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BEFORE




Penelope stopped outside the door to Marianne’s apartment. She pinched the key so tightly that it bit into the pad of her thumb. Now that she was here, she couldn’t bear the idea of sliding it into the lock and seeing what was inside. The scene that had been repeating in her head since she heard the news began again as her hand hovered at waist-height. This fixation on a single moment was senseless, yet she couldn’t shake the idea that understanding the precise mechanics of her closest friend’s last breath would allow her to accept the unbearable truth. Marianne was dead.

In her mind, Penelope heard the thump of her friend’s body hitting the floor, heavy and thick as the final beat of a heart. According to several witnesses who had seen Marianne drop dead at the front of her classroom, it had happened fast. The thirty-two-year-old had collapsed while delivering a lecture to her college history class. A brain aneurysm, according to the lawyer. One of the students had described it as surreal. Penelope agreed. Since she’d heard of Marianne’s death, the whole world had seemed like a terrible simulation. If someone like her could die in a way like that, how could Penelope trust anything ever again?

When the playback loop ended, Penelope forced the tumblers apart with the key and pushed the door open. She didn’t enter immediately. It still felt as though she should wait for an invitation. She counted to four as she breathed in deeply. When no call of welcome came, she stepped over the threshold.

Penelope’s chest grew tight at the sight of the sun-filled one-bedroom apartment where she had spent so many afternoons and evenings. She smelled lemons and a faint hint of strong coffee as she looked around at her friend’s belongings: paintings, a vase, throw pillows, books. Before Marianne’s death, the objects had seemed like the legend of her life—signifiers and set pieces for all the things her friend hadn’t had time to tell her in the two years they’d known each other. Now all those stories would remain untold.

A flare of unexpected anger sharpened Penelope’s thoughts. It was ridiculous that Marianne had not lived longer than this. It was ludicrous that two years after the end of the pandemic, Penelope’s best friend had died from a hidden flaw in her own body. It was horrifying and insane that Penelope was the one who had to clean out her apartment. She had treated it as a joke when Marianne had asked her to become the executor of her estate. What woman in her early thirties needed a will? But that was Marianne. Morbidly practical—the polar opposite of Penelope, with her unflagging optimism and slightly disheveled life.

Marianne planned her vacations to the last detail months, sometimes even years, in advance, while Penelope had once gone camping for a weekend with nothing more than a pack of veggie dogs and a sleeping bag. Marianne bought her groceries using a regimented weekly meal plan. Penelope ate peanut butter crackers for dinner most nights of the week. Marianne filed an online itinerary whenever she went for a hike. Penelope was proud when she remembered to bring a rain jacket to work on overcast days. Her inability to organize herself had been a sore point all her life, but Marianne had loved her spontaneity. When they were together, Penelope had finally felt like she was good enough. She had even become confident enough to tease Marianne about not worrying until things actually happened. Now it turned out her friend had been right all along. Penelope couldn’t help but think that if only she were more like Marianne, she might have been prepared for this.

An hour before, in a wood-paneled office downtown, Marianne’s estate lawyer had instructed Penelope to empty her friend’s home as soon as possible. It would need to be rented again to avoid any extra expense to the estate. The fridge, the lawyer had said grimly. People forget about the fridge. Penelope had nodded as she closed her hand over the jagged teeth of the key the lawyer placed on the desk. Her collar had become unpleasantly damp after the tears slid down her cheeks.

Now, her throat thickened again when she spotted the red notebook sitting politely closed on the otherwise empty desk by the floor-to-ceiling window at the far end of the apartment. Though its dull leather surface was deceptively innocuous, Penelope knew that it was the most valuable thing in the entire apartment. The small book was the reason she had met Marianne. It had been the subject of so many of their conversations. Including their last.



Penelope had seen Marianne’s handwritten poster on the bulletin board of her usual coffee shop. The neatly lettered sign had stood out among the scrawls from dog-walkers, babysitters, and reiki healers advertising their services.

SEEKING WRITING PARTNER WHO IS NOT A JERK, it read. Penelope laughed, and then texted the listed number to set up a time to meet. Being an author was all she’d ever wanted to be. She longed to write the story she’d been telling everyone was coming since she’d graduated high school more than a decade before, but she found it difficult to sit down and get words on a page. A writing partner was exactly what she needed.

She and Marianne had hit it off immediately. After their first meeting, they had planned a standing lunch date every two weeks at the coffee shop for writing and critique sessions. Their relationship had quickly expanded to after-work cocktails, weekend hikes, and home-cooked meals at Marianne’s apartment. They had grown close, sharing details of their lives and their interests, though Marianne offered little more than broad strokes about her past. Penelope learned quickly not to ask any probing questions. She only knew that Marianne had a brother whom she rarely saw, her father had died when she was in her early twenties, and she was estranged from her mother.

Penelope had loved the way her coffee dates with Marianne had stolen her away from the sweaty humidity that dripped from the windows of the community center where she managed the recreation programs. (Wednesdays were aerobics.) Six days before the call from the lawyer, Marianne had sat down across from her in their usual spot. The milky, cinnamon scent from her chai wafted across the table. Penelope had spoken right away.

“Have you sent it yet?”

Her eagerness sounded almost greedy, but she didn’t care. Marianne was so close to achieving the dream they both shared. An editor had asked to read the completed manuscript of Marianne’s novel after seeing the first chapter.

“God, no. I haven’t even started typing the rest of it,” Marianne said with a groan. She wrote in longhand and needed to transcribe everything before sending.

Penelope bit her lip.

“So do it already. The second chapter is incredible,” Penelope said.

So is the rest of it, she wanted to add, but her jealousy choked away the praise. She tamped it down by thinking about the role she had played in crafting Marianne’s beautiful novel. For two years she had read and commented on the pages that appeared magically each session like an unexpected snowfall on a winter morning. The next time they met, Penelope’s suggestions would be incorporated with the invisible perfection of new flakes landing on the pile. Penelope had been grateful to develop her editing talents, as she was beginning to doubt she had much to offer as a writer.

While Marianne danced through her story, Penelope’s ideas for her own remained stiff and unmoving. Though her friend arrived regularly with fresh pages, new ideas, and unexpected characters, Penelope was stuck rewriting her first ten chapters over and over, trying to coax a book into existence. The sample of work she had sent Marianne after spotting her sign was the same thing she was working on now. But more than once, Marianne had told her that she could never have finished the novel without her, and Penelope took pride in that. She knew the work so well it almost felt like her own. Penelope owed it to Marianne—to both of them, really—to compel her to publish it.

“I’m having second thoughts, Penny. It’s just so… dark,” Marianne said.

Despite her friend’s concerns, Penelope warmed at her words. The nickname that only Marianne used for her always felt like an adult version of a secret handshake.

“No one has to know it’s you. That’s what pseudonyms are for,” Penelope said. “You submitted the chapter using a blind email account, right?”

She knew Marianne didn’t want her administration to discover that their untenured junior professor of comparative history was trying to sell a horror novel on the side. She had created an anonymous email account to ensure the submission wouldn’t be traced back to her, but despite these measures, her hesitation had only increased since she’d submitted the chapter. Penelope sensed that the risk to Marianne’s academic career wasn’t the real issue. There was something within the manuscript that scared Marianne. Something that she wasn’t willing to talk about.

“What if someone does find out? I could lose my job.”

Penelope smiled reassuringly, though her molars gritted against each other. She could only dream of being poised to prove her family wrong and escape her dull, low-paying job as a recreation manager, but even the possibility of never coming home with hands smelling of old basketballs again hadn’t been enough to put words on the page. She looked at Marianne closely as she took a sip of coffee, trying to figure out how to persuade her.

“You’ll be selling the movie rights soon, and neither of us will ever have to work again,” she said.

Marianne chuckled, which Penelope took as a good sign. But then her friend hedged again.

“Maybe it’s not the right time to put something so bleak out into the world.”

“That’s why it works. Art reflects life, and the world’s brutal at the moment. It doesn’t matter that it’s dark. What matters is that it’s great.”

Marianne’s eyes softened at the praise.

“Thank you. I guess I just worry about creating something that’s so creepy. I keep thinking of that phrase, ‘you reap what you sow.’ Or as my mother used to say: ‘cruelty should be reserved for the cruel.’ ”

Penelope eyed her carefully. Whenever Marianne spoke of her mother, her voice became sharp enough to cut paper. Not that it happened often. She preferred not to think about the past, she told Penelope. Penelope wondered if Marianne was finally going to reveal the truth about her family. Instead, her lips—painted a flattering shade of dark rose—turned up in a small smile.

“But this morning is for writing, not relatives,” said Marianne. “How is your work going?”

“Don’t worry about what I’m doing,” Penelope said, refusing to let Marianne change the subject. “I’m here to light a fire under you. Whatever happened in your life, it gave you the seeds of something beautiful and haunting. It’s in the work, Marianne.”

Her friend’s eyes sparkled with mischief.

“That’s true. And at least it has a happy ending.”

Penelope paused before answering. “But everyone dies.”

Marianne raised a perfectly shaped eyebrow.

“Exactly.”

They both laughed. Penelope couldn’t stop herself from reaching across the table to lay her hand on top of Marianne’s. Her ragged nails looked awful in comparison to Marianne’s flawless manicure. Marianne looked down and, for a stomach-churning second, Penelope was terrified that she’d made her feel uncomfortable with the physical contact. But instead of drawing away, Marianne flipped her palm up to give Penelope’s hand a squeeze that she felt throughout her entire body. It had been so long since anyone had touched her. The cuff of Marianne’s sleeve fell back to reveal the rippled flesh on her wrist. Penelope kept her eyes on Marianne’s face rather than her scarred arm, as its origin was another story Marianne didn’t want to tell.

“I’m so grateful that you believe in me,” Marianne said.

Penelope tried to speak but was taken aback by the catch in her throat. Marianne meant so much to her. She gathered herself, then responded.

“Of course I do, but it’s not just about me. The editor is going to love it. The world is going to love it. The entire book is objectively good. Really good. Trust yourself. You need to let someone else see it. Someone who can actually do something about it.”

“Okay, okay. I’ll do it!” Marianne said with a grin that shifted almost immediately to a mock frown. “Even if it does take me months to type it all out. In the meantime, however, I have to teach a class.”

They said goodbye. Penelope left the coffee shop feeling buoyant, as if something wonderful was about to happen. Marianne’s novel was done. It was perfect. It was ready.



But Marianne hadn’t had a chance to follow through with the editor. Less than a week after their conversation, Marianne was dead and Penelope was standing in her apartment, alone, trying to figure out how she was going to make it through the funeral the next day.

The notebook that contained the final draft of Marianne’s work sat on the glass surface of her desk. Penelope approached it gingerly. Her hand prickled as she reached out, like it was a sleeping dog about to snap. When she picked it up, it opened easily to a page toward the back that contained a meticulous outline. At first, Penelope thought it was the framework for a new story Marianne was writing, before she examined it more closely. It was a plan for a research trip. Her eye was drawn to the bottom of the page where a dark mark had bled through from the back side, partially obscuring Marianne’s elegant handwriting. Penelope flipped the page to read two words that had been inked over repeatedly.

CALL PHILIP.

Ten numbers were scratched under the message. Unlike Marianne’s usual precise hand, the lines wobbled with haste—or was it emotion? Penelope reached into her pocket for her phone. Her shoulders tightened as she imagined Marianne’s abandoned belongings creeping up behind her. She dialed the number and was so startled when a subdued voice answered after the first ring that she didn’t respond immediately. She had been expecting voice mail. She didn’t know anyone who picked up their phone anymore.

“Hello?” the man repeated.

“Hello,” Penelope said. The back of her throat seemed to swell. “I’ve been asked—um, appointed, I guess is more like—”

“I’m sorry, who is this?”

The man’s tone had become noticeably guarded.

He’s been through so much already, she thought, as she fumbled for better words, the ones that could make Marianne not dead, and take away the strangling responsibility she felt as the executor of an estate she didn’t know what to do with.

“My name is Penelope,” she said. “I was a friend of your sister’s.”




THE FIRST DAY






CHAPTER ONE

EIGHTEEN MONTHS AFTER

7:15 A.M.

Penelope sipped her coffee as she stood at the window of Marianne’s former apartment. She had taken over the lease in the strange days following her friend’s death. Later she realized that her grief had prompted her to secure any connection to her old life that was possible. Marianne’s death had changed her, and there were times when she hated who she had become. It was difficult now to summon the confidence Marianne’s affection had given her, and she often found herself doubting every decision she made. She had hoped that moving into the apartment would help her find herself again, and some days it did. But on mornings like this, when her anxiety was high, she felt like an impostor living in a place that did not belong to her.

Through the window, the fog rolled into the valley like smoke seeping under a bedroom door. It didn’t take long for the fat gray fingers to obscure the pink sunrise. Red sky at night, sailor’s delight, Penelope thought. Red sky in the morning, sailors take warning. She swallowed down the dry dread in the back of her throat with a swig of coffee. The hot drink tasted acidic, not comforting. She was too tired to enjoy it. Her insomnia had trapped her in bed the night before, sleepless and sweating. She wasn’t sure what had kept her awake: the idea of frigid early spring waves breaking against the small boat and tossing her into icy cold water or the apprehension that going forward with the research trip Marianne had planned before her death was insensitive and foolish. Or both.

In her trip plan, Marianne had listed the nine people who would soon be traveling with Penelope to Stone Point, a treacherous outcropping of land on the west side of Howe Sound. Apart from Marianne’s brother, Philip, Penelope didn’t know any of them well, and there were several in the group she would be meeting for the first time that morning. It had been more than a year since Marianne’s death, yet Penelope still found herself wishing that her beautiful friend could be on the boat with them, gleaning whatever it was she had wanted to get out of the trip.

Her panic rose. She braced herself, then inhaled and exhaled slowly. After the fifth cycle of breath, the feeling dissipated. It was getting harder to control these waves of emotion. She had considered finding a therapist to help, but it was difficult to know where to begin. It worried her to think about telling someone all her secrets. She stepped back from the window, wondering if she should let Philip know that the wind was kicking up. Her apartment was on the seventh floor of a building at the top of Burnaby Mountain. She could see the weather sooner than he could from his place in North Van.

She had also hoped that by taking over Marianne’s lease, she would always know what was coming. But it hadn’t worked out that way at all.



One month ago, she had become nervous when Vivian Taylor’s name flashed on the display of her phone. Her editor rarely communicated through any other means than email, but Penelope had ignored the last half dozen messages from her.

“Penelope, are you all right? I’ve been trying to reach you for days,” Vivian asked, when Penelope reluctantly answered the call.

Her words were gentle, but her meaning was clear.

“I’m so sorry. It’s been a crazy month. I’ve been so swamped with…” Penelope scanned the apartment and stopped on her laptop. “Um… social media.”

Immediately, she realized it was idiotic to blame something so demonstrably untrue. None of her feeds had been updated in months. Luckily, Vivian ignored her excuse.

“I’m calling to try to get a handle on when we can expect your second manuscript. I penciled in a loose deadline of six weeks ago. Are you ready to send me something? I’m happy to read early pages if it’s not quite finished.”

Penelope paused before deciding not to lie again.

“I don’t have anything to send you.”

The ensuing silence was weighted with the familiar heaviness of failure. When Vivian spoke again, her voice was less reassuring.

“Okay. Listen, I don’t want to scare you. The Myth of Vultures has been out for five weeks and it’s still going strong. Penelope, we’re so happy with it. We’ve got some time. But readers don’t like to wait. Especially for a second book. Your best shot at having a long career is to send me something new as soon as you can.”

Penelope took a breath. “When do you need it?”

“Soon.”

Penelope hesitated again before asking a question she didn’t want answered.

“How soon?”

“Can you get something together in a month?” Vivian’s voice was strained with the tension of barely concealed impatience.

No, Penelope thought. Then the trip plan in Marianne’s notebook appeared in her mind. The title, written in Marianne’s perfect penmanship, had been Research for Book Two.

“How about three?” she answered.



In the weeks immediately following Marianne’s death, Penelope had surprised herself by working as if possessed, driven by a mysterious and unrelenting force. Her feverish pace had led to a book deal. She had been offered a huge advance for both her first book and a second with a similar theme of family betrayal. Her debut novel had been rushed to publication and released to rave reviews and astonishingly high sales.

But then whatever had been driving Penelope disappeared. She had been left with no ideas and no pages for a second book, as empty as she had been during her writing sessions with Marianne. Without Vivian’s urging, she might have carried on aimlessly for years instead of deciding to lead the trip that Marianne had planned down to the very last detail in the months before her death. Once again, Marianne was saving her. Now Penelope was off to Squamish for a three-night stay with Marianne’s brother and a group of near strangers. She could only hope she’d return with what she needed.

The ticking clock on the wall reminded her that she had run out of time. She couldn’t afford to be late—it was a tight schedule even if everything went exactly according to plan. She winced as though she were swallowing medicine after she gulped the last of her cold coffee and then hurried to the bathroom. It took ten minutes for her to shower and dress. The night before, she had laid her clothes out on the small bench at the foot of her bed at the same time that she packed for the trip, channeling Marianne’s efficiency. She pulled on a lacy bra and matching set of panties, thermal underwear, wool sweater, and jeans. She smiled at the way her serious mid layers hid what was underneath. Though she knew that the trip’s purpose was hardly romantic, the thought of Philip looking admiringly at her body as they readied for bed made the slight scratch of the lace edges worthwhile. He liked it when she dressed up for him, and she liked the way he made her feel when she did. He was the first man she’d dated who didn’t avoid the sight of the rounded flesh hanging at her waist when she undressed before him. Instead, his eyes slowly traced every curve of her body.

She hadn’t meant to begin dating Marianne’s mourning brother. The day after their phone conversation, she had walked up the steps of the funeral home, painfully aware of being alone in a crowd. Marianne was her closest friend, but they’d only spent time together one-on-one. She knew no one else in Marianne’s life, which only seemed odd after her death.

Two tall men in suits were greeting mourners outside large wooden doors at the top of a set of stairs. Penelope nodded briefly, then dropped her eyes as she made to pass through.

“Penelope?” the blond man asked.

“Yes?”

“I’m Philip,” he said. “We spoke on the phone. I’ve been asked to escort you to your seat with the other speakers.”

“Oh, of course,” she replied, fighting a blush as an older couple glanced in her direction with interest. Along with the keys, the lawyer had passed on Marianne’s request that Penelope read a poem by e.e. cummings at the end of the service. Apprehension about the task had resulted in her filling the previous night with dread, bad television, and worse wine. Close to midnight, she’d forced herself into bed only to toss sleeplessly until dawn.

She followed Philip into the carpeted entryway decorated in muted gray. The room deodorizer was thick and cloying.

“Through here,” he said over his shoulder as he entered a small coatroom to the right. “Would you like to take off your coat?”

She slipped it off and onto the offered hanger.

“So you knew Marianne well,” he asked. “I hear you’re going to read her favorite poem.”

He looked directly at her as he spoke. His eyes were the same blue as Marianne’s, but while hers had always been soft, his were as guarded as a wounded animal. The coatroom was small and windowless. He smelled like soap. She could see a nick of red on his neck where he’d cut himself shaving. She wasn’t sure if it was a question, but she answered it anyway.

“I did know her well,” Penelope said. Her voice broke. “I miss her so much.”

His face creased with despair.

“Me too,” he said.

To her surprise, he began roughly wiping tears from his eyes with the back of his hand. He took a step back and was nearly out of the coatroom before she could speak.

“Wait,” she cried, and reached for his arm. “I’m so sorry. I know how you feel. I loved her too.”

He looked down at her hand, then back up into her eyes. He grabbed her forearm and pulled her toward him into an embrace. The wool of his suit scratched against her cheek. Her tears made the fabric wet. Their shared sorrow made the embrace feel natural, almost necessary. After a moment, she choked back her final sob, then took a step back, suddenly aware that Philip was a stranger, no matter how much they understood each other’s grief.

“Should I—”

Before she could finish, he closed the distance between them again, dipped his head and kissed her on the cheek.

They parted slowly. She stared up at him in surprise.

“I can take you to your seat now,” he said. His eyes glinted with something like Marianne’s mischief. “Unless you’d prefer to stay here.”

She hesitated. The strange circumstances allowed her to be bold.

“I should go. Can we continue this later?”

He smiled. “I’d love that.”

He had waited for her near the coatroom after the funeral home had emptied out of Marianne’s mourners. Penelope’s head swam with new names and faces. Philip’s seemed familiar by contrast. In any other circumstance, the idea of him waiting for her would have thrilled her, but the service had made her numb.

“You spoke well,” he said. He looked as tired and glassy-eyed as she felt. “Is there any chance you’re free for dinner?”

“Yes, I am,” she said.

They retrieved their coats and left the funeral home together. It was raining, which was both miserable and appropriate. Philip opened a large umbrella and held it over their heads as they walked to her car. The glistening curtain of water falling off its edge made her feel like she was in a movie. That night, she realized that neither of them had to die alongside Marianne. Because of Philip, she was alive again.

The more she got to know him, the stronger their relationship grew. She liked the way he stuck up for the underdog, slipping a twenty-dollar bill into a tip jar after witnessing the behavior of a rude customer or plugging coins into a parking meter when he spied an attendant heading toward a car with a ticket in hand. Though he owned and operated a successful general medical practice on the north shore of Vancouver, he volunteered once a month in the Downtown Eastside, the city’s most drug-involved community, to pay back the privilege he’d been afforded. He had never questioned Penelope’s desire to live in Marianne’s apartment. During probate, he had petitioned to buy Marianne’s old Volvo from the estate for what she assumed were the same reasons as her own. Both of them were moving on, but neither of them was ready to fully let go.

Penelope shook her head to clear it, then wheeled her suitcase out the door of her bedroom. This trip was important for more than one reason. Today was her thirtieth birthday, though Philip had no idea. She had not brought up the date the year before since the last thing she’d wanted to do after Marianne’s death was celebrate her own life. Normally, she hated birthdays, but this one felt worth noting, albeit quietly. Not only had she found love, but she was also a successful author—the thing she’d dreamed of defining herself by since she was a teenager. Still, the fact that none of it would have happened without Marianne’s death made the day bittersweet. She hoped the surprise of the lingerie in the evening would be a gift to them both.

She headed to the bathroom and cleaned her teeth, then tucked her damp toothbrush into her toiletries bag. She fastened her watch to her wrist, then dusted blush on her cheekbones and darkened her light eyelashes with waterproof mascara. It seemed foolish to apply makeup before a boat trip, but without it, her light eyes became lost in the scattering of freckles on her cheekbones. As she pulled her thick, copper-colored hair into a no-nonsense ponytail, the elastic sprang from her fingers like a flailing frog. She knelt on the cold tiles and patted the underside of the vanity where she thought it had landed. Instead of a coiled band, she felt a cold cylinder. She knew what it was before she saw it.

Marianne’s lipstick.

Without thinking, she uncapped the rose-gold tube and traced her lips with Marianne’s signature color. It smelled faintly sweet. As she turned away from the mirror, she slid the lipstick into her pocket. For good luck, she thought, uncertain if she believed it to be true. She couldn’t quite toss off her earlier dread about the red streaks in the sky, but she pulled her small suitcase to the front door, stopping to grab her purse and car keys before leaving. Once the door was secured, she tested the lock to ensure everything would stay safe while she was gone. She was halfway down the hall when she realized she’d forgotten to pack the bear mace she’d purchased the week before in a state of nervous apprehension about the trip. It was probably for the best, since she wasn’t completely certain how to work the complicated aerosol spray, she thought.

The elevator chimed softly as the doors opened and she stepped in, averting her eyes from the mirrors on three sides of the compartment as she pressed P for parking. She didn’t want to be reminded of the way the ice cream and bread from her grief eating had settled around her midsection and backside. She could only imagine what her weight-conscious mother would have to say about the changes to her body. Luckily, she lived too far away to be able to see it. Besides, there was only one person Penelope wanted to impress now, and he liked her just the way she was. The fact that she didn’t have to be skinny to be loved didn’t completely mute her mother’s critical voice in her head, but it helped. Anyway, there were plenty of hiking trails on Stone Point, and she planned to take advantage of them. Philip was right. It was time for them both to move forward, and there was no better way to begin than by shedding the things that were dragging her down.

The underground garage was empty, and Penelope’s steps echoed hollowly in the chilled cement surroundings. She approached her small SUV with her key fob in hand, willing herself not to be startled by its unlocking yip. The gloom down here always made her shiver. She hated the feeling of being encased by concrete with floors and floors of heavy stone and wood above her, so she started the car and pulled forward fast enough to make her tires shriek. As the automated exit turnstile opened, she exhaled the irrational panic that she would be trapped in the darkness belowground forever.

Once she was in the open air, she told herself it was natural to be unnerved. The journey ahead was daunting, not just because of the weather and the lingering presence of Marianne. It wasn’t every day that she set out to hunt a witch.






CHAPTER TWO

8:30 A.M.

According to Marianne’s detailed notes, Ruth Stone was a young woman said to be responsible for the deaths of three full-grown men in 1922. She had been sixteen years old the last time she was seen alive at Stone Point. In the years following, rumors of her supernatural evil had proliferated rapidly, ensuring the property Ruth had shared with her husband, William Stone, remained empty until eight years before Marianne had begun researching her. An enterprising couple, Simone and Ethan Redding, had purchased the abandoned outcropping from the Stone estate only to disappear without a trace a few months after their arrival. The mystery of what happened to them had only added to the legend of the Stone Witch.

From her own research, Penelope knew that Ruth Stone hadn’t always been known as a witch. Penelope had unearthed her birth certificate, a marriage license, and several local history books from the Vancouver Public Library. According to the sources, the young woman had been born Ruth Flanders in the Britannia mining camp located roughly fifty kilometers away from Vancouver, a growing city to the south. At the time, there was no road to the camp. Traveling there from the city required a long boat ride on the rough water of Howe Sound, a deep fjord filled by the northern Pacific Ocean. Much of the sound was a haunting landscape with kilometers of steeply banked shoreline reachable only by boat. Winter storms often rendered the passage impossible, cutting off the site completely from the city for much of the year.

It was clear that life was bleak and treacherous for mining families like that of Ruth Flanders. Not only was the boat trip to the site unreliable, but their camp was built far up the side of the mountain to make it easier for miners to get to and from work. Once visitors disembarked from the boat, they had to be hauled up by hand in a wooden tram car suspended from steel cables. When Ruth was an infant, the mining camp had consisted of a ramshackle collection of tents and a company store made of plywood. In the oldest photos, the site appeared rugged and harsh—a flat expanse made by excavation and blasts of dynamite. It jutted out of the cliff face, raw and exposed to the wind. Higher mountains loomed around it like angry guardians. In later shots, many of the tents had been replaced with small shacks, a one-room schoolhouse, and a community center.

The area around the mine was home to a sparse population composed primarily of members of two Indigenous nations and a handful of settlers, but the mining camp itself was populated exclusively by miners and their families who had traveled from all parts of the world to find their fortune. Ruth’s father had chased gold for most of his life, going as far south as Brazil on a cargo ship to try to make it rich in Minas Gerais. He had come back to Canada with empty pockets, but richer nonetheless with a Brazilian wife who would become Ruth’s mother.

At the Britannia Mine, Ruth’s father had been a mucker—a man sent into the mines for endless hours of backbreaking work shoveling rocks dislodged by blasts of dynamite. His long shifts meant Ruth had spent most of her childhood alone, as her mother had died in childbirth along with Ruth’s infant brother when Ruth was ten years old. Other than that tragedy, Ruth’s early life had been relatively uneventful, as she mostly attended the small school and kept house for her father. In 1920, when she was fourteen years old, the town registry showed a marriage between her and a man named William Stone, age fifty. Penelope shuddered at the idea of the match. Her distaste was made worse by what she learned of the family Ruth had married into.

The Stone family was noted in all three of the history books Penelope read. None of the accounts were positive. The Stones were early settlers of a large property in the isolated wilderness located across the choppy waters of Howe Sound on the rugged western shore opposite the mine. The area was still unceded by the Squamish and Lil’wat Nation as it had been part of their traditional territory, which made Penelope wonder exactly how the Stones had secured it. Since only those skilled in trades useful to the mining community or the Indigenous population could eke out a living away from the confines of the camp, the Stone family had resorted to questionable practices to survive.

William’s father had begun as an opportunistic salvager due to the geography of their land, which had a hidden shallow sandbank stretching out into the deep waters of the sound. It had been a prime spot to collect debris from ships and other wreckage. Later, William convinced his father and brothers to establish a moonshine-making operation, the product of which they supplied to the miners on a regular basis. Unfortunately, the route between the still and the buyers wasn’t without its perils. In 1919, William’s two brothers and his father were killed in a boating accident, leaving William alone to run what had become a successful business. Penelope assumed that was around the time he had decided to try to find a wife. Given the ratio of men to women in the area, it was likely common for an older man to take a much younger wife, but the thought of it still gave Penelope the creeps.

In March of 1922, William failed to make his monthly delivery of alcohol to the camp. A small group of miners braved the waters to replenish their supplies. When they arrived at Stone Point, it appeared abandoned. Upon further investigation, the group stumbled upon what was left of William Stone. He was placed in a macabre position, his body frozen upright inside the woodshed. William’s young wife was nowhere to be found.

Fearing the murderer was still on the loose, the miners raced back to the settlement of Squamish to notify the Vancouver constable through telegram. Two detectives from an agency of privately employed mercenaries were sent within the week. Exactly what those two men found at Stone Point was never revealed. Their failure to report back triggered another search party that discovered their two crumpled bodies on the hard sand of the beach at the bottom of a rocky cliff.

Despite an extensive search of the property, Ruth Stone had never been found. People were eager to discover a reason for the killings, to find a rational explanation that could assuage their fear. Almost immediately, Ruth became the primary suspect in all three murders. But no normal young girl was strong enough to kill three adult men. The absence of her body and lack of explanation for the killings resulted in rumors of something supernatural on Stone Point.

First, the talk about Ruth being a witch was quietly whispered.

Eventually, the accusations became louder.

Finally, they were repeated enough that they became something like the truth.






CHAPTER THREE

8:45 A.M.

As Penelope pulled into Philip’s driveway, she was reassured by the sight of his tall frame on the steps of the cedar-shingled house she had visited many times in the last year. She stepped out of her car as Philip, clad in a lime-green coat, walked toward her with a large backpack slung over his shoulder. At the funeral, she had found it disconcerting to see that his eyes were the same light blue shade his sister’s had been. It hadn’t taken long to shake the similarity, however. His expression was often guarded, where Marianne’s had been open as a door.

“Ready for a witch hunt?” he asked, placing a soft kiss on her lips.

“Let’s say that I’m ready for the story of my life,” she said with a smile to assure him of the excitement he wanted to see. “As is my editor.”

The mention of Vivian made her smile fade as she walked around to the other side of the car. Philip preferred to drive, and she was happy to let him take control of the rest of the trip. Once they were both safely buckled in, he slipped the vehicle into gear and backed onto the street.

Being the passenger gave Penelope a chance to focus. The tale of the Stone Witch was fascinating, morbid, and intense. The legend contained similar themes to Penelope’s first novel, which had hinged on the tragedies embedded in a dysfunctional family. She knew Ruth was the perfect inspiration for her next story, and once again she thanked Marianne for the idea. And Philip, of course. Without his thoughtful encouragement, she might never have been able to overcome her reticence at gathering a group of strangers for a weekend getaway. Having a man like him by her side helped her force away the concern that she didn’t have a second book in her. The evening following the call with Vivian, she had numbly relayed the new deadline to him over a large slice of tiramisu. She had been surprised and flattered by the way he had made her problems his own, almost as if their lives were intertwined already. Almost as if he planned to marry her.

When she’d brought up the Stone Witch, shame about her lack of creativity had prevented her from mentioning Marianne had come up with it first. Fortunately, Philip’s excitement had superseded her half-truth.

“The Stone Witch? I haven’t thought about her since I was a kid,” Philip had said with a grin. “God, we used to scare the hell out of each other with that story on our camping trips.”

Penelope’s curiosity was piqued by the mention of the camping trips. She wanted him to give her the history that his sister never had—like how Marianne’s wrist had been so badly scarred. But like Marianne, Philip didn’t speak much of their childhood. So instead of prying into the past, she had concentrated on the witch.

“You know the story?” Penelope asked.

“Know it? She’s basically the Bloody Mary of the Pacific Northwest.”

“What, so you say her name in the mirror three times and she appears?”

Philip laughed. “Not quite. We used to tell each other that she was scared of the fire. She could only get you in the dark. It made going to the bathroom at night terrifying.”

“So lots of people around here know the story of Ruth Stone?”

“Anyone with a knowledge of local history, yeah,” he said. “I could probably find a few people who would talk to you.”

“Oh, Philip, that would be wonderful,” she said as she thought of Marianne’s detailed notes. “I have a few people in mind as well. But really the best way to do this kind of research would be to go to Stone Point itself. It just feels like such a weird thing to ask.”

“No! It’s an amazing idea,” Philip said after a moment. “Let’s get a list together of people we want to include. If you work out how to invite them, I can figure out the rest. It’s a bit of a journey to get to Stone Point, but I’ll sort out the planning part. You start writing.”

His enthusiasm had convinced her. Again, he reminded her of his sister. Marianne had always encouraged Penelope to make space for her work. Once, she had arranged to have meals delivered to Penelope’s door on a weekend that Penelope had promised to devote to her manuscript. Penelope had never admitted that she’d spent much of the two days binging reality television while devouring the food. She’d squandered Philip’s generosity in a similar way. Despite all the time he had given her, she had little more to show for it than a double-spaced page with vague notes to herself like: Explore relationship between Ruth and her father?

“I hope you packed rain gear. It’s going to get wetter as we go, I think,” Philip said, interrupting her thoughts.

Penelope nodded, letting her gaze drop past his close-cropped dark blond hair and sharp jaw to his slim fitting Arc’teryx jacket. Everything about Philip seemed acclimatized to the rain like a sea otter effortlessly gliding through cold water. She still wasn’t used to the endless wetness of the West Coast. On days like this, the suffocating dampness made her long for the four seasons of her youth in the center of the country, far from the ocean, but she would never admit it to Philip. This was his home. He had spent years building up his medical practice and had recently hired two new general practitioners, meaning he could now set his own hours. This was where he wanted to stay, especially now that memories were all he had left of his family. When he and Marianne were in their early twenties, their father had been killed in a car accident, and since then they had taken care of each other. Now he was all alone.

“I have two raincoats and a pair of waterproof pants in my suitcase. I hope that’s enough.”

He looked over at her with one eyebrow raised. “Probably not. But I’ve been assured the lodge has an excellent gear room for drying our stuff if need be. I’ve also got an extra set if you need it.”

She sighed inwardly but smiled outwardly for Philip’s benefit. “I guess that’s the first requirement for a West Coast eco-lodge.”

She knew they were lucky to be visiting the property now and not during the nearly hundred-year period after Ruth’s disappearance when it had been left to rot. She shivered. Of all the information she had unearthed about Stone Point, the unexplained disappearance of the former property owners, the Reddings, was the story that unsettled her the most. A century-old witch tale was easier to accept than a recent inexplicable tragedy.

The last vestiges of the city sped past them. Philip navigated the SUV around a sharp bend in the road, anticipating the curve even though Penelope could scarcely see a foot beyond the hood. She had never traveled north of the city before, and the dense fog and twisting road made it seem as though they were entering another world. Philip placed one hand on her leg, keeping the other confidently on the steering wheel. He didn’t seem bothered at all by the thick mist that now encased them.

“Star and Neil called me on the satellite phone last night. They arrived safe and sound and should have lunch waiting for us shortly after we get there,” he said.

“Great.”

She was comforted that the caretaking couple—former students of Marianne’s—were already on-site. They had needed someone to arrive before the rest of the group to make sure everything was in order. Since neither Star nor Neil had much to offer in terms of academic expertise or practical experience, they had seemed a perfect fit to perform the menial duties required over the course of the trip. Philip had arranged for them to get things organized and prepare meals and take care of kitchen details so the rest of the group could focus on research. Confirmation that the remote communication system was working was also heartening. Everything was going perfectly as planned.

The thought of food reminded her that she had forgotten to eat breakfast. She opened the glove compartment and fished out two items from her emergency stash. She had something to confess to Philip and didn’t want to do it on an empty stomach.

“Granola bar?”

“Thanks.”

She unwrapped one and handed it to Philip before doing the same for herself. They chewed their first bites in silence. She swallowed hard. Her throat had dried out again. She could feel the scrape of it going down.

“Your mother called me last night,” she said.

Penelope wasn’t surprised to see Philip’s mouth turn down at the mention of Estelle Walsh. She had been a terrible mother to her children. She had left her family when both of her kids were very young to pursue her career. When Penelope had shown him the list of people she wanted to invite, he’d been shocked to see Estelle named as the group photographer.

“I’m happy to get someone else,” she had said, seeing his reaction.

After a moment or so, he had looked at her again. “I don’t know anyone else with her talent and knowledge of this area,” he grudgingly admitted.

Though he and Estelle had managed to have a few civil conversations immediately following Marianne’s death, Penelope knew they’d spoken very little over the last year, and Philip showed no desire to initiate deeper intimacy. Penelope was dreading the moment when the two of them came face-to-face again. Especially after the conversation she’d had the night before.

“How is Estelle doing? I haven’t spoken to her since…”

He trailed off as he always did when Estelle came up.

“She’s fine,” Penelope said.

After a few tense moments, Philip spoke again. His voice was tight, as if he was forcing out the words.

“So why did she call?”

“She had questions about a shuttle to Squamish from the airport,” Penelope said. “I gave her the information she needed.”

“So what’s the problem?”

His assumption that there was an issue might have seemed overly harsh if he wasn’t right. Penelope cringed at the memory.

“Well, I was looking at the list of names while I spoke with her. I got distracted wondering if anyone else needed transportation from Vancouver. And then… I called her Fran.”

Philip looked at her with a trace of a smile.

“Fran Brant?”

It was the name of another woman on their team. She was the president of the naturalists club and something of a local historian. During the telephone calls they’d had prior to the trip, Penelope had enjoyed Fran’s conversation, and she was looking forward to meeting her in person. Unlike Estelle.

Penelope’s voice was miserable when she answered. “Yes. Your mother was obviously offended. She corrected me, then asked me to spell her name out carefully so she could be sure I knew it.”

It had been humiliating to recite the letters over the phone.

Philip shook his head. “Don’t let her bother you. She doesn’t like many people.”

“Yeah, I got that vibe.”

In the hope of avoiding one of his distant moods, she steered the conversation to the lighter subject of a movie they had seen several nights before. The kilometers clicked by until Philip tapped the left-turn indicator as he braked gently at a traffic light buffered by a fast-food restaurant on one side and a glass-fronted tourist center on the other.

“Is this it?” she asked, trying to keep her voice airy and devoid of the uneasiness rippling through her body.

“This is the place.”

Their car rolled down what looked like the main street of the small city. Penelope looked longingly at signs for art galleries, clothing stores, and tea shops, wishing that she and Philip were here for a romantic getaway instead of a research trip. The vibrant commercial district gave way to a more industrial area. Philip turned left again at the end of the road. Penelope could barely make out the indistinct forms of docked ships in a small channel of water directly in front of them. A weather-beaten sign announced their arrival at Squamish Harbour. Philip maneuvered the car into a tight space in a parking lot.

Penelope thought she could discern the shapes of a small group of people standing on the dock about six meters away. The fog made them as vague as apparitions. Several large, anchored boats were tethered to lines closer to them. They bobbed aimlessly as small waves broke against their hulls. Philip turned to her, and she smiled brightly in an attempt to regain the optimism that had defined her before Marianne had passed away. She wanted to reassure him that this trip was exactly what they needed to leave their sadness and grief behind and to take her career to the next level. He seemed to receive her message and he nodded before speaking.

“Here we are. Next stop, Stone Point.”






CHAPTER FOUR

9:32 A.M.

When she stepped out of the car, Penelope tasted salt on her lips as if she had been crying. Her shoulder muscles stiffened involuntarily at the frigid wind rolling off the water. Philip was already at the back of the SUV, unloading her rolling suitcase and his backpack. He gave her an encouraging smile as he toted them past her to lead the way down the slippery stairs to the dock. The mist wavered and the small gathering of people grew slightly clearer. She waved, but no one responded in kind. As she followed Philip, the white clouds swarmed in again, making it hard to see anything beyond her own feet.

She continued to the place where she’d seen the throng of people, trying to channel Marianne’s effortless ability to inspire confidence. It was so important for them to like and respect her. It had been so strange to call each member of the group to invite them on the trip, but it was a duty that she didn’t want to pass off to Philip. He had already been so apprehensive about his mother. Unfortunately, their complex relationship was only one of the reasons everything was awkward. Penelope wasn’t like Marianne. She had to work hard to gain trust.

Being an author still felt like a pretend job, and she had found herself stuttering as though she was on a job interview when she tried to explain who she was and what she hoped to accomplish. She again omitted all mention that she was carrying out the plans of her deceased friend, as she suspected that would have made the conversations even more challenging. Each person had been surprised enough to receive her invitation. Hector Anderson, a history professor, had seemed downright suspicious. In the face of their discomfort, she found herself offering to pay for their time and lodging. One thousand dollars per person plus a free trip to a beautiful West Coast lodge for a weekend on Penelope’s dime. If this trip didn’t yield a manuscript, she would be out five figures and no closer to keeping her promise to Vivian.

Once down on the dock, Penelope became more disoriented by the lack of visibility. There was almost no differentiating the ocean waves from the milky air that loomed around them. She had to pause for a moment before placing one foot in front of the other. The narrow dock suddenly felt like the road to oblivion.

Stop being silly, she told herself as she attempted to follow Philip’s confident strides. It was difficult to keep up with him at the best of times. Now his body transformed into a gray shadow as the distance increased between them. She picked up her pace and joined him as he greeted Danny Mason and Nina Withers, who would serve as their wilderness guides.

She had met the astonishingly fit couple the summer before at a barbecue. They and Philip were members of the same bike club. Penelope had felt like a frumpy housewife clad in a frilly summer dress, while the three of them were in muddy bike jerseys and shorts after a long ride.
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