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In memory of my dad, who congratulated me on this book before I even wrote it






Author’s Note

This book touches on issues that may be triggering for some readers, especially surrounding mental health and substance abuse. Please visit my website, www.amypeasewrites.com, for more details.
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Eli North stripped off his clothes and waded into the water. The lake muck cushioned his feet, and, when he was in up to his chest, he rested his plastic travel mug on the water’s surface and let his feet drift upward. He had always been good at floating.

The water had that mid-August feel, warm and slippery and heavy with microorganisms, and a flotilla of lily pads protected the tiny beach from water traffic. Not that anyone would be on the water at this time of night.

He tried to focus on the stars, the weightless sensation of floating. Meditation, they called it. A way to set aside negative thoughts. He put the mug to his lips and sucked the whiskey through his teeth so it wouldn’t spill into his nose. His lip was split, only partially healed, and the fiery liquor lanced the wound open again.

Michelle had agreed to meet him after work, but she’d left before he had shown up, two hours late. It was a sad routine, making promises, breaking promises, and there was a part of him that had been relieved when she asked for a divorce in July. At least now they could both move on, her to something better, and him to a place where he didn’t disappoint her all the time.

He thought of Andy.

Across the lake, somebody cranked up the radio. Etta James’s voice slid over the water, a nice change from the usual shit-kickin’ country coming from Dan Simons’s cabin. Classy with a K was how Michelle had always described Dan. Eli took another sip of whiskey and winced at the pain on his lip, at the throb of the surrounding bruise.


At last

My love has come along

My lonely days are over

And life is like a song



The music seemed custom-made for the setting, as if it was to be sung only on dark summer nights, against the rustle of cattails and the plinking call of chorus frogs. Maybe the vacationers wouldn’t mind Etta James. Maybe they wouldn’t call to complain. Maybe tonight he could just get drunk and float. He lay there, floating, for a long time, long enough to notice that the music was playing on repeat, which suited him just fine.

Still, it came as no surprise when the scanner crackled from under the heap of clothes on the sand. People with lake houses weren’t the type to let a noise disturbance go unreported.

“Eli, you there?”

He ignored the dispatch, vaguely wondered why he had bothered to bring the scanner to the beach in the first place, then breathed deeply and tilted his head backward until the water nearly covered his face. He relaxed his grip on the travel mug and let his arms and legs go limp in the soft, tepid water. The sound of the music was muffled now by the water over his ears, as if it was coming from another room, as if he had stepped away from a party. When the memories began to lap at the edges of his mind, he was ready for them, and pushed them away.

“Eli?”

The bark of the scanner broke his concentration and he floundered. Lake water poured into his nose and he choked, then scrambled to right himself. He coughed and sputtered and had just caught his breath when he noticed something pale bobbing among the lily pads several yards away, nearly concealed by the thick vegetation and heavy darkness.

He swam toward the object, but the waves from his forward motion pushed whatever it was deeper into the lily pads with each stroke. He stilled, treaded water just enough to stay afloat until the waves subsided, then ducked his head under the water and swam toward where the object had disappeared into the thick plants. Three kicks and he surfaced.

His travel mug, still nearly full. Bobbing against a lily pad.

He grasped the handle of the mug and was surprised to find that his hand was shaking, that his heart was hammering in his chest in a way that had nothing to do with the distance he had swum.

What had he expected to find, floating in the darkness?

With a twist of his hips, he turned and began to swim back to shore, holding his drink out of the water. He stumbled on the sand, caught himself, got up again. When he reached his pile of belongings, he eased the lid off the mug and tipped the rest of the contents into his mouth. He stood still for a long moment, the back of his hand pressed to his lips, then bent over to grab the scanner.
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The shadows were thick along Lakelawn Avenue. Red pines had been planted by the thousands in tight rows across Wisconsin by the Civilian Conservation Corps during the Great Depression, and now they created a thick, eighty-foot-high wall between the county highway and the bumpy, potholed gravel road that led to Beran’s Resort. Few plants grew in the dim understory of the pines, and the base of each trunk was bald and knotted, forming shadowy allées as perfect and precise as they were dark.

The sand in Eli’s shoes chafed as he made his way from the parked cruiser toward the row of cabins. A campfire glowed in a backyard a little ways down the lake, and the flames illuminated a ring of people sitting in lawn chairs. Laughter and the pop and crackle of the fire mingled with Etta James, and none of the partygoers seemed to mind the music.

He thought of Andy again. His boy loved campfires—a born pyromaniac—and it wasn’t until a few years ago that Eli and Michelle had been able to enjoy a campfire without fear of him falling into the flames. Now he himself was the one Michelle had to worry about, ever since he had stumbled, drunk, much too close to the neighbors’ bonfire last Christmas. And his being burned to a crisp wasn’t the only thing she was forced to worry about.

They’re going to find you dead on the bottom of the lake someday.

The shore on this side of the lake was a zigzag of granite outcroppings and pine forest. Cabin Six was partially hidden from the road by trees, and from the water by a tall ledge of red granite. Through the pines, the windows of the cabin shone brightly.

Beran’s Resort was picturesque, nostalgic, like something from a postcard; split-log cabins with red roofs and screened porches, stacked-rock firepits and tree-stump benches. There was a tiny beach with Adirondack chairs and racks of canoes, and a long, L-shaped pier with a westward view across Shaky Lake.

The parking space next to the cabin was empty, with two long scars in the gravel where a car had peeled out of the driveway. The music blasted through the open windows, and a light shone over the door. He paused in the shadow just outside the pool of light to take stock of himself. He wasn’t drunk. Buzzed, maybe, but not drunk. His hair was still wet, his skin tacky with the lingering film of lake water. His uniform was rumpled and stale-smelling from sitting in a duffel bag in the back of his car, and the tan fabric hung too loosely on his large frame.

There was no doorbell, and nobody appeared when he knocked, so he let himself into the kitchen through the unlocked door. It was a small, homey space furnished with honey-stained knotty pine cabinets and a speckled linoleum floor. A Formica table, chrome with a bright orange top, sat in the middle of the room. All four orange vinyl chairs were pushed in. Nothing on the countertops. The refrigerator door was ajar and, upon further inspection, was empty and unplugged. No evidence of food or drinks.

The music was jarringly loud, like a smoke alarm in the middle of the night, but he resisted the urge to find the source and turn it off. The noise hid the sound of his movements, and for that he was thankful. It had always been the sound of his own movement that had scared him in Afghanistan.

“Sheriff’s department,” he shouted. “Anyone home?” He waited, and when no one came, he poked his head into the living room and looked around. He knew the moment he stepped into the room that the place was empty. The air had a slack quality, the indifference of uninhabited rooms. Plaid curtains puffed and sucked against the open window above a couch. A potbelly stove and empty log holder sat in one corner, and, in the other, a tiny gateleg table and chair, along with a bookcase full of old paperbacks and boxes of jigsaw puzzles. It was quaint and comfortable and completely empty. Not a single thing out of place, no personal belongings anywhere. He reached over to a nearby end table and ran a finger across the wood. A month’s worth of dust, maybe more. He went quickly back to the kitchen and locked the door, then crossed to the other side of the living room, where another door led to a screened porch facing the lake. Strings of twinkle lights lit the space, but, like the rest of the cabin, there were no signs of life. He stepped back into the living room and locked the porch door.

He made his way systematically through each room of the tiny cabin, checked the closets, looked under the beds. Speakers were positioned throughout the house, and the source of the music was a radio in one of the bedrooms. Satisfied that the place was empty, he pulled the radio plug. His ears quavered from the shock of sudden silence. His lip throbbed, and when he touched it, his hand came away with blood.

“Shit.” He found a dusty roll of toilet paper in the bathroom and pressed a wad of it against his lip, too hard, and winced. A stumble in the night, he had told everyone. Just part of learning the layout of a new apartment.

Outside, he heard the crunch of gravel.

“Shit,” he repeated. Eli looked for a trash can, thought better of it, then stuffed the bloody scrap of toilet paper into his pocket and rushed to open the kitchen door. There was a woman, walking away, barely visible at the far end of the unlit path. Her footsteps were muffled now by the cushion of fallen pine needles. She turned when she heard the door open.

“Excuse me, ma’am?” he called into the darkness. His voice was overloud, a shout in church. “Do you have a minute?” She paused for a moment, then walked toward him into the circle of light from the cabin. He studied her appearance. Forty-something, dark hair, dark eyes, about five foot five, medium build. University of Chicago hoodie. Her expression was calm but puzzled as she squinted at him in the half-light, and he was suddenly conscious of his bedraggled appearance and musty smell; if she noticed any of this, she hid it well.

“Thank god you came, Officer,” she said, in a low, agreeable voice. “I was about ready to kill those people.” She looked to the cabin behind him, then looked at his badge again and gave an awkward laugh. “I mean, you know… not kill them.”

He smiled. “I’m Deputy North. Sherman County Sheriff’s Department. Are you staying at this resort?”

She nodded and took a step closer to him. “My daughter and I are three cabins down,” she said. “I thought we had the resort to ourselves until an hour ago.” She took one hand out of her pocket and gestured at the cabin. “Until that started.” She shook her head.

“You don’t know the people staying here?” he asked.

“I didn’t think anyone was here at all. We’ve been coming here for years, ever since my daughter was a baby, and I’ve never seen it this dead before. It’s weird.”

“How long have you and your daughter been here this summer?”

“Just a few days. Since Friday night. We come every August for two weeks before school starts.”

No wedding ring.

He pulled out his notebook and pencil. “Can I get your name and contact information, ma’am?”

“Ma’am. Makes me feel old.” The woman laughed and shook her head. She had an open, easy smile, something he hadn’t been on the receiving end of in a while. Shaky Lake was a small town; everyone knew everyone else’s business, and Eli’s business could kill a good mood faster than a flat tire on the way to a party. “My name’s Beth Wallace, and my daughter is Caitlin.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out her phone, then peered at the screen and made a small noise of frustration. “The reception here is terrible, although that’s probably a good thing. Forces Caitlin and me to put down our phones and actually talk to each other. She’s sixteen, so that doesn’t happen very often.” She told him her number, then said, “If you can’t reach me, try calling the owners, Mike and Kim, and they can track me down.”

“You’re going to be here for another week and a half?”

An expression he couldn’t interpret flashed across her face, and even in the shadowy light from the porch, he could see a faint line appear between her brows. She nodded. “That’s the plan.”

Eli studied her for a moment. Something about his question had struck a nerve with her. He would have liked to learn why, but searching the property took precedence. He put his notebook back into his pocket and the fabric of his shirt shifted with the movement. He caught a whiff of his own smell and took a step backward from her, hoping that the night breeze carried away the evidence of his neglected hygiene. “Thanks for your help,” he said. “I hope you and your daughter have a good vacation.”

Eli watched as she disappeared through the trees, vaguely conscious of having spoiled her evening and not quite sure why. He looked at his watch. The night was very dark now. The stars shining over the lake earlier had gone, obscured by clouds. He went back into the cabin and walked from room to room, doing one last search, flipping off lights, locking doors. He went out onto the porch and unplugged the twinkle lights. It took a few moments for his eyes to adjust to the darkness, for his ears to grasp the rhythm of night sounds. It was almost eleven. He heard the shouted goodbyes and clatter of lawn chairs as the group he had passed earlier disbanded. The night went quiet.

God, he loved silence. Not silence, exactly. Just the absence of human noise. No voices, no radios, no motorboats, no rumble of helicopters or Humvees. These were the times when he loved Shaky Lake like it was part of his soul. He clung to these perfect summer nights when he was digging cars out of snowbanks or mopping puddles of dirty snowmelt off his mudroom floor. He would give anything to just sit there on the porch and take in the silence. The shiver of pine boughs in the warm air. The lapping of water against the rocks. The chirping and rustles of who-knows-what in the darkness. He trusted the darkness in Shaky Lake.

He pulled his flashlight off his belt and held it, unlit. The lake reflected what little light the night sky offered, and the glow was enough to see by as he moved silently down the pine-needled path to the water. A hollow bumping sound interrupted his thoughts, and he ducked into the shadow of the granite outcropping that still obscured the shore. He listened for a full five minutes before he was satisfied. No voices. No human movement. Just the sound of something he had known since his earliest memories—the sound of a boat against a dock.

Slowly, carefully, one foot at a time—he was still a little tipsy—he descended the path, then rounded the corner and saw the dock. A small aluminum fishing boat was tied to it, wobbling gently on the water in the near darkness.

The dock was rickety, and the peeled-paint boards sagged and creaked under his substantial weight; he nearly tripped on the uneven wood. He flipped on his flashlight and the aluminum hull of the boat was reflected back at him. The angle of the light and the depth of the boat kept the interior in heavy shadow until he was directly alongside it. He shone the flashlight into the darkness and there, crumpled in the bottom of the boat, was the lifeless body of a boy.
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Eli jerked back as if he had been kicked in the chest, as if he hadn’t seen dozens of dead bodies in his career. “Oh god, don’t do this to me now,” he said aloud. He stumbled, tried to right himself, failed. The back of his head slammed against the dock.

Blackness descended like a hood.

A memory, like shrapnel lodged in his brain, was knocked loose by the impact of his fall. Amanji this time, his shirt soaked with sweat, crouched in the cold, the muscles of his thighs seizing up as he waited for the echoes of the bombs to fade.

Then a slow, melting pain in the back of his head and the feel of something hard against his back. The air was cold and wet and thick. He opened his eyes with difficulty. His mind was strangely soft and there was a coil of something unpleasant in his belly. He ignored it. Ignored it again. All at once, he flung himself onto his side and began to retch. Softness turned to devastating pain, each heave like a hammer to his skull. Panic set in as he tried to regain his senses.

A boat.

Something about a boat.

Andy.

He scrambled to his feet, teetered, and nearly fell off the dock into the narrow slice of water between wood and boat.

Andy.

He threw one leg over the gunwale of the boat and his foot slipped. He fell hard again, chest-first against the gunwale, and just barely avoided hitting the aluminum with his face. He righted himself and dropped to his knees next to the still figure. His flashlight was gone, likely into the water when he’d fallen, and there was little light to see.

A boy. Dark hair, big-boned.

He reached for the boy and his hand met cold skin. He pressed two fingers against the boy’s neck. Waited.

No pulse.

Andy.

The face was a pale oval against the dark floor of the boat, and Eli tried, and failed, to make out his features. He put a hand out and touched the boy’s face. Later, he would remember the brutal force of his relief. A jolt of electricity to his spine, stunning and painful. His brain was slower than his body to realize what he was feeling on the cold skin.

Stubble. The facial hair of a teenager, not an eleven-year-old boy.

Not Andy.

Warmth poured through his body, an explosion of relief. The feeling was short-lived, however. A thunderclap of pain struck his head. He had tripped and fallen and hit his head. Hard. He touched the place where the pain was worst, but his fingers came away dry. He pushed the screen light button on his watch and discovered that nearly half an hour had passed since he had stepped onto the dock. Half an hour that he’d been unconscious. Not good.

He looked behind him and saw the outline of cabins on the dark shoreline. Beran’s Resort. He remembered the woman he had talked to. Beth Something.

Music.

A boat.

A boy is dead.

Not Andy.

The air seemed to grow colder, and he shivered and rubbed at the gooseflesh on his arms. A car door slammed in the distance. He cursed and scrambled out of the boat, then onto the dock. He got to his feet and stood, legs wide, for a moment to be sure he wasn’t going to fall over. From the top of the shoreline, he heard voices. A minute later, two flashlight beams bobbed around the outcropping.

“You standing there in the dark, Eli?” called Jake Howard, a fellow sheriff’s deputy, as he made his way down the path. The dock shook from the man’s bulk as he came to meet Eli next to the boat.

“Knocked my flashlight into the water like an idiot.” He swallowed hard against the nausea and tried to keep his voice even. The dock shook again, more mildly this time. Through the glare of their flashlights, Eli could make out Jake’s scarred face and, behind him, an older woman with short-cropped hair.

The woman propped a fist on her hip, looked at him, then shone her flashlight into the boat. “Shit, Eli.”

“Sheriff. Didn’t know you were on tonight.” He gestured into the boat. “DOA.”

Dead on arrival.

“I don’t”—the sound of his own voice seemed to bounce around in his skull, jostling the words—“I don’t recognize him,” he managed.

She didn’t respond at first, just looked around as far as the flashlight allowed. “You already checked the cabin?”

“Yeah. Noise disturbance call. When I got here, the place was deserted. No sign of anyone except the blasting music. Etta James.”

She pinched her lips in thought. “Jake, go up and take another look. Call forensics.”

“Got it, Sheriff.” Jake nodded and headed up the path.

The sheriff wasn’t much of a talker, and tonight was no exception. Eli waited for her to speak, and when she didn’t, he began to describe the sweep in precise detail. “I spoke with a woman who’s staying a few cabins down. She doesn’t know the occupants of the cabin. Thought it was empty.”

The sheriff’s face was obscured by the darkness, and he wondered what she was thinking. She leaned over the boat and shone her flashlight at the boy again.

“I couldn’t do much of an inspection without a flashlight,” said Eli, “but he’s—”

She walked to the end of the dock and stood, her back to him, for a very long time. Finally, she said, “Of all the kids for this to happen to—”

“You knew him?”

“I knew him.” She turned and stalked past him to the shore. He followed her up the path to the cabin. It took all his concentration to keep his footing. His depth perception wasn’t quite right, and pops of light floated on the periphery of his vision; he was also still a little drunk. The cabin lights were back on, and Eli could see Jake standing in the living room, scribbling something in a notebook. Eli followed the sheriff toward the building. When they reached the kitchen door, she turned and seemed about to say something. Instead, she peered at him and frowned. She pulled a penlight from her belt and stood on tiptoe to shine it in his eyes. He was over a foot taller than her, as massive as she was tiny. The light blinded him and he couldn’t make out her expression. He reached to touch the lump on the back of his head but stopped just in time. She would notice the movement and ask more questions. Sheriff Marge North—his mother, his boss—noticed everything.

“Your eyes don’t look quite right.”

“Mom,” he murmured, and pushed the light away. “I’m fine. Seriously.”

She flicked off the light and crossed her arms, unconvinced.

“I promise you, I’m fine,” he repeated.

She slid the penlight back into her belt. “It’ll take the forensics company an hour to get here, and then it’ll probably be morning before they have any useful information.” She checked her watch. “The boy in the boat is Ben Sharpe. I’m going to see his mother now. Jake can supervise the scene. I want you to go home, get a little rest, and be back at the station at seven tomorrow morning.”

“I’ll come with you.”

“No, I’ll go alone.”

Eli began to protest, but the look on Marge’s face, not to mention the fact that he could barely stand, stopped him. He raised his hands in surrender.

“Good,” she said. She put a hand on his arm and studied him one more time. Once again, she seemed about to say something, but instead just squeezed his arm and turned to go inside.
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Michelle was the least crazy woman Eli had ever known. “That’s why I keep her around,” he had always joked. She was the one who held their family together when he was deployed, and even more so after he had come home. She was strong, but she was realistic. Andy had been eight years old when Eli was deployed. Old enough to understand, on a basic level, where his dad was going. Old enough to remember what his dad had been like before he went away.

Eli listened to the dial tone as he waited for Michelle to pick up, and each ring caused his head to throb more. He gripped the doorframe of the cruiser to steady himself and debated whether to hang up and get himself to the emergency room.

“Hello?” Her voice was thick, and he realized just how late it was. He shifted his phone to his other ear and looked at his watch. Almost midnight.

“Michelle? I—it’s Eli. I’m sorry to call so late, but—”

“What is it?” The annoyance in her tone stung, and he swallowed hard.

“Andy. I just wanted to make sure he was okay.”

“What are you talking about? Yes, he’s okay,” she said. She was quiet for a beat and then said, “What’s going on, Eli? Has something happened?”

“I—I just wanted to make sure he’s home.” He paused. “We found a boy tonight, over by one of the vacation homes. Not Andy, of course, but I just wanted to—”

“He’s fine. He’s in bed, asleep,” she said. “I heard him get up to use the bathroom a couple hours ago.” She made a sound, something between a grunt and a sigh, probably to sit up. A wave of nausea swept over him and he pulled the phone away from his ear. He could hear her voice, faint and tinny. She was asking him something.

He took some deep breaths, then put the phone back to his ear. “I just needed to be sure.”

“He’s here. He’s fine.” There was concern in her voice.

“Can you have him call me tomorrow?” asked Eli. “I just want to see him. You know, give him a hug or something.” He attempted a laugh.

“Are you okay, Eli? You sound sort of strange. Have you been—”

She thought he was drunk, assumed he was, and rightfully so. “I’m fine, Michelle. I just wanted to—” He lost his grip on the phone and it fell into the thick weeds beside the car. He cursed, then lowered himself to his knees and began to feel around for the phone. Michelle’s voice, barely audible, came from somewhere farther into the weeds. The phone must have bounced and fallen toward the ditch. He clambered forward and yelped as a twig from one of the rangy, twisting mulberry bushes that lined the side of the road jabbed him in the face. He growled and pushed it away, only to have it recoil into his face again. Then he saw the glow of his phone screen a few feet to his left and managed to grab it and get to his feet. “I’m fine, Michelle. Not drunk.”

She must have heard the edge of anger, of resentment, in his words, because she said in a flat, tired voice, “I’m going to bed now, Eli.” The line went dead and he sagged against the car, wishing he had not called at all.






Cal


Calvin Wallace had never believed in love at first sight, but the first time he met Beth, it was as if he had recognized a familiar face in a photograph; as if, in a sea of faces that meant nothing to him, hers came into focus. Now his wife’s face—a face he knew better than his own—wore a look of hurt and indignation that was only too familiar. He closed his eyes.

“Beth, please.”

“You promised.”

There was a note of detachment in her voice, an unsettling calm he’d not heard before, not in all the times they’d had this exact same argument in the past year. A jolt of alarm shot through him.

“I just have to go into the office for a few hours tomorrow morning,” he said, and the pleading in his own voice disgusted him. “I should be able to leave in time to—”

Without a word, Beth turned away and walked down the hall. “Your father’s not coming,” he heard her say into their daughter’s bedroom. Caitlin said something, but he couldn’t make out the words.

Something awful twisted in his gut.

An hour later, when all the bags of beach gear and groceries were stowed in the back of the car, and the canoe strapped onto the roof, and the bicycles locked onto the rack, he stepped back and watched his wife and daughter pull out of the driveway and head to the cabin in Shaky Lake. When he waved goodbye, they didn’t wave back.
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Eli had never been good at hiding things from his mother. As a little boy, his face would give him away before he even had a chance to lie about whatever mischief he had gotten into. Even now, he thought she didn’t know. Marge sighed and rubbed the back of her neck. It was aching more than usual lately, and she rummaged in the center console of the truck, searching for the bottle of ibuprofen she kept with her. When a few minutes of fumbling didn’t produce the bottle, she gave up and slammed the console shut. Her thoughts turned back to Eli.

It used to be called shell shock or, more commonly, not talked about at all. But the governor’s wife had recently taken on post-traumatic stress disorder as a pet project, and now Marge’s doctor’s office had posters everywhere, with a national hotline to call for support. She had been at the clinic that spring for her blood pressure checkup and scribbled the number down on a waiting room brochure when no one was looking. Months later, the brochure was still sitting in a stack of papers on her kitchen counter. She had reached for it so many times but could never bring herself to call. Calling the hotline felt like opening the door to something that had the potential to do more harm than good.

She had thought the job with the sheriff’s department would be helpful. He was massively overqualified, of course, and she had hesitated to offer him the job. She didn’t want to draw attention to how far he’d fallen. To go from being an elite investigator with the United States Fish and Wildlife Service—one of fewer than two hundred such agents in the entire country—to being a sheriff’s deputy in a sleepy northern Wisconsin resort town was a slap in the face, and she was loath to be the one to deliver the blow. She had watched him struggle to readjust to civilian life in the months after his return from Afghanistan, and not just because of his still-healing physical wounds. But gradually, week by week, he seemed to relax. To smile a little every now and then. To do the things he used to do—spend time with Michelle and Andy, go fishing at every opportunity, and tackle his Fish and Wildlife investigative work with the zeal of someone with an intrinsic need to get to the bottom of every unknown. Then he had been laid off. It wasn’t his fault that his job was eliminated just six months after he returned from Afghanistan. But the timing could not have been worse.

She recalled the look on his face at Beran’s Resort earlier that night. The sluggishness of his expression, the eyes that weren’t tracking quite right. He had never been a heavy drinker, not even in college, but now…

The truck hit a pothole, and she winced and kneaded the back of her neck again. The ghosts of old injuries and decades of pushing herself too hard were starting to catch up with her now that she was pushing sixty, and it didn’t help that her migraines had decided to return after a thirty-year hiatus. Retirement was starting to look more and more appealing. She knew that Tommy, her husband of twenty years, thought she should retire, though he never came out and said it. She had a selfish reason for offering Eli the deputy job; she needed him. She barely had the manpower to meet the law enforcement needs of Sherman County, even with him on the force. It had always been hard to hire deputies once applicants learned they would be working for a woman.

Something splatted against the windshield, and she squirted the washer fluid. The smear of lake fly carcasses momentarily clouded the glass, and she had to run the wiper blades a few more times before she could see clearly. It was at that moment that she reached the driveway to Rachel Sharpe’s house. The trees along the driveway were perfectly styled and polished—professional landscaping rather than natural woods or red pine plantations—and the overall effect was like something straight out of a magazine. A minute later, the house came into view. Modern, stark white, like an alien spaceship that had landed in the middle of the woods.

Marge parked, moved her head gingerly from side to side, then got out of the truck and trudged up to the front door. After five minutes and four rings of the bell, a light came on inside the house, followed by a loud thud and, eventually, fumbling at the door.

Rachel Sharpe was clearly high. Her eyes were glassy, her pupils dilated into black pools. Her fluffy blond hair was stuck to one cheek, and a streak of dried saliva connected it all the way to the corner of her cracked lips. She was wrapped in a thick wool cardigan that was much too warm for the August weather, and her silk pajamas were crumpled and only half-buttoned. She smelled of dirty laundry and expensive perfume.

“Rachel, can I come in?”

The younger woman stared slack-faced, confused, before she understood who was standing on her doorstep. “Marge? Why are you…” Her voice trailed off and she tugged one hand through her ratty hair, as though the state of her hairstyle was what stood between her and presentability.

“Rachel, we need to talk. Can I come in?” The light in the foyer backlit the younger woman, shadowed her face, and Marge took a step closer to examine her more clearly. The initial look of confusion had shifted to something more wary. Fearful, even. Rachel pulled the cardigan more tightly around her and shivered, as if Marge were a gust of unseasonably cold wind. Marge, too, shook off a sudden chill that crept across the back of her neck. “It’s very important, Rachel.”

In response, the younger woman turned and stumbled down the hall, leaving Marge to follow her.

The house was gorgeous. Modern and rustic at the same time. Exactly what one would expect for a wealthy family’s summer home. The pine floors reflected the light from simple, chic chandeliers, and the artwork was high-end and original. Abstract paintings in shades of white and tan and brown. Landscapes in hues of watery blue-gray, and rainbow-colored blown-glass sculptures on boxy pedestals. It was stylish, but with a flatness that suggested it had been purchased en masse by a designer rather than collected over the years. Marge followed Rachel into the open-concept kitchen and living room, where the television over the fireplace was playing some televangelist channel, on mute, and the cushions of the sectional sofa were scattered on the floor. The room was lit only by the television, and Marge was able to see through the floor-to-vaulted-ceiling windows facing the lake. Unlike the steep, rocky shoreline at Beran’s Resort, the backyard of the Sharpe house sloped gently down to the water, the trees cleared to give an unobstructed view. Marge could see the dock and boat lift, vague shapes against the blackness of the lake. No boat was moored there tonight.

“Do you want something to drink?” Rachel’s words were slurred, and she didn’t wait for an answer before she sank down onto the couch, her back to Marge. Rachel had clearly been camping out there for a while, in a nest of bed pillows and tangled blankets, the glass coffee table pulled up to the edge of the couch. It was covered with dirty dishes, smudged cocktail glasses, and an overflowing ashtray. Half a dozen prescription pill bottles sat uncapped, and a few more were visible on the floor beneath the coffee table. A velvet-lined jewelry box, the sort that would hold a huge diamond necklace but probably now held drugs, sat on the glass, and there was a plate-sized splotch of something on the carpeting. The room smelled of cigarettes and overripe fruit, and an overflowing trash bag sat in the middle of the kitchen. The reflected light from the television danced on the glass coffee table as the white-suited preacher was replaced by an advertisement for expensive adjustable beds. It was a familiar tableau—the mess, the drugs, the woman huddled on the sofa. Only this time, Ben wasn’t there. For the first time tonight, Marge’s eyes pricked with emotion. An image of the boy, lying so still in the bottom of the boat, flashed through her mind. Witnessing violence and tragedy was part of being in law enforcement, and she had survived nearly forty years in her line of work by building and fiercely guarding a wall between her own heart and soul and the suffering of others. Compartmentalization, they called it.

It was Rachel who spoke first.

“I’m fine, Marge. I—I overdid it a little tonight, but I’ll be fine.” A pause, then she looked over her shoulder at Marge and seemed to notice the mess in the kitchen. “Ben was supposed to take the trash out this morning.”

Marge’s mouth was bone-dry, and she had to swallow a few times before she could speak. “Rachel, something very bad has happened.” Her heart hammered in her chest and she gripped the back of the couch. “We found a boy who died, and I believe it’s Ben.” She watched the younger woman’s face for a reaction. Horror or panic or disbelief. Something, anything, that mirrored her own emotions. Instead, Rachel just looked away and began to rummage through the jewelry box. Bottles scattered across the coffee table and onto the floor, but she paid no notice. With frantic, shaking hands, she pulled a plastic bag from behind the velvet lining. Marge circled the sectional until she stood in front of Rachel, then dropped to a squat and plucked the bag from her hand.

“When is the last time you saw Ben?” asked Marge, fending off Rachel’s fumbling attempt to grab the bag.

Rachel seemed to realize that getting her drugs back was a lost cause. She sagged into the couch and wiped a sleeve across her nose. Her eyes brimmed with tears and mingled with yesterday’s—or perhaps the day before that’s—eye makeup, giving her a beaten-up look. “This morning.” She rubbed her eyes and then sat, bent over, face in her hands. “He said he was going to go boating with a friend,” she said, her voice muffled behind her hands.

“That’s the last time you saw him? You’re sure?”

Rachel began to rock back and forth, head still buried in her hands, and her breath came faster and faster. Marge sat down next to her on the sofa and put a steadying arm around the younger woman. She could feel the bones in Rachel’s back and shoulders, sharp under the skin, birdlike and fragile. It occurred to Marge that she had never tried to learn more about Rachel, about her life, about how she had gotten to the point she was at—addicted to heroin and cocaine and who knew what else. It was always Ben who Marge had cared about. Ben, who had been forced to deal with his mother’s overdoses and instability. There hadn’t been much Marge could do for the boy over the years—he lived in Shaky Lake only during the summer—other than call to check on him when she could, and stop by the house from time to time. She had repeatedly called Ben’s stepfather, Chuck, who was often back home in Minneapolis, and his response, in not so many words, had been to tell Marge to mind her own business. Ben’s parents had always seemed like villains in the background through all of this, but looking at the woman in front of her, Marge saw something that hinted at what awful circumstances Rachel Sharpe might have faced in her life.

Suddenly Rachel’s eyes rolled back in her head and she began to thrash and shake, beginning with her shoulders, then moving down to her limbs. She opened and closed her mouth, as if her air supply was being cut off. Marge knew it wasn’t the first time Rachel had had a drug-related seizure—Rachel’s cocaine addiction rivaled that of her heroin addiction—but it was disturbing nonetheless. She pulled out her phone and dialed, her fingers slipping on the screen so that she needed to redial twice before she got it right.

“Phil, I’m going to need an ambulance.” She rattled off the address and a few details of the situation. The younger woman’s shaking grew more sluggish, and after a few seconds, she went completely limp, like a marionette tossed in a corner. Marge took her by the shoulders and gently propped her upright on the couch. Rachel gave her a look of profound confusion. She seemed to want to say something to Marge, but the words came out as nothing more than the slow-motion gaping of a fish.

“Rachel, I’m here. Help is on the way.”



Twenty minutes later, paramedics were loading Rachel, limp and confused, into the ambulance while Marge spoke on the phone with the emergency room doctor at St. Anne’s Hospital. Once she was done, and the ambulance was gone, she trudged back into the house and proceeded to empty the contents of the little plastic bag of drugs—cocaine, from the looks of it—into the trash, tie up the bag, and haul it out to the can in the garage.
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Eli shifted the car into drive and eased his way to the shoreline, where the gravel lot met the lip of the concrete seawall that protected the land from the lake. It was a straight drop down to the water—a good ten feet—with no barrier and another sixteen feet of water below it. The boat launch was deserted. He’d had to pull over twice on the drive from the cabin to vomit, and his ribs hurt from the force of retching. The pain was nothing compared to the agony in his head, though. It didn’t take a neurologist to make the diagnosis of a concussion. Maybe making important decisions after a blow to the head wasn’t the best idea.

He tipped his head back against the seat and considered all that had happened tonight, the questions of why and how. The noise disturbance. The boy in the boat. There had been a time when he would have been energized by such a puzzle, when his skills of investigation had been finely honed, underscored by his deeply ingrained need to discover the truth.

Marge could manage the investigation without him. She didn’t need his help. Would be better off without it. Michelle, too. All he did was make things harder for her. Alarm bells sounded in a remote part of his brain. These were not safe thoughts.

How do those words make you feel?

Tired.

Too tired to put the car in park. Too tired to keep his foot on the brake pedal. Too tired to keep fighting for a life he might never get back. The alarm bells rang more loudly, and he opened his eyes. The nose of the car was so close to the seawall that he could see only water, not land, through his windshield. From across the lake, he heard the sound of a boat engine revving and the clatter and shouts of people loading up for an early morning fishing trip. It was a good hour before sunrise, but the eastern horizon had lightened to indigo. He heard the rustle and splash of birds taking their first swim of the day. He let go of the wheel and lifted his foot off the pedal.

His phone rang and he instinctively slammed on the brake. His car crunched to a halt on the gravel. He glanced at his phone, propped in the center console. His mother. He let it go to voice mail, then closed his eyes and took deep breaths until his heart stopped slamming in his chest.

Another ring.

Too tired.

In that instant, there was nothing in the world he wanted more than to sleep, which the rational part of his brain recognized as a classic symptom of a head injury.

His phone pinged. Marge again.


Call me ASAP. It’s urgent.



Just a few more feet. He reached for the phone to turn it off, but it slipped through his hands and landed on the floor with a thud. He held up his hand and saw that it was slick with perspiration, then felt a sheet of sweat pour down his back and knew he was going to be sick. Just in time, he remembered to put the car in park, then pushed the door open and skidded onto his palms in the gravel. His phone rang again and he cursed.

The gravel dug into his knees as he turned and reached into the car for his phone.

“Hello?” He winced at the deafening sound of his own voice.

“Where are you? I’m at your apartment.” Through the pounding in his head, he could hear a note of anxiety in Marge’s voice.

“I’m—” He angled the phone away from his mouth and gagged, then braced a hand against his thigh and doubled over. His skin erupted in goose bumps that seemed to lift his sweat-soaked clothes right off his skin. “I’m fine.” His voice sounded thick and decidedly not fine.

Marge was quiet for a moment. “You didn’t pick up, so I was worried that—”

“I’m fine,” he said again, then lowered himself to a seated position and leaned back against the cruiser. He dropped the phone again, fumbled for it in the early morning gloom, then put it back to his ear in time to catch the end of what Marge was saying.

“—which she says is completely out of character for her daughter.”

“Sorry, can you say that again?”

A pause. “Are you sure you’re—”

“Seriously, Mom.”

Another pause, longer this time. “A woman named Beth Wallace just called to report that her daughter is missing.”

Eli blinked. Blinked again and considered whether he had misunderstood. He touched the lump on the back of his head for the millionth time. He should definitely go to the emergency room. “The woman who’s staying at Beran’s?”

“Her daughter Caitlin didn’t come home tonight.”

Eli looked toward the lake. Beran’s Resort was on the eastern shore, visible from here in daylight but now just part of the purple-black smudge of distant shoreline. He pictured Beth Wallace, smiling at him in the light from the cabin door last night. Bad things didn’t happen to people like her.

He looked at his watch. Five o’clock. How long had he been at the boat launch?

“Caitlin left early yesterday morning to go boating,” said Marge. There was a pause. “With Ben Sharpe.”

Neither one of them spoke for a very long time, and it occurred to him that Marge was waiting for him to respond.

“Mom, I…”

“Eli, I need your help.”

Her voice was low, with an edge of unease that he sensed had nothing to do with Caitlin Wallace. It was as if she’d read his thoughts, as if she knew what he had almost done just a few minutes ago. That was impossible, of course, but if she did know, she wouldn’t want him working a case with her. Especially not a case like this. An eternity ago, he would have been up for the challenge, but now he was just too tired. He opened his mouth to tell her no. To tell her he was headed to the emergency room and that he couldn’t work the case; head injury. She wouldn’t argue with him, or guilt-trip him. She would tell him it was the smart decision. She asked so little of him.

He cleared his throat, but his voice still sounded scraggy and forced. “I’ll be at the station at seven.”
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Eli’s apartment sat above Trixie’s Liquor on the last block of Water Street, just before the concrete curbs and paving dissolved into potholed gravel and then into pine forest. Shaky Lake had dozens of liquor-selling establishments, but Trixie’s—owned and operated by a Hmong family for the past ten years—catered to the local crowd rather than the wine- and craft-beer-drinking vacationers. The front windows were plastered with discount offers for alcohol and tobacco products, and the dumpster behind the store was crammed with empty packing crates of Busch and Pabst and bottom-rail liquor. The gravel parking lot was dotted with tufts of crabgrass and tattered late-summer dandelions. It was bare in places where rainwater runoff had washed the stone away, leaving instead soft, sandy channels that squished under the tires of the cruiser as Eli pulled in. He wedged his way into his designated parking spot next to the dumpster and pulled up until the front of the car was four feet deep in the embrace of the feral crab-apple tree that hung over the parking lot. Eli leaned back in his seat and took in the scent of the damp morning gravel and the tree-house sensation of the crab-apple branches pressed thickly against the windshield. It was peaceful. He would have just rested in the car for an hour if he hadn’t stunk like sweat and lake water.

The wooden stairway, newly built and still heavy with the scent of chemical weatherproofing agent, laddered its way up the exterior of the building toward a small landing. The gutter on the overhanging roof was twisted and punctured, probably from a fallen tree branch, and when it rained, the water dripped directly onto the stairway. Every time Eli went up or down it, he frowned at the prospect of ice-slick stairs this coming winter and made a mental note to talk to the landlord about getting the gutter fixed.

When he reached the top of the stairway, he pulled his keys from his pocket and nearly dropped them off the landing—his hands still trembled every time he opened his front door. Finally he managed to unlock the handle, the dead bolt, and the electronic keypad lock he had installed the day he moved in, then stood on the threshold and listened for a full two minutes until, satisfied that the place was empty, he entered and locked the door behind him. A memory came to him, unbidden, of the days when he never locked his front door.

The place was two bedrooms and nice enough so that Andy could stay if he wanted, which, in the month since Eli moved in, had not happened. The boy’s room was furnished with a brand-new full-size bed and a matching nightstand and dresser; a flat-screen television and a PlayStation, still in their boxes, sat on the floor in the corner.

Eli locked the door and threw his keys on the kitchen counter, then began to peel off his clothes on the way to the bathroom. The hot water in the apartment was a little iffy, and he was forced to shiver his way through a lukewarm shower. Once done, he toweled off, feeling more exhausted than refreshed. He checked his watch and, seeing that he had an hour before he had to be back at the station, crawled into bed and wrapped himself in the threadbare wool blanket. He lay there, eyes closed, wet hair soaking through his pillow. The room was cold and his flesh moved across his bones in a wave of goose bumps.

The ache in his head wasn’t quite as crippling now, and he played the scenes of the night over and over in his mind. No words, only images, like a silent film or a macabre picture book. Not like the nightmares he had suffered with each and every attempt at sleep since he had returned from Afghanistan. Those were anything but silent. Then, tentatively, as if analytical thoughts might worsen the pain in his head, he considered what he had seen tonight. He ran through possible explanations but kept coming back to what, to him anyway, threw doubt on the idea that the boy’s death could have been natural or accidental. Thoughts that suggested there was more to this story; Etta James, the bright, wide-open, deserted cabin, and now Caitlin Wallace missing. The more he tried to organize his thoughts, the more they ricocheted back and forth in his brain.

He reached to the plastic storage tub full of clothes that served as a bedside table and picked up his watch, then cursed when he saw the time. He sat up too quickly and was struck with a wave of nausea. After a moment, his vision steadied and he was met with his own reflection in the cheap full-length mirror bolted to the back of the bedroom door. It had come with the place and was usually covered by his bathrobe. He avoided reminders of his own existence as much as possible these days. But the robe was crumpled on the floor beside the door, out of reach, and he was forced to watch himself stand up. Something made him pause and not look away. He was tall, wide-shouldered, capable-looking, with his mother’s thick, coppery hair and acorn-brown eyes. His army buddies had mocked him as a pretty boy until they saw that he worked harder and more effectively than anyone else.

He reached over to flip on the overhead light and took a step closer to the mirror. His pupils contracted quickly and symmetrically to the sudden brightness. He checked himself for lingering effects of his fall; other than a brutal headache, a feeling akin to seasickness, and the suspicion that he might have cracked a rib, he decided he was more or less all right.

He had made a promise to Marge.
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