trees had bubbled up. She used to burst into Cunningham’s Cafe clutching a five-dollar bill. Cold Coke and hot, salty french fries, the backs of her bare legs glued to the green vinyl booth. The sticky-sweet memory felt like it was from someone else’s childhood.

Beside the cafe was a secondhand store, then, in quick succession, a run-down Dollar General, a Kirby vacuum dealer, and a small-animal vet. Across the street there was the eye doctor, the bakery, a mom-and-pop hardware, and a shoe store that had been boarded up, windows plastered with faded FOR SALE signs. That was it: all of Jericho in the blink of an eye.

At one end, right before the corner where Highway 20 intersected Main, was the library. Just the sight of it made Juniper’s heart unclench a bit, and she released the breath that she hadn’t realized she was holding. Cora had offered her a reason wrapped up so neatly she had no choice but to accept. A perfectly packaged rationale to come home.

Because the town seemed abandoned, Juniper didn’t bother to flick on her blinker when she turned at the end of the street. The small blue house was just where she knew it would be. It, too, hadn’t changed much, and she could almost picture Harriet McAvoy rocking in her chair beside the front door. But the porch was empty, freshly shoveled, and someone had left the floodlight on.

For just a moment, the golden glow of it mingled with the sudden flash of red and blue in her rearview mirror. But Juniper’s foot was already on the brake, her subconscious aware of what was happening even before she turned her head and realized there was a police cruiser behind her. It was the first car that she had seen in nearly an hour. “Perfect,” she groaned, easing to the side of the road instead of into the driveway of her new rental.

She threw the transmission into park and fumbled in the glove compartment for her papers, cursing under her breath. Of course her first few minutes back would end in a ticket. In a confrontation with the sort of small-town police officer who made her skin feel tight and itchy even all these years later.

Just as she located the little plastic folder with her papers, a shadow darkened the driver’s-side window and gloved knuckles rapped against the glass. He was talking as the window rolled down, but Juniper knew the drill. “License and registration, please.”

“Sorry, Officer,” Juniper responded. “Was I speeding? I know I forgot my blinker back there, but no one was around…”

She handed everything over, hoping the fine tremor of dismay in her voice wouldn’t come off as guilt. She couldn’t see anything beyond the officer’s waterproof black jacket and the dull glint of his badge. She tipped forward a bit to see if she could make out his features, maybe even recognize him from another time, another life. No such luck. Juniper didn’t know if she should feel relieved or frustrated.

“I’m from out of town,” she added unnecessarily. He had probably pulled her over precisely because of her Colorado plates. “Just got in.”

“Juniper Baker?”

There was something in his voice that made her spine stiffen. “That’s me.” Instinct told her to fill the silence, play a little Jericho bingo to see if she could make a connection that would encourage him to let her off with a warning. But just as quickly as she fell into old habits, she remembered: Never answer more than asked. Never offer up unsolicited information. Never let down your guard. It was coming back to her.

“I’ll be just a minute,” the officer said. He disappeared with her papers and license, and in her rearview mirror Juniper could see him slide back into the cruiser. Tall, youngish, trim beneath his uniform. Unfamiliar. A far cry from Atkins, the round, elderly chief of police who had questioned her reluctantly all those years ago, as if he couldn’t quite believe what had happened on his watch. The officer’s skin had a blue tint from the dashboard light, and as she watched he punched something into the laptop computer she knew was attached to the console.

Juniper had nothing to fear, and yet her palms were suddenly damp in her lap. Knotting her fingers together, she pushed her laced hands out and away, tugging at the kinks in her shoulders and neck from the ten-hour drive. She was jittery, maybe a bit dehydrated, and unprepared for even this seemingly innocuous interaction. What have I done? she thought. Then: Just give me a ticket. Write me up and go away.

But when the officer came back, he only handed her a written warning. No ticket. “You were going a little fast back there, but I’m more concerned that your left taillight is out,” he told her. “Dangerous. Especially in winter.”

“Absolutely,” Juniper agreed. “I’ll call the shop tomorrow.”

“Be sure you do. And welcome back, Ms. Baker.”

Juniper’s cheeks flamed, and she was grateful that the officer was already walking away. She watched the police cruiser drive off, pressing cool hands to her burning face and wishing that she was curled up on her worn corduroy couch in Denver. Or perched on a stool at her favorite bar. Or pulling a late night in the archives. Anywhere but here.



True to her word, Cora had locked the front door and left the key in the mailbox. It was likely an unnecessary precaution (no one in Jericho locked their doors) and futile anyway, because the mailbox was the most obvious place to look if someone did want to break in. Still, Juniper felt a modicum of control when she reached a hand into the letterbox and came up with an icy key. It slid effortlessly into the front door, and the lock clicked open.

The bungalow looked exactly how she imagined it would: shabby but comfortable. There was a tiny living room with a drab floral sofa and a boxy old television set that had a twist dial for channels and another for volume. The vintage piece paired perfectly with the charming avocado-colored appliances in the galley-style eat-in kitchen.

Juniper toed off her boots and lugged the carton she was holding to the off-white Formica table pushed up against the far kitchen wall. It was the only thing she had carried into the house. Her clothes and toiletries could wait—the contents of the cardboard box could not.

Dropping her cargo onto one of two padded kitchen chairs, Juniper yanked open the bent flaps. She lifted out nine slim Moleskine notebooks, each in a different color. They were labeled in her quick, willowy cursive with black, archival-quality ink. Flipping through them, Juniper confirmed nothing was missing.

Next were the binders crammed with clear sleeves protecting copies of every single blog post, newspaper or magazine article, op-ed, and mention of the murders she could find. Juniper had scoured the internet, unearthing microscopic scraps—from a comment about the Murphy murders on an unrelated case to the Facebook profile picture of the coroner who had performed the autopsies (she never did manage to get a hold of the actual reports). At the very bottom of the box were a few pieces of material evidence. A time-softened folder with a handful of glossy photographs that were just beginning to yellow. A label she had carefully peeled and pressed flat from a jar of the Murphys’ famous raspberry jam. Her high school yearbook.

When everything was laid out on the table, Juniper felt the tension melt from her shoulders. It was all there.

She knew it was an impressive collection. If she had gone into law enforcement instead of library science, her box would have included forensic reports and interview transcripts, too, but this was enough. It would have to be.



The light was thin as spilled milk when Juniper woke. Without opening the curtains, she could tell that the day was dawning chilly and gray, the sun hidden behind long strips of clouds like cotton batting.

She had crashed on the couch, a musty afghan dragged over her shoulders and a binder open on the coffee table beside her. Thrusting back the blanket as if she had something to prove, Juniper hurried to her car and grabbed the suitcases she had left in the trunk overnight. Early to bed, early to rise, her stepfather had drilled into her, and even at thirty-three years old, seven a.m. felt downright luxurious. She could almost see Law scowl.

A quick shower and ten minutes in front of the mirror were more than enough. Sweeping on her signature dark red lipstick, Juniper tried to see herself as the rest of Jericho would. Like everything else around here, she hadn’t changed much—at least on the outside—since she had last called Iowa home. Her skin was still warm as sunbaked sand, and she often wore her long tangle of hair in a thick braid that curled over her right shoulder. Freckles sprinkled her nose and cheeks, trailing stardust down her neck to where a Milky Way of constellations spread across her chest. A lover had once traced them all, drawing patterns with his fingertips.

It was just before eight when Juniper waffled at the front door. In theory, she knew exactly what she was getting herself into: she was here to help Cora, whose breast cancer had spread to her lymph nodes and lungs. The small college in a Denver suburb where Juniper worked as the Special Collections and College Archives Librarian had given her an open-ended leave of absence, a move so generous Juniper had teared up when the Director of Library Services had made the necessary arrangements. But standing with her hand on the door only a block away from the Jericho Public Library, nothing was theoretical anymore.

Cora was dying.

The reality was, Juniper’s dear friend and only remaining confidante in her childhood hometown had decided not to undergo further cancer treatment, and Juniper had agreed to come back to keep the small country library afloat. Simple. But in the light of day, her reasons for coming were as labyrinthine as the contents of her box on the Murphy murders, which was now, she realized, strewn all over the kitchen table and on the floor beside the couch. She quickly gathered up the mess and restocked the cardboard box.

Then Juniper palmed her phone and tapped out a quick text message before she could change her mind.

I made it. See you tonight?

The text box turned blue when she hit send. Such a casual greeting when her fingers were tingling with proximity. Her child was in this place, only blocks away if she had already been dropped off at Jericho Elementary, the town’s K–8 school. Lithe, lovely Willa Baker, all arms and legs and thirteen-year-old bravado and grace. Who loved winter and pink lemonade and ballet. Juniper had watched the videos over and over again, her girl in a black leotard flowing from position to position, each move so liquid, her chest ached with pride.

I can’t wait to see you, she added, shocked by her own vulnerability and afraid of how Willa would receive it. Their relationship was light and happy, filled with funny gifs and a shared appreciation for cat videos. They didn’t often tread into more serious waters. Too nervous to wait for a reply, Juniper slid her phone into her purse and stepped out into the frigid morning.



The Jericho Public Library was housed in the old mayor’s mansion, a rectangular redbrick colonial with a wide front porch and two pillars that framed a double-wide black door. It was the most charming building in town, and the library board had fought hard to preserve it.

Inside, the floors were narrow plank and the color of clover honey, and the different book sections were collected in rooms on the main floor. Walls had been removed and columns erected to give the library better flow, but there was no way to completely erase the original layout of the home. There were two stone fireplaces and a profusion of floor-to-ceiling windows that filled the library with light, and scattered between the stacks were plush chairs in blue velvet paired with mismatched tables painted turquoise and canary yellow and apricot.

A little noise escaped her lips. Everything was so familiar it was like she had taken a step back in time. But then Cora came out of the small cluster of offices, and Juniper was jolted to the present reality.

“What on earth are you doing here?” Cora demanded, glancing at her watch with brows drawn together. In spite of her sixty-eight years and grim diagnosis, Cora’s gaze was clear and blue. Still, she reached for a pair of reading glasses dangling from a beaded chain and perched them on the very end of her nose. She studied Juniper as if she were a puzzle to fix.

“Hello to you too.” Juniper smiled around the sudden lump in her throat, taking in her friend’s newly diminished form and the purple smudges beneath her eyes. They matched the lavender tips of her silver hair.

“You’re supposed to be sleeping in,” Cora chided. “I didn’t expect you until ten, at least.”

“I did sleep in. Come here.” Juniper put out her arms and waved Cora into them. How long had it been since she had hugged someone like this? Someone who knew almost everything about her and chose to love her in spite of it all? She found herself blinking back tears, but didn’t know who they were for.

It took her a moment to realize that something else was different.

“Double mastectomy,” Cora said, as if she could read Juniper’s mind. She pulled away and held Juniper at arm’s length, giving her an unobstructed view of the flat plane of her chest. “Even if I was going to continue treatment I wouldn’t bother with a reconstruction. And don’t get me started on those padded bras. Are you crying, Juniper Baker?”

“No,” she lied, and turned away to unzip her coat.

Cora led her behind the desk and leaned against it while she watched her old friend get settled. “I’m really glad you’re here,” she said, her tough-as-tacks facade wavering a bit.

“Stop it.” Juniper couldn’t handle gratitude. Not now. Not when her motives for coming back were so complicated she could hardly begin to unravel them all herself. She tossed her coat over the back of a folding chair and tucked her backpack in one of the square cubicles.

“You’re a godsend. Truly.”

“Enough. Or I’m leaving you with Barry.”

“Oh, you’re terrible.” Cora coughed out a short laugh. “He has seniority, you know. He’s the Assistant Library Director, you technically answer to him.”

“He knows this is all temporary, right?”

“Of course. And since you’re ‘just the temp’ ”—Cora curled her fingers into air quotes—“I’ve given you our Mom and Tot Hour. It’s a barbaric group.”

Juniper stifled a moan. “That’s just plain mean. I’m home less than twelve hours and you’ve already saddled me with the worst event of the week.”

Cora ignored her. “It’ll be nice to have someone younger around. Barry’s an old soul and I’m just plain old. Things have changed around here, June. The library isn’t just books and a handful of DVDs anymore. I’m also fluent in Minecraft, Fortnite, and Orange Is the New Black. I’m trying to keep up.”

Juniper was seized by a desire to plant a kiss on Cora’s gaunt cheek, but that was out of character for them both. Instead, she turned away and lifted a stack of books that were ready to be reshelved.

Cora frowned, taking the books from Juniper and setting them back down. “There’ll be time for all that. You just got here. I want to hear about everything. How was your trip?”

“Fine. Until I got pulled over in front of the rental. No ticket, but…” Juniper lifted one shoulder.

“You’re kidding. Welcome to Jericho, right?”

“Something like that.” Juniper reached for the books again, and this time managed to slip out from behind the counter with her cargo. She wasn’t trying to avoid Cora, but she felt a frisson of disquiet. Maybe she had underestimated how difficult it would be to step back into her old life.

“What about the podcast?” Cora followed her a few steps, then stopped abruptly. She glanced around and lowered her voice, even though they were the only ones in the library. “Have you figured out who’s doing it?”

“Not yet.”

“Is it someone local?”

“I think so.”

“Well, do you recognize the voice?”

Juniper felt a tingle of annoyance. “It’s not even out yet. I don’t know who’s doing it, and I don’t know how far along they are.”

Cora nodded, but she looked a bit confused.

“I want to stop them before the podcast goes live.”

“And Jonathan?” Cora changed tack. “Does he know you’re here?”

It was an innocuous question, but it stung all the same. Juniper paused. There was no way for Cora to know the distance that stretched between her and her brother. The boy who had once been her best friend and was now a virtual stranger. “He knows I’m home,” Juniper said finally, and hoped she could leave it at that.

“When are you going to see Willa?”

“What’s with the twenty questions?” Juniper sighed before answering. “Tonight.” Then she disappeared between the floor-to-ceiling shelves of adult fiction. There would be time later for a heart-to-heart, to hear the scary details of Cora’s illness and confide everything she dared to hope for Willa. Her plan to set things right. For now, there was work to do, and Juniper was grateful for it.

But after an hour or so, even the rustle of paper and the scent of old hardcovers wasn’t enough to slow the scurry of Juniper’s pulse. Her mind snagged at the thought of the podcast, and grateful for something concrete to focus on, she shifted the books to one arm and pulled her phone from her pocket.

Juniper had taken a couple of screenshots to save the thread from an obscure true crime message board. She always hid her identity online, which allowed her to gain access to information that might be concealed if her unwitting informants knew who she really was.


Posted by u/cabgreckoning10 11 hours ago

Working on a podcast about the Murphy murders. Already have a few production companies interested. Need advice re: editing. Any recs?



There were several comments. Links to editorial services and personal offers of help. A few users wondered about the Murphy murders, and then praised cabgreckoning10 for finding a compelling true crime story that hadn’t yet been made into a podcast.

Of course, jumping into the conversation had been tricky, potentially even dangerous if she’d inadvertently revealed herself to have more than a passing interest. Still, she had longed to pepper cabgreckoning10 with questions: Who are you? What do you know about the Murphy murders? Were you there? She’d managed to restrain herself. Instead, she had thought long and hard about her comment, hands trembling as they hovered over the keyboard, and finally settled on:


BookishJ47 * Score hidden * 10 hours ago


Got it solved?

cabgreckoning10 * 8.2K points * 10 hours ago

Close enough. I’m going to prove that bastard Jonathan Baker did it.





It had flipped a switch inside her, and Juniper now lived with the constant tick of a countdown clock. Who was cabgreckoning10, and did he know the truth?

Rage and desperation made people do inexplicable things, and Juniper knew a thing or two about secrets. But “that bastard Jonathan Baker” implied that cabgreckoning10 was no stranger. He—or she—was likely someone from Jericho. Maybe even someone Juniper knew.

And maybe it was all her fault that a killer in Jericho walked free.






CHAPTER 2


SUMMER 14 AND A HALF YEARS AGO

I wake to the sound of Cello Suite no. 1 in G Major, if my ear can be trusted. Mom is in a state, I can tell from the way she cuts through the prelude: a graceless thwack, a stutter of her bow when it should have slid like a knife through butter. Of course, it’s still lovely, still enough to make me catch my breath and press my ear to the hardwood floor where I can’t just hear the music but feel it reverberating like a whisper against my cheek.

The floor. Why am I on the floor? It takes me a moment to realize that I’m aching all over, my shoulder pinned beneath me, bare arm stitched with lines from the narrow planks where I rested. I press myself up, head hanging as I try to remember. Last night’s cutoffs nip into my thighs and a spaghetti strap dangles around my elbow. I right it, recalling the night before in snapshots, Polaroid moments blurred around the edges.

There was a fire, a blaze we fed with old pallets and danced around like nymphs. An owl in the tree that spooked us all and made me scream. Ashley’s arm thrown around my waist. Jonathan handing me a heavy, amber-colored bottle. I drank, obviously too much.

Mom is skipping through the courante now, her bow sure but somehow edged in anger. At me? Probably. I can’t remember how we got home. Maybe Jonathan dragged me up the stairs and carried me into my bedroom.

I feel sick, my head thick, stomach churning and cavernous. This is why I don’t drink. At least, not much. But the light slanting through my window is furiously bright, a reminder that it’s officially summer. And I am a high school graduate.

The ceremony was in the gym of Jericho High, parents beaming up from folding chairs below the narrow stage where the graduates stood on bleachers. The entire place creaked and groaned in a chorus of metal on metal as we shifted our weight and shook out tired legs. But there were only forty-eight of us commencing, and the valedictorian was Lexi DeJong, who everyone knows would rather pluck her own eyebrows bald than speak in public, so we were in and out in just under an hour.

Afterward, there were sugar cookies and punch in the bright foyer of the newly remodeled high school. The punch dyed everyone’s lips an unnatural shade of crimson so that we looked like a bunch of discreet cannibals, dabbing our mouths with embossed napkins. The good people of Jericho adhere to a family planning policy of “the more the merrier,” so several of my classmates’ much younger siblings were running around the room, making an unholy ruckus.

Shedding my robe when it was all over felt monumental somehow; this wasn’t just my graduation, the end of my time at the mercy of the backwater Jericho school system. No, this is the beginning of everything, a rebirth of sorts. I’m gone, baby, gone. Or I will be in twelve weeks and three days, when I pack everything I own into my little black car, drive away to the University of Iowa, and never look back. Iowa City is merely a stepping-stone, a launch pad to bigger and better things. Maybe I’ll do a semester in England, a leap year in Spain or Thailand. Maybe I’ll nab a prestigious internship in our nation’s capital, where I’ll learn how to right the wrongs in the world from the inside. I could pursue a career in political science, art history, nursing, or architecture. I could wander the earth.

My mom never presses me about what exactly I plan to study in college, but Lawrence doesn’t miss a chance to make me feel like a failure for not having it all mapped out. He believes it’s his fatherly duty to be on my case. But to me he’s less of a father figure and more of just… Law. “Lawrence” to Mom, “Dad” to Jonathan, and I avoid calling him much of anything at all. His well-rehearsed “A goal without a plan is a wish” speech falls on deaf ears.

Yet, if Lawrence saw me drunk last night, ponytail askew and reeking of booze, I’m a dead girl walking. No matter that I’m almost nineteen years old and weeks away from freedom. Never mind that I have never, not ever, done anything like this before.

I push myself off the floor and squint at the clock on my nightstand. 7:24. At least it’s not noon. I wonder what time I got in, when the after-party dissolved and the eleven of us disbanded to sleep off unfamiliar hangovers. I hope my friends all made it home okay.

My bed is mussed up, sheets whipped into a twist that makes me believe I at least started out there. It looks so inviting, I crawl right back in, clothes and all, to try again. I can ignore the cello, my mother’s passionate rendition of a new song I do not recognize. Sometimes she writes her own stuff, and this piece is building to an intense, bitter crescendo that will be hard to tune out. But before I can bury my face in the pillow, there is a furious rapping at my door.

“June? Hey, June, you up?”

“No,” I call, my voice scratchy from bonfire smoke and laughter. I remember that now: laughing and laughing and laughing. I have no idea what we were laughing about.

“Are you decent?”

“No.”

I hear the handle jiggle anyway. It is an antique glass knob that needs WD-40 and a few hard turns of a screwdriver. I know exactly how to fix it, but I don’t because you can hear someone open my door from almost anywhere in the house. It’s an alarm system of sorts. Not that anyone is in the habit of sneaking into my room. Who would? Lawrence avoids anything that bears even a hint of femininity, Mom is welcome with impunity, and Jonathan knows to knock. I bolt upright at the sound of him breaking this unwritten rule and am rewarded with what feels like a blow to the head. He finds me with the heels of both my hands pressed against my temples.

“That bad?” Jonathan says. I can hear the smirk in his voice.

“Worse. Was this your doing?”

“Pretty sure you swallowed all on your own.”

I chance a peek and find my brother lounging against the doorframe, looking smug. He’s obviously enjoying this.

“How did we get home?” I ask, closing my eyes again. The light glaring off my polished floorboards is too much.

“I drove.”

“You were sober?”

“Of course.” As if it’s a given. Sobriety is never a given with Jonathan.

“How’d I get up here?”

“I dragged your ass. That’s how.”

I sigh. “Does Lawrence know?”

“No. He was out cold.”

“Mom?”

When Jonathan doesn’t answer, I look up to find him staring at me, one eyebrow cocked in that jaunty way that makes all the girls in Jericho and several neighboring towns catch their breath.

“Yeah,” I say. “I know.” It’s impossible not to know. Mom’s music is a far better indicator of her mood than the words she says or the look on her face. While you can still glimpse remnants of her storied hippie past—her penchant for bare feet, bangles, dresses that shift like shadows around her tall, slender frame—these days Rebecca Baker is buttoned up tight. It’s hard to get a genuine emotion out of her, except for when she is playing her cello.

“We can deal with Mom later,” Jonathan says, striding into my room. He opens my closet and yanks a shirt off a hanger, tosses it at me.

“What are you doing?”

“Get dressed.” He glances over to where I’m still huddled on the bed. “I mean, in something other than last night’s clothes.”

“I’m sick, Jonathan.”

“No, you’re hungover. It’s not the same thing.”

“I need a shower.”

“I know. It’ll have to wait.”

Even though Jonathan is younger than me by less than a year, he has always felt like my older brother. When we were little, people assumed he was the oldest because he was bigger than me by the time we were toddlers, and now at eighteen he can easily pass for midtwenties.

“Wait for what?” I say, already bowing to his will, though crawling out of bed is the last thing on earth I want to do.

“Cal called.”

“So?”

“Something came up. They need help.”

I groan, but one leg is already curving off the side of the mattress, reaching for the floor. “What do they need me for?”

“I don’t know, but Beth was crying. I think it’s bad this time.”

Grabbing the clean T-shirt Jonathan has thrown onto the bed, I wave him out. “Give me five minutes.”



Cal and Beth Murphy live on the far side of the little lake that Jericho was named for. It’s more of an oversized pond than a lake, a blue-gray smudge of spring water that bubbles up from the prairie and is ringed by gnarled oak trees and cattails that wave in the breeze. There are a few old docks scattered along the banks, and one gravel boat ramp that allows fishers to send out the odd aluminum skiff. Years ago, someone stocked the lake with bass, bluegill, and walleye, and optimistic fishermen still sometimes cast a line and hope for the best, but there isn’t much to catch anymore.

From our farm you can drive to the Murphys’ acreage in just a few minutes. At the end of our long dirt driveway, all you have to do is take a right on Delaware, then a left on County Road 21. Their place is on the corner, the pretty little homestead with classic red outbuildings and an ancient stone chicken coop that Cal has turned into a shop of sorts. On weekends, he swings open the wide windows along one whole side of the quaint hutch and sells uncertified organic fruits and vegetables that he and Beth have grown, as well as handmade goat milk soap and jams. When they are in season, Beth also cuts bouquets from her flower garden. Tulips and ripe purple hyacinths in the spring, peonies in early summer. My favorite arrangements are available in late July and August: bright dinnerplate dahlias with blooms as big as my open hand. I’ll miss them this year because I’ll be settling into my dorm room, not collecting flowers from the Murphys’ stand.

I want to drive over, but Jonathan insists we walk. On foot, we take a different route entirely, cutting through the soybean field that stands beside our house until cultivated land gives way to the wild brush around Jericho Lake. We’ve worn a path between the trees and along the water, and we follow it in silence, Jonathan leading the way down a narrow trail of hard-packed earth until we come out on the edge of the Murphys’ property.

“This was a stupid idea,” I complain when I catch the hem of my shorts on the barbed wire fence. It’s sagging between the posts of a single section, but I still have to stand on tiptoe to clear it. My balance is a bit off and a headache continues to thrum at the base of my skull and behind my eyes in spite of the ibuprofen I hastily swallowed. I’m not well equipped for an off-road adventure.

“Suck it up, buttercup,” Jonathan quips. But when he sees me wrestling with the sharp end of a rusted barb, he comes back to hold my elbow.

I wince as the sharp metal finally pulls free of my denim shorts and bites into the soft skin of my thigh. It leaves a tiny dot of blood in its wake, and I lick my thumb and smear it away.

“I can’t believe you dragged me out here,” I mutter in Jonathan’s general direction. But he has pulled away from me and is striding up the hill toward the Murphys’ barn, trailing a quiet worry that belies his subtle jabs and carefree swagger. My brother is so much more than he seems.

And he loves Cal and Beth Murphy. We both do, though when I hit junior high I started spending less and less time with our older neighbors, and Jonathan started to spend more. The Murphys never had kids of their own, and I guess Cal needed Jonathan’s young arms and strong back more than Beth needed my constant chatter while she rolled out pie crust or sheared the woody ends off cut roses. Jonathan still practically lives at the Murphys’, while I’ve begun to feel slightly uncomfortable around them, guilty. Like an old friend who’s lost touch and doesn’t really have an excuse for it.

By the time I crest the hill at the highest point of the Murphys’ property, Jonathan is jogging around the side of the barn. I curse him under my breath for dragging me out on a muggy June morning when it’s obvious that I’m an afterthought, but just as I’m about to turn around and head for home, a thin wail pierces the morning calm.

It sounds like an animal in pain, or worse, dying. I hurry down the hill toward the barn, slipping and skidding in my rubber flip-flops as the cries intensify. The Murphys have a small hobby farm: a handful of goats that supply them with milk for their soaps, chickens that lay pretty speckled eggs, a pony named Penny, and a pair of horses they ride on Sunday afternoons. I don’t like the thought of any of them suffering.

When I round the far corner of the large barn, I almost crash into Jonathan. He’s crouching in the shade, arms wrapped around a hunched form. It takes me a moment to realize that he’s holding Beth, rubbing her back in slow circles like Mom used to do. Her dark head is bowed. She’s sobbing.

“Thanks for coming, June.” Cal’s hand lands heavy on my shoulder and I jump. I hadn’t realized he was standing with his back against the wide, shadowed side of the barn. “I was hoping you could take Beth inside and fix her a cup of coffee while Jonathan and I bury the body.”

“What?” I jerk and feel Cal’s hand fall away. It lands on a spade that’s propped beside him. A nip of premonition lifts the fine hairs on my arm.

“Jonathan didn’t tell you?”

“I didn’t know,” Jonathan says over his shoulder. “I couldn’t make out what Beth was saying when she called.”

As I stare at my brother, I realize that he and Beth are kneeling in front of something. It’s a dark mass curled into a half moon and hidden in the gloom cast by the tall barn, but twin tufts of white help the picture slide into focus. There are markings on his paws and a milky plume on his muscular chest. Baxter. I’m looking at Baxter, one of the Murphys’ beloved border collies. He’s one of a pair—I never see Baxter without Betsy, his twin. But I don’t have to ask where she is. In the beat of silence while I work out the scene before me, I can hear her whining and barking from inside the house.

“What happened?” I choke, stumbling backward a step. My head swims, and my stomach, too. I press a hand to my chest and gulp a ragged breath. It’s obvious even at a glance that Baxter is dead. He’s lying on his side, legs stiff in front of his body and stomach obscenely distended. The bloody froth around his mouth makes everything inside me twist and buck, and I have to look away.

“He was poisoned!” Beth pushes herself to her feet and spins to face me, eyes swollen and wild.

Cal shakes his head. “We don’t know that.”

Jonathan stands slowly, settling his hands on his hips. He catches my gaze. The message in his blue eyes is pointed, but for once I don’t know what he’s trying to tell me. Suddenly, I realize that I can smell Baxter. Rotten fish, a whiff of garlic. My heart quivers high and insistent beneath my collarbone and my lips tingle. The ground sways, but nobody else seems to notice.

“Come on, Beth. June is going to take you inside and make a pot of coffee,” Cal says, wrapping one arm around his wife and brushing his lips against her forehead. “Take one of your heart pills, okay? And give Betsy a hug. She needs it.”

Jonathan takes Beth by the elbow and motions to me. “Her heart pills are on the windowsill above the sink,” he tells me as he leads us toward the house. It’s postcard perfect: crisp, clean white with black shutters and a cheerful profusion of multicolored flowers spilling from window boxes. But behind the slanted roof I can see dark clouds rimmed in black. A storm is coming. The sky rumbles with thunder in the distance as Beth pulls away from us. When she’s out of earshot, Jonathan says, “Cal and I will bury Baxter. All you have to do is make sure Beth is okay.”

“But—”

“For once in your life, Juniper Grace, just do it.”

I cross my arms over my chest and take a step away from Jonathan. Something has shifted in him between the moment he came into my bedroom less than an hour before and now. He knew something was wrong at the Murphys’, but he hadn’t been expecting this.

“What happened?” I say it quietly, but Jonathan’s eyes dart to where Beth has just put her hand on the farmhouse door. She pauses with her palm against the lacquered wood, then sets her shoulders and slips inside. I can see Betsy framed in the narrow gap for just a second or two, her black-and-white body wriggling against Beth and trying to get past. To get to Baxter. The door snaps shut.

“Jonathan?” I spin back to him, but he’s already heading toward the barn. Cal is nowhere in sight, but Baxter looks like a gaping hole in the shadows. It’s a trick of the light that makes it appear as if Cal has already dug a grave. I hurry after my brother and catch his arm. “What the hell is going on?”

“I don’t know,” he says. He yanks away, and as he leaves I hear him say, “But this wasn’t an accident.”






CHAPTER 3


WINTER TODAY

The lights were on inside the farmhouse, and framed in the picture window was a scene reminiscent of a Norman Rockwell print. They were setting the table, carrying stacks of plates and stemless wineglasses and a serving dish with potholders that Juniper knew her mother had knit. There was laughter—she couldn’t hear it, but she could see it in the way that her sister-in-law, Mandy, tossed her head, lips pulled back in what could be considered a rictus. But no, they were happy, or at least pretending to be.

I could leave. The thought was tempting. She could whip the car around and speed away, past the little blue house and the library and the shot-up WELCOME TO JERICHO sign. This time, she would keep her promise to herself and never, ever come back.

But no. Juniper shoved the idea away. She had a plan. Besides, it was too late. As she watched, one of her nephews came running over to the window. Cameron? He pressed his nose against the glass, and his gap-toothed grin told her that he was indeed her four-year-old nephew. He looked over his shoulder and shouted something so that everyone turned to stare.

The night was moonless and cold, so dark that Juniper could hardly see where she was going and had to pick her way carefully or risk breaking her neck on the icy walk. By the time she mounted the porch steps, Cameron had come outside and Hunter had joined his brother, one hand fisted around the collar of Jonathan’s dog. Diesel was a Great Dane with classic fawn markings and the personality of a teddy bear. The little trio were the only family members willing to brave the night to say hello. Juniper didn’t know if she should be disappointed or relieved.

“Did you bring us something?” Cameron asked in greeting. A towheaded carbon copy of Jonathan at four, he pressed himself against his older brother. Hunter favored his mother, but Cameron made Juniper feel strangely wistful.

“Of course.” She smiled and held out a bag filled with lollipops from Hammonds. She didn’t even tell them to save the sweets for later.

Hunter snatched it and murmured a thank-you. Then they both seemed to remember their manners and hugged her, quickly, before racing back into the house. Cameron left the door wide open for her grand entrance.

But Juniper’s homecoming wasn’t grand, and as she stood just outside the slash of light carved on the crooked porch of her childhood home, the full reality of it hit her like a blow. This was a moment so ripe with shame, she couldn’t stop herself from recoiling a little. She was the runaway, the prodigal daughter who had split when the going got tough. And beneath the brittle layer of that ugly truth, Juniper harbored the fear that she hadn’t left of her own free will—she’d been pushed out. Banished. Suddenly she knew that all the years between hadn’t lessened the guilt and horror she felt. If anything, those feelings had intensified.

It was true that she made the pilgrimage home once a year—usually a quick weekend stay to celebrate Willa’s birthday—but she avoided Jericho proper altogether. It was easy to bypass the entire town by taking gravel roads and then camping on the sagging couch in her parents’ living room for a scant night or two. These whirlwind trips—though carefully structured and contained—were as sweet and fleeting as candy on her tongue. And while Juniper treasured the meager memories she made with Willa, she always drove back to Colorado with a bitter aftertaste.

In the early years, when Juniper came home, she would tiptoe upstairs in the middle of the night to hold Willa in the rocking chair. The child was so small and yet so heavy, a warm, sturdy weight in June’s lap that threatened to anchor her to Jericho. And wouldn’t she give up everything for this? For the curl of her daughter’s chubby hand around her finger? For the scent of her milk-warm breath in the air between them? For the chance to start again? But Reb had quickly put a stop to those nights. She’d snuck up the stairs herself and whisked the sleeping Willa up and away, chiding Juniper that the little girl needed her sleep. The message was clear: Willa doesn’t need you. Juniper feared it was still true. She didn’t belong here.

Crouching down, she buried both hands in Diesel’s warm scruff. “What do you think, boy? Should we get out of here?” He licked her chin.

“June?” Her mother sounded hesitant when she stuck her head out the door, and in the dim glow of the porch light Juniper could see worry carve a deep line between the older woman’s eyebrows. With one hand, Reb carefully smoothed her still-dark hair from her temple to the tight bun at the nape of her neck and attempted a smile. It wavered. Still, Juniper’s chest flooded with something sticky and complicated at the familiar sight: wire-rimmed glasses, crooked half smile, knowing gaze.

“Hi, Mom.” They met over the threshold and hugged awkwardly, like strangers. Reb smelled of wine with a faint undertone of sweat, an odor that reeked of anxiety. Juniper realized with a start that her mother had been drinking. It was in her shallow breath, the rheumy gaze of her pink-rimmed eyes. Even more startling was the realization that her own mother was afraid of her—of those stolen nights with Willa in her arms and what they might look like now that Willa was old enough to make her own decisions. Now that Juniper was staying. Even if only for a while.

She had reason to be afraid.

“Welcome!” Mandy burst into the entryway, tipping the delicate balance toward pure mayhem. All at once, the private moment with her mother fell away and Juniper noticed that the boys were still screaming in the background, and the timer on the stove rang a shrill, insistent note. Before she could even return her sister-in-law’s enthusiastic greeting, Mandy had stood on tiptoe to throw her arms around Juniper’s neck. Into her hair she said: “Shut the door, you’re letting all the cold air in,” and then abruptly let go to call the dog inside. “Come on, Diesel.”

Diesel loped past them, and Juniper pulled the door shut behind her before allowing Mandy to slide her coat off her shoulders. She had learned long ago that it was easier to just go along with Mandy’s ministrations. Mandy had set up this dinner, probably planned the menu, and would no doubt orchestrate the conversation with a cache of benign questions that would steer them clear of politics and religion, Juniper’s extended absence, and what had happened so long ago. She sparked like a live flame, bright and warm and irresistible.

“Thank you,” Juniper said quietly, surprising herself. But Mandy always made her feel vaguely grateful. Thank you for the sincere welcome. For trying so hard. For saving my brother.

“Everyone is so excited to see you, Junebug! We kind of can’t believe you’re here.” Mandy looped her arm through Juniper’s and sashayed them both into the dining room, presenting her to the group and declaring: “Here she is!” Juniper’s cheeks bloomed crimson.

Law was closest, and he dutifully draped an arm across her shoulders. “Hey,” he said, brushing the hard line of his jaw across her forehead. It was a wooden affection, but unexpected, and Juniper caught her breath. Then the brief moment of contact was over, and she was left staring at the only father she’d ever known.

Lawrence Baker hadn’t altered his look in thirty years: buzz-cut gray hair, short clean fingernails, starched shirts. He even instructed Reb to iron a crease into his jeans and buff out marks on his shoes every night. Or, he used to. As far as Juniper could tell, he still did. He was scrubbed and neat as ever, even if his shoulders had rounded by degrees and his back was no longer ramrod straight. “Welcome home,” he told her.

“Hi, Dad,” she said, stumbling over the word just a bit. She felt drunk. A little dizzy; a lot nauseated. The scent of her mother’s pot roast and mashed potatoes was overwhelming, and the old-fashioned radiator that ran the length of the room was pumping out dry, hot air that made it hard to breathe.

“Boy, it’s warm in here, isn’t it?” Mandy slipped an arm around Juniper before she could swoon, and eased her into a chair. “Crack the window, would you, Lawrence? I think we all need a little fresh air.”

Lawrence Baker wasn’t the sort to be bossed around, but he left the room without a backward glance, and Juniper found herself alone with Mandy and, across the table, Jonathan. He was sitting on the long bench with his back against the wall and a glass of wine in his fist. It was mostly gone. He stared at her over the dregs, and for the life of her, Juniper couldn’t make out his expression. Apathy? Disdain? Perhaps this was already his second glass and he was comfortably numb.

“Hey, J.” It was all she could think to say.

He laughed. It was a wry chuckle, but in his blue eyes Juniper could see a flash of the boy she had known. Something inside her gave way, and when Jonathan pushed himself up from the table and leaned over to give her a brotherly kiss on the forehead, she had to squeeze her eyes closed.

“You came home,” he said simply.

“I’ve been busy.” Juniper’s excuses were so tired, even she struggled to repeat them. “You’re always welcome in Colorado. Best skiing in the States.”

“We don’t ski,” Jonathan reminded her. “You don’t ski.”

“Hiking, then! Garden of the Gods or Estes Park or—”

“Enough. It was time. We’re glad you’re here.”

Juniper wasn’t convinced. She felt Mandy glance between them, but she couldn’t begin to guess at what her sister-in-law was thinking. After a charged moment, Mandy clapped her hands. “Well, then. I’m going to go see if Rebecca needs any help finishing up.”

“Tell the boys to take it down a notch or two,” Jonathan said without removing his gaze from Juniper’s flushed face.

“Boys will be boys,” Mandy chimed.

Juniper caught Jonathan’s eye roll, but Mandy was already gone. “I gave them candy,” she confessed.

“It’s official: you’re out of the will.” Jonathan downed the last of his wine in a gulp and grabbed for the bottle. He refilled his glass, then reached to pour for Juniper. She shook her head. “No?” He shrugged and put the bottle down between them. Lowering his voice, he said, “Look, June, we need to talk.”

She felt herself go very still. “We are talking.”

Ignoring her evasive response, Jonathan said: “I’ll pick you up from the library on Wednesday. You get a lunch break, right?”

“Well, sure, but—”

“Mandy will be at work and the boys will be at school, so I’ll grab something from Cunningham’s and take you back to our place.”

“We could go to the Admiral,” Juniper offered, imagining crowded booths and lots of people. The thought of being alone with Jonathan made her a bit uneasy. They had very different ideas about how to deal with the past—it was one of the many things that made her brother feel like a stranger. Juniper had thick files and chat room aliases and a thirst for answers she couldn’t slake. Jonathan vigilantly ignored the fact that their neighbors had been murdered in cold blood with no resolution, leaving him—in perpetuity—as the main suspect. Did he know about the podcast? Was she ready to tell him?

“I’ll pick you up at noon.” Clearly, Jonathan wasn’t going to take no for an answer. He ran his hand through his dark hair and sat back against the wallpaper. It was faded and floral—from another era—and suddenly Juniper could see her brother as he had been: tall and lean, with a perpetual smirk that meant trouble. Back then, he could make her laugh with a goofy look. She missed that boy more than she dared to admit. His easy smile, happy-go-lucky way. They used to talk for hours about everything and nothing, and shared a bond that betrayed their connection as virtual twins. Now, at thirty-two, gray peppered his temples.

“Fine,” Juniper relented. “I’ll be ready.”

“Ready for what?” Mandy swept into the dining room with the pot roast on a platter and set it on the table with a flourish. The boys were right behind her, and then Lawrence and Reb.

“Nothing,” Juniper said absently as she half rose from her seat. Where was her daughter? She had been swept into the house and practically thrust into the chair where she was sitting, but she hadn’t caught even a glimpse of Willa. Her heart vaulted at the mere thought, and she pushed back from the table to greet her. Would they hug? Juniper could almost feel the slip of a girl, shoulder blades against her arms like nascent angel wings. But when everyone found their seats and settled in, there was one empty place.
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