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CHAPTER ONE SARAH


Now

I watch people.

With a voyeur’s keen eyes, I peer out the window of our rental car as Daniel pulls up to our new house at 227 Lilac Lane. This is the house we’ll be living in for the next six months until we find one we want to buy. I’ve seen only grainy pictures of the inside. The new consulting firm my husband will be working for found the home for us—an incentive to bring him on board. It makes this sudden move across the country easier. Easier but still hard.

At twilight, the detached two-story blends into the others on this quiet suburban Toronto street, like I hope we will. At the end of the block, there’s a cul-de-sac, and a set of boxy town houses across from a ravine. I shiver, not from the bitter mid-September chill but because the woods feel too close. They remind me too much of everything we left behind in Vancouver.

Our son, Jacob, and I exit the car, sneakers squelching in the puddles from an overnight rain. The sound centers me in the present, far from Holly Monroe, our babysitter over the summer, and the reason I agreed to this unexpected move. Daniel is ahead of us, dragging a suitcase behind him. Every few seconds, he looks over his shoulder, smiling. I smile back, but inside I’m crying over everything I’ve hidden from him—and everything he might be hiding from me.

Jacob stops in front of the three-bedroom redbrick home looming before us.

“It has eyes,” he says. His voice is flat, his body trembling through his thin coat. The wind is sharper in Toronto than North Vancouver, something else my son is now forced to get used to. “The windows are the eyes, and the door is the mouth. It has no nose, though.”

I pull him close. A six-year-old’s imagination, but still, his words haunt me.

Jacob isn’t aware of the real reason we’ve left Vancouver. All he knows is that Daddy got an exciting new job as a business consultant in the city where he grew up, and Mommy supports Daddy. Neither my little boy nor my husband knows anything about the nights I hid in the thick cluster of trees outside our pool enclosure because it offered the perfect view of our babysitter’s house.

I wanted to be her. Holly—young, beautiful, her whole life an exciting blank slate. But then I stopped trusting her. And in the end, I wanted only to protect what was mine.

I turn to my son as he slips his thumb into his mouth, a habit I thought he’d gotten over this summer. My heart constricts at how vividly the freckles dotting Jacob’s nose stand out against his chalk-white skin. He looks terrible. We took the red-eye so he would sleep, but he was devastated about the move, about being uprooted so suddenly, that he cried for almost the entire flight. It’s been said that you’re only as happy as your unhappiest child. I have just one child, and he’s shattered, so that’s how I’m feeling, too. He’s lost his home and left behind everyone he loves, except me and Daniel.

“Ready to see the house?” I ask, trying to sound upbeat.

Jacob pulls his wet thumb out of his mouth. The skin around the nail is ripped and chapped. “I want to go home.”

Well, that’s impossible, I think to myself, but I don’t say it out loud. Two weeks ago, Daniel sold our beautiful cliffside home in Forest View to a private buyer from his exclusive golf club. Our home doesn’t belong to us anymore. My husband has taken care of everything, for once, a far cry from the man who doesn’t make his own lunches for work and who has left child-rearing our son mostly to me. All I have to do now, in this new place, is be Jacob’s mother. I should have been content with that all along rather than yearning for more, for my own sense of self.

A porch light flicks on when Daniel gets to the front door. Jacob and I follow him up the three steep steps, and I peer through the decorative glass, our ghostly reflections staring back at me. Daniel rummages for the key in the lockbox, inserts it, and turns it. There’s no click. The black oak door wasn’t locked.

“Wow. The property manager forgot to lock it,” Daniel says.

I feel eyes on me and spin around. Under the dim yellow glow of a streetlamp, a curtain twitches in the house across the street. A face appears, then disappears. I will not overreact. I refuse to give into the foreboding dread that’s been pressing on my chest since the last time I saw Holly sixteen days ago.

I trail behind Daniel, pushing Jacob inside and locking the front door behind us. Before I can even look around the main floor, Jacob lets out a howl—a low, agonized wail that twists my insides. Daniel looks at me, shutting his eyes for a moment like he always does to try to make it all disappear.

I take over as usual. “What’s wrong?” I ask Jacob as I kneel on the hardwood at his eye level.

“Mr. Blinkers! I can’t live here without him!” He punches his fist over and over on his skinny thigh. I take his tiny hand and hold it between mine.

There’s no pain greater than your child’s pain. I’ve made so many mistakes that I can never undo. My sole focus now is making my son happy again. But I can’t because we lost his favorite toy, Mr. Blinkers—the soft, gray stuffed bunny he slept with every night, all summer long. It disappeared while we were packing up the few items of clothing, toys, and electronics we brought with us. I blame myself. I probably threw it out by accident. It’s my fault, like so many things that happened over the summer.

“Maybe we can find a new Mr. Blinkers at a store here, sweetheart.”

Daniel drops our bags, and the house keys hit the small ebony table at the door. The clang makes me jump.

He crouches with me in front of Jacob. “Buddy, we’ll get you a new bunny, and we’ll take him to see the CN Tower. It has a restaurant at the top that spins.”

Daniel’s trying too hard, and Jacob sees right through it.

“I want the bunny Holly gave me!” He leans into my shoulder, and the tears come so fast and furious my coat is damp. I hug him fiercely and let him cry, my rainbow baby, my miracle after my miscarriage. Jacob is the only child I’ll ever have.

Daniel locks eyes with me, his full of regret. Regret about what? How strained and distant our marriage has become? How invisible I’ve been to him for the last year? How friendly he and Holly were when they didn’t know I was watching? No, I won’t go there right now. He’s reassured me—I had it wrong. It was all in my head.

Since the day Daniel suggested moving across the country to fix everything, he’s been making such an effort to be more attentive, to make me feel like I matter, like when we got married fifteen years ago. I’ve chosen to believe him that nothing was going on between him and Holly. I’ve chosen to believe it, but do I actually?

I have to be rational, for once. Daniel is the man who massaged my feet every single night when I was pregnant with Jacob. Daniel cried with me when we lost our first baby, our daughter, at sixteen weeks because her heart had stopped beating inside me.

I can’t lose anyone else. It would break me.

Jacob keeps bringing up Holly, and every time, it puts my teeth on edge. Daniel is the first to answer him.

“Jacob, it’s better we don’t talk about Holly, okay? We need to move on.”

There it is again: my husband is trying. I run my hand over his thick brown hair, just starting to gray at the temples. Of course the gray suits him, while my hair, which I dyed platinum at the end of July, is pulled back in a greasy ponytail, but the dark roots are already showing.

“I want everything the way it used to b-b-be,” Jacob stutters.

“Honey,” I say. “Change is hard, but everything’s going to be okay. It will be even better than before.”

My voice cracks. It was so hard to say goodbye to my mom, my brother, Nathan, sister-in-law, Pam, and nieces Sienna and Lily. Before this, I’d never left Vancouver for more than a couple of weeks. Now the mere idea of ever returning fills me with dread. I lost all control this summer. I saw things I should never have seen. I did things I should never have done.

I stroke Jacob’s cheek before stepping out of the foyer toward the first doorway. There are two more doorways ahead, a creepy fairy-tale house of endless doors. The darkness immediately overwhelms me. Our old house boasted a large open-concept design with long windows, through which the morning light shone bright and happy. From our pool deck, we were mere steps from the forest of stately Douglas firs overlooking the Capilano River that swirled just beyond our backyard. Here the main floor is all dark molding and narrow windows. Eerie shadows spill onto the dusty, sable-colored hardwood.

I blow out a heavy breath and snuggle Jacob, whose teeth are chattering. “We should turn on the heat.”

“Sure. Jacob, come with me. We’ll find the thermostat. I forgot how much colder it is in Toronto. Even in September.” My husband’s skin is pallid. He looks as exhausted as I am. I feel another sharp pang of guilt, but I try to focus on Daniel, who seems happy to be back in Toronto, where he was raised, beginning a new consulting career after a decade as a COO in Vancouver, handcuffed to his desk.

I hold the black banister all the way up the curved staircase, leading to a spacious landing covered in brown hickory flooring. The master bedroom is large, with expensive, somber oak dressers and headboard. I itch to snoop in the nooks and crannies to discover who lived here before us and what skeletons they might have hidden in this house. Old habits die hard.

I close the door and glance in the full-length mirror on the back. My cheeks are hollow, and the circles under my eyes are a deep purple. I don’t care. Here I can go back to being Sarah Goldman: just a mother and wife, no longer a photographer and a woman who was obsessed with her twenty-two-year-old babysitter.

My fatigue is debilitating. I’ve never slept well, but the frenzied rush to leave Vancouver has drained me.

With Daniel and Jacob downstairs working on the heat and hopefully bringing in the few boxes in the trunk, I lie back on the king-size bed, bare of sheets or a duvet. This maudlin house isn’t to my taste, but at least it’s furnished. I’m glad to see a smoke detector on the ceiling, but the tiny light in the middle isn’t on. I should check the batteries. At only five foot one, I need to grab the black chaise next to the window that overlooks the street.

I drag it under the smoke detector, releasing dust motes into the air. I stand on it, sighing, because my fingers can’t possibly reach high enough to take it down. But I can at least see it clearly now.

It’s not a light in the middle, not a light at all. But there’s something round in the center of the smoke detector.

It’s a camera.

The house has eyes.

Someone is watching me.





[image: ]


CHAPTER TWO HOLLY


Before

Holly’s father sits across from her at the long mahogany dining room table. She woke up extra early this morning so she could have breakfast with him alone. She loves this time, only the two of them, when the sun hits the ornate crystal chandelier hanging from the vaulted ceiling, bathing them in a golden light. In these rare moments, he’s just her dad, not John Monroe, scion of Health ProX.

Her University of British Columbia medical school transcripts, which have just come in the mail, rest next to his plate of fresh fruit. Her father doesn’t eat heavy meals before work anymore. Holly’s stepmother, Lisette, has him on a strict diet.

“Well done, Holly,” her father says, taking a sip of coffee. “You passed all your exams, which is expected. Of course I still think your goal next term is to be top of your class, but an eighty-nine-percent average overall in your first year of med school is quite good.” He taps the transcript with his index finger. “You should start thinking about choosing a supervisor for your pharmaceutical research project in third year.”

She’s not hungry anymore. Tears prick her eyes, but she hides them. Monroes can only be the best; everything else is deemed a failure. “Thank you, Daddy,” she says as she tears a piece off her buttery croissant but puts it down. “Maybe we can have lunch today?”

If he says yes, she’ll spend the morning working up the courage. Somehow, she’ll spit it out, tell him that she doesn’t want to go back to medical school in the fall. She doesn’t want to be bound forever to Health ProX or bear the responsibility of carrying on the family legacy. She wants to be free to travel, maybe study psychology, exist as her own person aside from being a Monroe. But she doesn’t want her father to ever be disappointed in her.

He shakes his head, his hair still thick at forty-seven. “Sorry, honey. I have a meeting with Charlie Lang. He wants to see the lab facilities and latest stats for Ritofan.” Then he winks. “I think he might be close to investing. If we can bring in Charlie, this beta blocker could take Health ProX international. Lisette will set up a meeting with just you and him.” He smiles at her then, and she feels like a princess. All her worries disappear under his gaze.

Still, Charlie Lang, owner of one of the largest Vancouver development firms and probably the wealthiest and most powerful man her father knows, is intimidating. Her father is counting on her. But what if she can’t snag Charlie’s investment? It’s the most important one she’s ever been tasked with. Failure is not an option. She’s got this.

Holly doesn’t remember a single meal when her father hasn’t mentioned Health ProX, the leading national pharmaceutical company that is her birthright and, if her dad gets his way, will one day be her sole purpose in life. Her father wants the best for her. She knows that. He’s devoted to his work, devoted to making the family name into a legend. But her heart sinks when she thinks of the summer ahead, spent wooing investors for Ritofan, her father’s revolutionary heart drug, which in preliminary trials has produced fewer side effects than other such drugs on the market. It’s the first product her father is seeking FDA approval for. But to begin the human clinical trials, the last and most expensive stage of the process before they can file the New Drug Application, they need to raise upward of forty million dollars. This is an epic time for their family.

Maybe she doesn’t know exactly what she wants from life, but does she want this? Her mind is spinning today; she’s out of sorts. She looks at her father as he smiles proudly at her. He doesn’t get it. Every time she’s approached the subject of her sales meetings, he veers away. He doesn’t quite realize how much of Holly it takes to make these powerful men invest. When she manages to lure one in, it’s the best thing in the world. Her father laughs and hugs her, lavishes her with praise and love, tells her he’s the luckiest man in the world to have a daughter like her. So why isn’t she happy? Why isn’t it enough that she’s his little girl, the apple of his eye?

Holly hears the click-clack of Lisette’s heels echoing dangerously on the Italian hardwood in the atrium. Fuck. Here she comes. Holly smells her before she sees her. Lisette’s expensive perfume clogs the air. Her stepmother’s dressed for her day of ladies lunching in a floral sundress that hugs her gym-toned curves. She stands next to Holly, her blunt-cut black hair sprayed into a helmet.

“Your interview with the Goldmans is at nine,” she says to Holly.

“Interview?” John asks as he pops a piece of mango in his mouth, smiling at his wife and daughter like they’re his treasures. Or chattels.

Lisette grins, her face muscles barely twitching through the Botox. “Yes. Daniel Goldman is looking for a babysitter for their six-year-old son. They want someone all summer so his wife, Sarah, can have some time to herself.” She reaches for a porcelain cup on the credenza and pours coffee from the silver French press. “Don’t you remember him mentioning it at lunch last Sunday?”

“I don’t think I heard that. But Holly babysitting for the Goldmans is an excellent idea. I like Daniel. He’s done very well for himself as COO of Code Tek. He’s moving up. Also, he’s a smart investor, so I think there’s potential there. For us, I mean.” He does this sometimes, talks about Holly like she isn’t there.

Lisette hovers next to her. She puts her hand on Holly’s bare shoulder, but it’s far from comforting. Holly looks at the woman who’s a poor substitute for the mother she never knew. Her own mother, Caitlin, died giving birth to her. Holly isn’t sure her father has ever forgiven her for killing his wife. To Holly, his marriage to Lisette is a punishment meant for her.

The fact that Lisette hasn’t yet moved means she’s waiting. She wants something. In the beginning, Holly tried to tell her father how sad Lisette made her, but he was so in love with the sultry beauty and truly believed Lisette loved Holly as much as she loved her own daughter, Alexis, and him. Men. They could be so dumb.

Holly has long given up on any kind of mother-daughter relationship with this woman. At least Holly has Alexis, her stepsister and best friend, the product of Lisette’s first, short-lived marriage to a man whose name Lisette never utters.

Holly was six when she met eleven-year-old Alexis. They forged an immediate bond, making it easy for Lisette to place the responsibility of Holly’s care on Alexis’s capable shoulders. Holly knows she’s blessed with her mother’s natural beauty, whereas Alexis is big-boned and clumsy, not at all the kind of girl—then or now—who’s the obvious glamour at a posh party or fancy event. The only time Lisette has ever showered attention on Holly is when she needs her, as she does now—for appearances, or for some kind of dirty work.

John pushes his chair back, then nods at Holly. “Babysitting would be a beneficial addition to your résumé if you want to specialize in pediatrics for your residency. The market for children’s medicine is growing exponentially. It could be very useful. You should know that Daniel Goldman has friends in high places. I’ve seen him at the Canyon Club talking to Charlie. He’s also golfed with me and Stan Fielding recently.”

Useful. Holly doesn’t want to babysit some whiny kid so his mother can get mani/pedis all summer long. Or hear about Stan Fielding, the CEO of a major oil company, her father’s golf partner, and longtime investor in the family firm. But the way her father is looking at her, with adoration and pride, and the greedy glint in Lisette’s eyes leaves her no choice. She’s a Monroe. It’s her job to help expand the empire. It’s interesting, though, the double standard. Alexis has never been invited to work with Health ProX. And she’s definitely not expected to woo clients. If anything, Holly’s father and Lisette want her as far away from the business as possible.

Holly gets up from the table.

“Wait,” Lisette says.

For a split second, Holly imagines her stepmother might say something encouraging. “Yes?” She hates the hope that leaps in her chest but can’t stop it.

“Bring a bathing suit to the Goldman interview. They have a pool.”

“Okay,” she says. Even as she says it, she resents how sweet and obedient the word sounds as it leaves her mouth. It’s a complete betrayal of everything in her heart.

Holly trudges up the spiral stairs to her wing in the massive Forest View house, passing Alexis’s old bedroom, now Lisette’s personal gym. It looks nothing like it did when Alexis lived here. Alexis moved out two years ago, because at twenty-five and a nursing school graduate, it was time to make her own way. It’s what she wanted. Now she lives in Lynnmour, a ten-minute drive from here, in a basement apartment. It’s a bare-bones one-bedroom because Alexis hasn’t been able to find a nursing job. Caring and attentive, Alexis would be a wonderful nurse, but she doesn’t interview well. She has no idea how to sell herself. That’s Holly’s domain.

Holly misses having Alexis in the house so much. She’s good to the core, the most selfless, kindest person Holly has ever known. And yet only Holly seems to miss her. The PETA posters and colorful tapestries that adorned the blue walls have been replaced with floor-to-ceiling mirrors so Lisette can watch herself work out from every angle.

Holly pines for the days when Alexis flopped awkwardly on her bed every time she wanted to talk, which was always, and how she ordered sausage pizza, because it was Holly’s favorite, on their movie nights in Holly’s bedroom because she has the large-screen television. For her stepsister, Holly has always come first. Even when Alexis was thirteen and was invited to a sleepover at Sloane Perkins’s, the coolest student in seventh grade, she chose Holly over the “it girl.”

Alexis is the only person who fully accepts Holly. Of course, she only accepts her because she doesn’t know everything. And she can never find out.

Holly sighs as she walks into her perfectly pink bedroom. She pushes the curtains apart and stares out her window, pressing her face to the glass. When her window’s open, she can hear the water rush down the Capilano River below. To everyone else, this place is paradise; to Holly, it’s a prison with a nice view.

She knows her relationship with her stepmother isn’t normal, but she couldn’t find the words to describe it until she took an elective in psychology this past year. Now she understands that Lisette is a classic narcissist; Alexis is her albatross, and Holly her pawn. The only lesson Lisette has imparted is that love is conditional. The professor of the course, Luke Phillips, taught Holly a lot about human behavior. She smiles to herself as she thinks about it. This is one relationship Lisette hasn’t orchestrated.

Why didn’t Holly tell her stepmother to go to hell? Why does Lisette have the right to tell Holly what job she has to take, how to behave, what to say? She’s tired of being a Barbie, the trophy daughter.

Holly pulls on a navy one-piece, throws on her jean shorts, a tank top, and a hoodie, and grabs her backpack. On her way out the door, she spots Lisette’s emerald earrings on the front hall table. She shoves them in her pocket, relishing the thrill that courses through her as she takes them just because she can.

Her irritation spikes when she gets to the circular driveway. “Damn it, Lisette.” Like a child, she kicks the tire of her stepmother’s Mercedes that blocks in the white Jeep her father gave Holly on her eighteenth birthday. She knows if she goes back inside and asks Lisette to move it, she’ll only blame Holly and say that when she was young, she never had her own vehicle—“Girls these days are spoiled beyond belief. Not Alexis, of course, but others.” She’ll give Holly the silent treatment for at least a full day and complain about how even though one of her little birds has flown the nest, the house still feels too busy sometimes. Holly doesn’t have the energy or the bandwidth for more guilt and blame to be piled on her shoulders today. The burden she carries right now is heavy enough.

She drags her bike from the back of the garage and decides to cycle the ten minutes to Cliffside Road, where the Goldmans live.

When she makes a right onto Montroyal Boulevard, her phone buzzes in her backpack. She stops, even though she might arrive at the Goldmans’ a bit late.

“Hey, I can’t talk,” Holly tells Alexis when her round face fills the whole screen. She always holds the phone too close. She doesn’t wear makeup anymore, not since she left home two years ago.

“You’re all dewy under that helmet. Where are you going?”

“Biking to a babysitting interview. Your mother. Don’t ask.”

“Babysitting? I thought you were helping John with sales all summer.”

“I am. Day job, night job.”

Alexis shakes her head, then turns to someone behind her.

That’s when Holly realizes where her stepsister is. She’s at work. And behind her is Luke. When Alexis couldn’t land a job in her field, Holly stepped in. She arranged for Alexis to work part-time over the summer, filing and researching for Holly’s former psychology professor. Holly practically had to beg Luke—and more.

“Please. Alexis is amazing. A super hard worker, diligent. Totally different from me. She needs real work experience if she’s ever going to get a job as a nurse.”

“I’m not sure I can handle two Monroe women,” he teased, kissing Holly’s shoulder, because she’d snuck him into her bed while her dad and Lisette were in the opposite wing of the house, completely unaware he was there.

Holly shivers now, her stomach tightening with guilt. There are so many things she can only accomplish one way. Alexis still has no idea about Holly’s relationship with Luke. No one does. So many secrets. But Holly’s liaison with the professor is cooling. She got what she wanted. She’s not into him at all anymore. He’s a loose end she has no energy to tie up.

Holly refocuses on Alexis. “I’ve got to get to the Goldmans’ house. Your mother wants me to take care of their kid. The dad’s recently joined the Canyon Club.”

“Ah,” Alexis says. “I see.”

“They have a pool at least. You good?”

“Yes. Want to come over after work? Or go out? Thai and a movie?”

Does she want to? She doesn’t want to go home, where Lisette and her father will grill her about Daniel Goldman and coax her to ask him questions about his finances. And she should probably break up with Luke tonight, get that over with.

“Maybe. I’ll text you when I’m done,” Holly says.

“Okay. Drink water. Love you. Oh, Dr. Phillips says hello.”

“Say hi back.” Holly clears her throat. “Love you, too.”

She clicks off, exhales a heavy breath, and cycles up Cliffside Road to an earth-colored detached home with aluminum siding and a porch with two white wicker chairs and a small wrought iron table. It’s a nice, regular family house, unlike the gilded cage she lives in.

Leaving her bike propped up near the basketball net on the driveway, Holly pulls off her helmet, hangs it on one of the handlebars, then ties her hoodie around her waist. She grits her teeth as she lifts a hand to knock on the Goldmans’ red door.

It bangs open, and a little boy in Iron Man pajamas hops over the basketball on the porch, hurtling past her, right into the street without checking for oncoming cars.

Instinctively, Holly runs and catches him around the waist. “Hey, speedy, the end of the driveway is the stop line, okay?”

The boy regards her with bright blue eyes, his shaggy blond hair falling in his face. He grins, and two dimples deepen his rosy cheeks. If she has to babysit, at least this kid is adorable.

He runs back to the open door where a woman appears, tugging a hand through her shoulder-length, limp blond hair. She looks shaky and tired, but her smile is friendly and warm. She wears no makeup and does not look like one of Lisette’s society ladies. Holly can’t imagine her lunching with Lisette’s gaggle of shallow girlfriends.

“Hi, Holly. I’m Sarah, and this monkey is Jacob.”

Jacob gives her an impish grin.

“Nice to meet you.”

“Thank you. As you can see, Jacob needs to learn a few things, including how not to run out into the road.” Sarah scolds her son, but it’s accompanied with an affectionate head shake. “Or answer the door by himself before I can make it upstairs from the basement. I was in my red room just now.”

“Red room?” Holly instantly thinks of “redrum” and shudders a little. She used to ask Alexis if they could watch The Shining when their parents went out. And Alexis would say, “Only if you promise to come to my room and not Mom and John’s if you have a nightmare.” Holly always had nightmares and always climbed into Alexis’s bed.

She’s so lost in her thoughts she fails to register what Sarah just said. She snaps her attention back to the woman in front of her.

“Anyway, I’m a photographer. The red room is my darkroom. Jacob calls it that because of the red lighting. I’ll show you sometime, if you want. If you’re into photography at all.”

“I am into photography,” Holly says. “I like travel shots.”

“Nice,” Sarah says. “I like travel shots, too, but these days, I stay pretty close to home. I shoot what I see around me.” She looks at her son, who’s pulling at her arm.

Sarah is the polar opposite of Lisette. Warm eyes rather than cold ones, her posture inviting rather than rigid. She’s friendly and open, if a little tightly wound.

“Do you have an Instagram account I can follow?” Holly asks, then grins at Jacob, who’s obviously desperate for her attention. “I’ll bet you can jump really high.”

“Watch this!” And he leaps into the air.

“Awesome!”

Sarah says, “Careful, Jacob,” then turns back to Holly. “I don’t know a thing about Instagram. I’m on Facebook, though.” She shrugs. “But even that confuses me. Posts and tags and those emojicons.”

Holly bites back a smile. “Emojis, yeah. It’s all confusing at first.” She already feels at ease with this down-to-earth mom with no social media sense. “If you’re a photographer, Insta’s the best platform for you. I can help you set up an account if you ever want.”

Sarah touches her throat. “Oh, that’s a very kind offer. Let’s see how it goes. I haven’t worked as a professional photographer since I got pregnant with Jacob. It’s been such a long time. It’s all just a lot right now, you know?”

“Of course. I totally understand,” Holly says. She beams at the active little boy standing between them. He hasn’t stopped moving throughout their entire conversation. “Can I see your basketball skills?”

“My dad says I’m the dribble master!” He runs to the other side of the porch, retrieves his basketball, and dribbles on the spot like a pro. He stops and waits for praise.

“Nice work!” Holly fist-bumps him and turns to Sarah. “My Instagram handle is ‘HollyGoLightly99,’ by the way. In case you ever want to check it out.”

“Like from Breakfast at Tiffany’s?” Sarah asks.

“Yes. One of my favorites.”

“That’s so funny. I love that movie, too,” Sarah replies.

Holly takes out her phone and angles it toward Sarah so she can view her feed: the selfies Holly has taken at the beach, on campus, and her latest favorite—a shot of her holding Becoming by Michelle Obama, a book she hasn’t yet read. Her picture-perfect life that looks great on this device but is a mess off-screen.

“Wow. You have a good eye. Shall we go in?”

Holly can’t tell if Sarah’s compliment is genuine. Sarah steers Jacob into the house, and Holly follows. Once inside, she puts her phone in her backpack. The interior is all light grays and creams, with splashes of orange and teal in accent pieces like pillows and end tables. It feels like a home, in contrast to her own house, which Lisette has designed to look like a special feature section in a magazine.

Jacob runs ahead, and while Holly and Sarah walk to the living room, they pass framed photos on the walls, stunning shots of Capilano River park, the Cleveland Dam, and the suspension bridge, candids of Jacob with his father, Daniel. He’s a good-looking man—a full head of brown hair, a boyish face, brown eyes, and a strong jaw—but he definitely looks like all the other Forest View dads she knows—rich, busy, and bland.

“These are beautiful.” Holly points to the photos of Daniel and Jacob, mid-leap in the Pacific Ocean at low tide. Sarah caught them at the perfect moment, the waves rolling under their bare feet, faces lit up with joy and freedom. Holly’s heart twinges. What does that feel like?

“Oh, thank you,” Sarah says, and looks over to the couch, where Jacob is now standing up, arms outstretched like he wants to fly. “Jacob, don’t you dare.” She blows out a breath and turns back to Holly. “Daniel thought it would be good for me to do something for myself this summer. I’ve been a stay-at-home mom for a long time.” She walks to the couch and points to the floor. “Get down, please.”

Holly stifles a smile at Jacob’s fearless mischievousness. Then she looks out the large picture windows to the backyard, where an in-ground pool glitters under the sun.

Sarah gestures to the pool through the sliding glass door. “Lisette told me you’re a certified lifeguard. Are you okay swimming with Jacob?” She looks at Holly’s shoulder. “I see you’re wearing a bathing suit already.”

Holly tucks the strap under her tank top and nods. She’s more than okay. The water’s her happy place. Her father and Lisette had insisted both she and her stepsister excel at swimming so they could join the swim team at York House, the prestigious private girls’ school they’d attended as kids. Both skilled swimmers, they’d easily landed spots on the team and summer jobs as lifeguards. Alexis, of course, wanted to save lives, but for Holly, it was a great way to meet boys since she didn’t go to school with them, not that she ever really dated them. Boys are for practicing. Men are for real life.

“Come. I’ll show you the back.”

Jacob yanks opens the door, racing out, and Holly follows Sarah to an enclosed deck with four turquoise lounge chairs surrounding a kidney-shaped pool and a round glass table with a red umbrella for shade. It’s simple, unpretentious, like Sarah. Set to the right of the pool, there’s a cedar cabana.

Sarah notices Holly looking at the cabana. “That’s Daniel’s man cave. Don’t let Jacob play in there. Daniel’s pretty protective of his space. He doesn’t even like me to go in there.” She rolls her eyes and laughs. “Men.”

Holly smiles, shifting her attention to the spectacular view from the deck. She has to shield her eyes from the sun. “My house is just across the river. The concrete-and-glass one right in the middle there.”

Sarah squints. “Oh, that’s a gorgeous house. I didn’t realize we lived so close to each other.”

Holly moves her finger to the far left. “My bedroom is right there at the top.” The river ripples, even without much wind, and the thick cluster of treetops in the woods, so close to the Goldmans’ house, barely sway in the humidity. Through a small opening in the knotty branches, she sees her wide window, where she left her curtains open. No one understands what life is like for her in that house. It’s so different on this side of the river.

Sarah gives a quick nod and leads Holly back inside to the living room. Jacob sticks close to Holly, and Sarah’s eyes dart to her son. “Jacob, can you get in your bathing suit, please?”

Jacob ignores his mother, plopping onto the couch with a thud.

Sarah tenses up instantly but quickly covers her reaction by focusing on Holly. “Your stepmother told me you just finished your first year of medical school.”

Holly coughs. “Yeah. I mean, yes. At UBC.”

“What an accomplishment. Why medicine?”

Holly spouts the same lie she tells everyone. “To join my dad at Health ProX. We’re one big, happy working family.”

Holly wishes she wasn’t a Monroe but just herself, whoever that might be. But her father made a stipulation to her trust fund, which she is to get when she turns twenty-five, that she has to graduate from medical school and represent Health ProX. It’s his way of tethering her to Forest View—and him—forever.

How lucky Jacob is to have a mother who obviously loves him so much, who gives him the freedom to run and play. How lucky he is to have a mother at all.

Sarah looks expectantly at her. “So, what do you think? Are you up for the job? If you’re okay doing a trial run today, maybe you can stay and we can see how things go with Jacob?”

“Yay!” Jacob squeals, grinning at Holly.

She grins back. “I’d love that.” And she means it. Jacob seems to have taken an instant shine to her, Sarah’s so nice, and this house is comfortable, definitely more comfortable than hers.

“Great. I’ll be in my darkroom if you need me.”

“I’ll get my bathing suit!” Jacob speeds from the couch to the stairs in a blur.

Holly laughs. Taking care of this kid won’t be so bad after all.

Sarah’s eyes go wide. “Wow. He likes you. Usually he’s much more… stubborn.”

Holly feels her cheeks flush. “He won’t be bored. I love swimming and biking, and I’ll keep him busy.”

Judging from the toys and electronics spilling out of a wicker basket in the corner of the living room and the easel pushed against one wall, Jacob has a lot to keep himself busy. Holly’s dying to peek into the other rooms. It’s something she does whenever she goes somewhere new: people’s houses are a reflection of their true selves, but they keep their secrets hidden. There’s so much one can learn by poking around. Luke taught her that. It’s not about the possessions themselves but more about how people arrange them—what they display, what they hide. Everything tells a story. She wants to know what the Goldmans’ story is.

Holly’s phone pings, and she pulls it out of her backpack. She feels Sarah watching her. Does this look bad? Maybe she’s not supposed to use her phone? After all, she’s here to secure a job.

“It’s my stepsister,” she tells Sarah. “Do you mind if I quickly text her back?”

“Go ahead,” Sarah says. “Then if you don’t mind running up to hurry Jacob along and go for a swim?”

Holly smiles. “Definitely.” Sarah turns on her heel and heads toward the basement stairs.


Alexis: How’s it going?

Holly: Mom nice. Kid cute.

Haven’t met the dad.

Alexis: He’ll love you.



Holly winces.


Holly: Gotta go.



She hears stomping from upstairs, so she puts her phone away to deal with Jacob. When she gets to the landing on the second floor, Jacob’s door is open. Still in his Iron Man pajamas, he’s hopping from his bed to the floor and back again. He lands with a bang and his eyes widen when he sees Holly.

“I’m exercising.”

Holly laughs. “Ready to go swimming?” She peels off her tank top to reveal her navy one-piece—tasteful but curve-hugging. It’s important to always feel good on the outside even if she doesn’t feel it on the inside. “Get into your swimsuit, and I’ll teach you how to dive for pennies.”

She tousles his hair and goes to the hall to wait while he changes. She’s proud of herself for handling him so well. She wishes her dad could see how good she is with kids.

She looks down the hallway. Sarah’s bedroom door is open. Holly creeps over and peers inside. It’s a large but cozy space, with a mint-green armchair in the corner, draped with a fuzzy white blanket, where she imagines Sarah and Jacob cuddle and read together. It feels safe. Like the kind of bedroom she sees in family sitcoms. She wants to lie on the pretty sky-blue duvet, curl up with the fluffy cream pillows.

“Holly?” Jacob calls down the hallway.

She hurries back to his door. He’s wearing a white swim shirt and blue swim trunks, leaving less skin exposed to the harsh rays of the sun. “Let’s go!”

Together they walk downstairs, Jacob slipping his small hand in hers and tugging her toward the backyard pool. He jumps into the water before Holly can stop him. For a moment, she panics, but when she sees what a strong swimmer he is, she starts to breathe again.

“Watch this!” she calls out. Jacob’s eyes pop as Holly performs a perfect-ten jackknife off the diving board.

“Wow! Will you teach me how to do that?”

“By the end of the summer, you’ll do a killer dive!”

Jacob ducks under the water in the shallow end to do a gangly underwater cartwheel, which makes Holly giggle. But then she hears something behind her.

She turns, glances at the basement window at eye level. In the window, she sees Sarah, her face half-covered by a long lens. Sarah taps on the window, waves. Then she points the camera at Holly and clicks.

Holly smiles stiffly.

Jacob’s in a far corner of the pool. He’s not even in the frame.

The hairs on Holly’s arms tingle. It feels like Sarah’s looking right through her.

And Holly doesn’t want anyone to know what she hides inside.
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CHAPTER THREE SARAH


Now

I’m frozen, staring up at the round eye of the camera in the smoke detector. I need to move. Fast. I slide off the chair I’m standing on and, in a panic, scan the room for other hidden dangers. But I don’t even know what I’m looking for. It would be laughable if I weren’t so frightened.

A hidden camera. That’s exactly how it started with Holly.

It was innocent in the beginning. Nanny cams always are. It’s what any good mother would do to check up on a stranger taking care of her child. But not every mother would take photos of their babysitter through her bedroom window when the babysitter had no idea she was being watched. The thought of it now makes me feel sick, both that I could sink so low and what I saw when I did.

I remember the day I hired Holly, how Jacob took to her immediately. She was young, energetic, and playful—everything I’m not. My son listened to her, followed her around the house. It made me feel confident enough to leave them alone and shut myself away in my darkroom very soon after she arrived. Plus, I had two nanny cams in the living room: one hidden in a vase on the mantel and one in a wall clock.

Daniel knew nothing about the cameras. He would have told me I was losing it. He always thinks I overreact, that I believe the worst of everyone, especially him. He thinks I’m overprotective of Jacob, too. I didn’t want to hear his complaints, so I hid the cameras from him until I had no choice but to show him what they’d recorded.

And I have to admit that the way Holly looked at me that first day, with admiration, it made me feel seen—seen for who I really am. Right from the moment she arrived in her jean shorts and black University of British Columbia hoodie tied around her tiny waist, all coltish legs and a delicate build, I had this heady feeling that we’d get along, that despite the huge age gap between us, we needed each other. I guess this masked my usually sharp instincts. Because I got everything wrong.

When I turned forty-one in January, I felt… lost. Without anything else to do, I found myself sticking to Jacob like glue, worrying about him constantly, overcome with bad thoughts about what would happen if I took my eyes off him for even a second. You hear stories of mothers whose children are taken or get hit by cars, who drown in the moments their mothers look away. Those scenarios played through my mind in horrifying freeze-framed images.

Daniel noticed the change in me, said I was hovering, that my constant stress about our son was verging on madness. His exact words: “Your mothering is smothering. You need a break.”

At his insistence, I rediscovered my first love, photography. Still, I was torn. Wasn’t it my job to be Jacob’s mother? To protect him from danger, to spot it before he did and steer him away? I longed for some passion that was all my own, and deep down, I knew Daniel was right. There was guilt there, too, the guilt of wanting to be more than a mother, not even knowing what “more” was. Maybe that’s what made me susceptible to the dewy-skinned young woman who took over my responsibilities like they were the easiest thing in the world.

I never meant for Holly to become the subject of my photography. Or my thoughts.

The first time I watched her was an accident. It was in the middle of the night, hours after she’d gone home from a successful trial day with Jacob.

“You’re hired,” I told her in the early afternoon, sure I was making the best decision, beaming with relief and appreciation for Daniel having the idea in the first place. He’d found her, after all.

“Really?” Holly asked, slightly unsure, the first indication I’d seen that she wasn’t a hundred percent confident.

“Yes, you’re fantastic with my son. Let’s do nine until four, Monday to Friday. Does that work for you?”

“It’s perfect,” she said.

At 4:00 p.m., as she cycled away, Jacob turned to me, glowing, calmer than usual because Holly had swum with him for hours and then taken him to look for treasures around the front lawn. She seemed to know to stay close while also giving him space to explore.

“Is Holly coming back tomorrow?” he asked as she made her way back to her family mansion on the other side of the Capilano River.

“Every weekday,” I told my happy boy.

I got an exhausted Jacob ready for bed around 8:00 p.m. I fell asleep at 10:00 p.m., and Daniel crawled into bed at 1:00 a.m. after a night out with Stan Fielding, one of his golf buddies, a former fraternity brother he’s remained close with. I couldn’t go back to sleep.

Finally, after two hours of tossing and turning, I grabbed my Leica and went out to the pool deck to take a few shots of the night sky. I’ve suffered on-and-off bouts of insomnia since Jacob was born. That night, though, it wasn’t the sky or stars that caught my attention. It was a light across the river.

I don’t know what compelled me to get a closer look by stepping onto the thickly tree-lined plateau outside the pool enclosure. Beyond the narrow ledge was a steep, dense forest, rife with gnarly branches and spiky tree roots, leading to the thrashing river. It was a beautiful view but dangerously precipitous.

Once on the ledge, I peered through a small opening in the cluster of trees. Then I sucked in a sharp breath because I realized where the light was coming from: Holly’s bedroom window.

I couldn’t stop myself from lifting my telephoto lens and aiming it at her sheer curtains. There she sat on her bed, her features not visible, but it was clear she wasn’t clothed. I knew it was Holly because of her ponytail. The diaphanous curtains made only her dark silhouette discernable, her body an outline of youthful perfection but no specific feature completely clear. Someone else crossed the room. I couldn’t see their face, either, but the figure had a muscular male frame. It didn’t matter. It was Holly I wanted to see—this young woman in her prime, untouched by the ravages of time and responsibility. It’s not like I could see anything—not overtly—and yet here she was with who I presumed was her boyfriend, completely unaware of what her life would become, going through this rite of passage in her bedroom.

Her boyfriend approached her on the bed, but she was the one who initiated the kiss. She took charge. This wasn’t her first time—that much was clear—but it must have been fresh and new. And Holly was unaware that she was so lithe and lovely, that this moment was so fleeting, that age and experience would change everything. She also didn’t know that anyone was watching her. I couldn’t unsee the sight. I was mesmerized.

I clicked the shutter. There was something about her, something that made me nostalgic for days long gone when love and lust were so intoxicating and the whole world was mine, when I was young and naive, my skin didn’t pucker and sag, and anxiety about my son’s every move didn’t hold me hostage. Sure, this wasn’t a moment I was meant to see, but I felt happy for Holly, that she was a young woman experiencing life to the fullest. Maybe this was her first serious boyfriend. And he was allowed to sleep over. I was never allowed to have a boyfriend stay over even at her age.

Taking those photos was wrong. Yet I did it anyway, more than once. I was certain it was my secret alone, but now I’m not so sure.

I know I’m nervous about a lot of things. It’s not like I have blinders on. Where other people seek adventure, I anticipate peril. I hate the jumpy anticipation in my chest whenever Jacob climbs too high in a tree or runs down the stairs too fast. Everywhere I look, I see danger; people I can’t trust who might hurt us. The garbage collector is potentially stealing our personal information; Jacob’s basketball coach is a pedophile; the customer service representative at the bank is going to drain my accounts. I have to corral my thoughts before they go wild. I’m staring into a round eye on my ceiling. There must be a reasonable explanation for a hidden camera being in my new bedroom. Holly is out of our lives.

It’s all over and has been since her last day with us. No text or call, not even a note before she left Jacob alone in the house, waiting for her under his bed in a cruel game of hide-and-seek so she could walk out our door without having to say goodbye.

According to her father, she’s off on some silent tropical retreat; according to her Instagram feed, she’s “finding herself.”

I leave the smoke detector with its ominous eye and head back down to the main floor, which is eerily quiet. Without any rugs to absorb the vibrations, my footsteps echo off the hardwood.

I get to the bottom, and I gasp.

A grinning blond woman in a hot-pink windbreaker is holding a plate of cookies in my dining room.

“Oh my gosh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you. Your husband let me through the back.” She sticks out a hand. “I’m Tara Conroy. I live next door.”

First, a hidden camera and now a stranger in my house? Where the hell are Daniel and Jacob?
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