
Chapter One

			Before

			The media called it the College Heights Case. Those of us who stuck around the next few days dubbed the summer sleepaway retreat for little girls Camp Murder. Bella Estes’s death changed our lives. Mine, most of all. 

			“It was her hair, the way it lay tangled in the cap and floating in the water,” I sobbed over and over that early August morning to anyone who’d listen. My fellow counselors. Paramedics. Kayakers and kitesurfers who heard the commotion and rushed in off the lake. A middle-aged woman from the medical examiner’s office who officially pronounced my bunkmate deceased.

			“It’s not your fault. You tried to save her,” everyone assured me. Alaska state troopers, however, took a different view when Bella’s drowning was ruled a homicide the following day. 

			“One more time, please. Who noticed her first?” (They’d requested my presence at their post for what they claimed would be a “brief” interview.)

			“One of my campers. We were all there, getting ready to take the paddleboats out. Does it matter, though? I directed them to run get help.” 

			I was still in shock, my mind numb and my muscles aching from trying to pump air through Bella’s lungs. Every time I shut my eyes, I saw her. Her hair, her clothes, the way her shoe had hooked itself on a dirty piling at the end of the dock and prevented her body from being swept out into the lake.

			“Why don’t you let us ask the questions, Miss Reed. If that’s all right with you.” 

			“Sure. No problem.” I glanced up in surprise. “Ask me anything you want.” 

			“Good. We appreciate your cooperation. Now, is it true you didn’t like the deceased?” The female investigator’s tone was unerringly polite, throwing me off guard.

			“I’m not sure what you mean. I didn’t dislike her…I didn’t know her all that well.” 

			“And yet you shared a cabin with her?”

			“Well, yes. But—” I paused, then merely nodded. Of course, it didn’t make much sense. We’d roomed together for more than half the summer.

			“Do you deny you had a vicious argument with Miss Estes minutes before she left your little drinking party the night before?”

			“I’d hardly call it vicious. I asked her to take the cubs swimming in the morning.” The back of my neck began to itch. 

			“And when she refused?”

			“I wasn’t happy about it because I’d taken her turn the day before.”

			“Meaning you admit you were upset?”

			“Not enough to kill her if that’s what you’re implying.” I felt my throat go dry. Hold on now, was I a suspect? 

			“We’re not implying anything. It’s our job to look for motives, anyone with reason to hurt her. Who do you think was the last person to see her alive?” 

			“How would I know?” 

			“That’s what we’re trying to determine. She wasn’t in your cabin when you got back at, what was it, dawn?”

			“Shortly after,” I repeated for what felt like the hundredth time. I’d been in the witness interview room for several hours without a break, and hadn’t we been through this before? 

			“Like I said, I don’t know if she was there because I didn’t look. Her bunk’s at the rear of the cabin. Mine’s at the front. Our rack of clothes was in between. I was in a hurry, so I slipped on my swimming suit, grabbed a towel and sunscreen, and headed right back out.” 

			“To paddleboat?”

			“Yes. Well, to swim originally. The cubs had decided it was too cold for swimming. They voted to go paddleboating and I agreed. It’s ridiculous to put swimming on the schedule when the sun’s barely up.” As counselors we often argued about morning swims because what was the point when we all hated it? 

			“Mm.” A bit of paper shuffling came next. My hands felt hot and clammy. I wiped my palms on my jeans. “By all accounts, Miss Reed, you left the party around midnight. Where were you between twelve a.m. and sunrise?”

			This was a particularly tough question because I knew Celeste, the girl I’d spent the night with, hadn’t yet come out. Not to her family. Not to any of the other counselors. Not to her friends back home. Still, I didn’t want anyone thinking I had anything to do with Bella’s death. 

			“I was with Celeste Dennis in Birch.”

			“Can anyone verify that?”

			“Um, yeah. Celeste can. Her bunkmate had gone home to visit her parents for the night.”

			“So, it was just the two of you? What were you doing all that time?”

			Is that relevant? Is it any of your business? Exactly how does that impact your investigation? 

			These were all the things I wish I’d said, but didn’t. I was nineteen, naïve, and thinking I had to be straightforward with my answers. 

			In other words, I outed Celeste. Twelve hours later, I was released to my parents. 

			My life changed forever that summer, just not the way I’d hoped. 

			




Chapter Ten

			After

			Nate Ellery never earned his law degree. He barely finished college and instead went to work in an office, just like I did. Last I heard, he worked in product services for an online vacuum cleaner company headquartered in Taiwan. We talked a lot about Bella the first few days after her death, but over time, we lost touch. What else was there to say to one another, except that, with no other suspects, I’d come to believe he’d killed her? He probably thought the same of me. I was a little surprised to learn from Laney that my old friend had gotten married and had a kid.

			“Jesus, Mack.” He picks up on the third ring. “Good to hear from you and all that, but do you have any idea what time it is?” It had taken me half an hour to locate his number, as it wasn’t in my phone contacts. I finally found it in an old UAA alumni directory in a kitchen drawer where I must have tossed it before one of my remodels.

			“Late. Sorry.” I take a seat on the couch. “I hope I didn’t wake you. Listen, I wanted to know if you caught the story today about Bella Estes’s necklace.”

			“Yeah. God. I can’t believe it’s been found after all this time.”

			I settle in, petting Pink, who’s jumped up beside me. “We should talk.”

			“Sure. Sure. But now’s not a good time. How about I ring you in a day or so? Or we can get together sometime soon. My wife, she doesn’t appreciate late-night calls.”

			“From other women?” It takes some effort to keep the nastiness from my tone.

			“From anyone. It’s part of our agreement.”

			Their agreement. He’s already told me more than he probably intended. My old high school buddy had never understood the concept of monogamy although this was the first time I’d called him on it. 

			“As in you agree to keep your dick in your pants and not take calls from the women you meet with in seedy motel rooms? What’s her part of the agreement? Clean and—”

			“Fuck you, Mack.” 

			Ouch. I flinch, at the same time understanding that he probably doesn’t mean it, not really. His tenor is lackluster, and I have to wonder if he misses Bella, like I do. Nate went through a string of girls after Bella died and once confided that he couldn’t get serious about anyone after her, which was definitely ironic, given that he’d likely never been faithful to her for more than a few days at a time. They broke up and got back together three times before she’d finally had enough. 

			“I heard you have a daughter,” I say, wishing I’d thought to open a beer before I sat.

			This brings the smile to his voice. “She’s three. Cutest little thing. How about you?”

			“No kids.”

			“No Celeste?”

			“Ha. Always the comedian.” I fake a laugh. “What’s your daughter’s name?” I’m met with silence. It’s a touchy subject, I’m sure, and I’m just being mean mentioning it, but then so was he. Will I ever stop thinking about my camp crush? I hate that the new evidence has brought her to the forefront of my mind again. Let the past stay buried; there’s nothing we can do about it now, I tell myself.

			“And the job? You’re liking it?” I ask. Pink studies me with one eye closed.

			“Love it.” Nate releases an irritated sigh and clears his throat, assuming a more professional tone as he says, “Ma’am, I can definitely order you a new part for your Hoover upright, but you still have to send the old one back.” 

			“Sounds like fun.”

			“It’s mind-blowing. Listen, Mack, the troopers knew we dated. The necklace was just a token of my affection for her.”

			“Funny you never mentioned it before.”

			“Really? Well, I didn’t omit it on purpose. There was a lot going on right then, and I don’t see how it’s a big deal anyhow. It’s not like they could have found DNA on it when it’s been in the water all this time.”

			I blink in astonishment, surprised he jumped to the idea of DNA so quickly. I remember the hunted look on his face when I looked up from the water’s edge and told him to come out from behind the bushes—to show himself. 

			“I see you, Nate,” I called in the midst of performing chest compressions after my campers left to go get help. I was panting with the effort, and my voice came out sounding raspy.

			“This isn’t what it looks like,” he replied, lifting his feet and stepping through the brush to the beach.

			Even then I’d had my doubts about his innocence, but I’d wanted to believe him. Who wants to think they’ve been hanging with a murderer? Pink jumps off the sofa and resettles herself on the floor in front of the fireplace as I say, “There’s something else, old friend. A witness has come forward, someone who saw you when I pulled Bella’s body from the lake.”

			“Christ. You?” he snorts.

			“Don’t you think I would have led with that? Of course not, but what were you doing there?”

			“This again?” I can hear his footfalls, likely crossing whatever room he’s in, hoping to find somewhere private to speak, away from his wife. A door squeaks shut. “You know why I was there. We talked about it. Bella called me earlier that morning. She wanted to let me know she was pregnant, but that she didn’t plan to keep it.”

			“And she didn’t ask you for money?”

			“I told you she didn’t! She didn’t need it anyway. Her pop was loaded. I figured it was just another way to hurt my feelings.”

			Bella had been good at that. It wasn’t enough to simply break it off with Nate when she was mad at him; she had to make him pay emotionally. She was a champion grudge holder, as it turned out. We’ve been over this before too, but I say it anyway, “The autopsy revealed no pregnancy.”

			“So?” I envision his quick frown and even faster attempt to cover it. “That doesn’t mean squat. Who’s the witness?”

			“I don’t know.” Although, actually, I’ve been thinking about it since my conversation with the reporter Lou Ware and I’m pretty sure I do know.

			“Do you want to meet for coffee?” Nate asks after several seconds have dragged by. 

			“When?”

			“I don’t know. What works for you?”

			“Sooner rather than later.”

			“Okay. First thing in the morning then. I might as well get your inquisition over with, but I’ve got to be at work by eight. We could meet up at that lesbo place you used to like. Do you still go there?”

			Again with the lesbos. Jerk. “Caseo’s. And yeah, sometimes. I’ll see you there at seven then, and don’t be late.”

			“I won’t. Listen, Mack, do you still think of her?” His voice has turned soft, almost wistful and he adds, “I do,” before I can reply. “It’s been eight years. Eight years, can you believe it? Once or twice a month, I dream about our first date. You remember the theater, the movie we all saw together? Bella set my expectations too high.”

			I have to stifle a morbid laugh at that because it sounds like the Nate I used to know. “So, you’re saying it’s her fault she’s dead?”

			“No. Shit, of course not. I’m a moron. I’ll see you in the morning.”

			“Don’t be late,” I repeat. The Nate I knew was never on time for anything, except the double date he was referring to. I remember the corny display of rose petals on the dashboard of his truck. The crazy suit he wore. Celeste’s running commentary. 

			“Where’s the photo booth? Why didn’t we dress up, Mack? I should have bought you a corsage. What’s your favorite color? Who pays for dinner, me or you?”

			No one could make me laugh like she did. 

			Nate and I hang up. I change into my nightshirt, brush my teeth, and eye my long curly hair in the bathroom mirror. I don’t like it. It looks okay, I guess, but it doesn’t feel like me. Maybe I’ll shave it off again, or just the sides and back and leave a mop on top. 

			Once, when we’d been drinking, Celeste reached over unexpectedly and ran her fingers over the stubble on my scalp. “Maybe you should consider getting a tattoo on your skull. That way if you do decide to grow it out, only you and your girlfriend will know it’s there.”

			“What girlfriend?”

			“Whoever comes next when we go back to school.” Next? The word stuck with me because who did she think was my girlfriend now? “I’d go with something romantic like intertwined red hearts or words like, ‘Place your kiss right here.’”

			“How about a map directing the kisser to my lips?” I chuckled.

			“Or directions to your lady parts?”

			I was hooting with glee by then. “Lady parts? Who says that?”

			“They use it all the time in romance novels, the kind where a guy with his shirt open to his waist stands over a voluptuous woman reclining on a fainting couch with her legs spread invitingly, on the cover. ‘She couldn’t take her eyes off his bulging member. Heat coursed through her lady parts. Her silk panties were damp again.’”

			“That’s revolting. Say lady parts or bulging member one more time and I swear I’ll throw up all over you.” I was drunk on Bella’s wine.

			“Lady parts. Lady parts. Bulging member. Hot, throbbing, bulging member.” Celeste repeated, jumping up and dancing out of my reach.

			I couldn’t catch her. From the day we met, she’d always been just beyond my grasp.

			




Chapter Eleven

			Before

			Bella was in a bad mood for days after her father’s visit, and she took it out on the rest of us in subtle ways that made it hard to call her on it. By then, the cubs had started calling her Hella Bella because of her frequent bursts of temper. And, just as Petra had predicted, they had nicknames for all of us. I was Mac and Cheese, and before long just McCheese, which made sense if you think like an eight-year-old, but mostly, they liked rhyming names such as Fancy Nancy, Metric Petric, Gory Lori, and Ceely Wheely, for the long jumps and somersaults Celeste taught them. 

			“I’m going to need you to take the cubs horseback riding from here on out,” Bella informed me late one afternoon.

			“Why?”

			“Because”—she rolled her eyes as if it was obvious—“I’ve given you wine, lent you my clothes, and been your friend.”

			I couldn’t believe it. “I didn’t know all that came at a price,” I replied, barely managing to keep my own temper in check.

			“Well, now you do. Look, just do it. I’ll take over crafts.”

			“I like crafts.”

			“So?”

			By then I could feel my neck heating and it was all I could do not to stomp out of the cabin. Instead, I said, “What’s going on, Bella? You like horseback riding. Remember Ned, your incredibly gentle show horse?” 

			“He isn’t here.” She pouted, rearranging her makeup on the shelf above our little sink. “The horses here are poorly trained and stubborn. Half a mile from the barn all they want to do is turn around go back to their stalls. They’re nothing more than fat, overfed rentals.”

			They were a little more than that—most were registered quarter horses slightly past their prime, I’d learned—but she was right that they didn’t seem to enjoy having eight- to ten-year-old cubs squirming on their backs. One in particular walked with his head always at the ground, munching grass and bushy snacks. It took the strength of an Amazon to pull it up. That’s the one I usually rode.

			“I’m not taking over any more of your chores.” I flopped on my bed and laced my fingers behind my head. “Keep your wine. Stop borrowing my clothes. And while we’re talking about it, I would appreciate it if you kept your things on your side of the room.”

			“You’re a bitch, you know that?” she replied.

			“So are you,” I yelled right back at her.

			Celeste was walking by our open cabin door just then, her cubs in a single file line behind her, which mine refused to do. Despite instructions from Petra and Nancy, directions I repeated several times a day, they bunched around me, demanding stories, praise, approval, argument mediation. This morning they’d asked me why Bella didn’t like them. 

			“She likes you,” I assured them. 

			“Not today or yesterday,” said Annie.

			“Or the day before,” added Gia, the sly one who loved stirring the pot. “Hella Bella says you’re lazy.”

			“I’m lazy?”

			“She did not. Don’t believe her, McCheese. Gia makes things up.” Annie was my loyal cub, my little shadow. 

			“She said you didn’t take your dirty plate to the dirty plate tray,” Gia argued.

			“Counselors don’t have to do that,” Annie countered.

			“Why? Just because they’re counselors? Aren’t they supposed to set a good example for us?”

			“They do.”

			“Not all of them.”

			On and on they went. Annie and Gia and the others crowding in with their opinions.

			Celeste’s cubs behaved better than mine. They wore properly secured life vests, swim goggles on their heads, and clean towels slung around their necks. Thanks to her, they understood the purpose of an orderly line.

			Celeste looked over at the cabin where Bella and I were quarreling. She raised an eyebrow at me, then did a cartwheel that made me smile in spite of Bella’s barbs. Besides, Gia was right; I hadn’t taken my dishes to the dirty dish tray that morning. I’d forgotten. Celeste had put her hand on my knee at breakfast.

			“It’s Dan,” Bella continued in a calmer voice after a moment. “I just didn’t want to say it.”

			“Dan, the guy who mucks the stalls?” I asked, tuning in to her fretful tone.

			“Every time I’m alone he finds some excuse to come into a stall with me. It makes me very uncomfortable.”

			“How?”

			“He gets too close. He’s too personal. He’s old and gross.”

			Old and gross like her high school teacher Mr. Thompkins? In truth, I didn’t care much for Dan either. He lived nearby, retired after years of driving a truck. His only jobs at camp were to feed and water the horses and muck out the stalls, duties he performed with great reluctance. He was as bad as his charges who snorted and stomped when I cinched their saddles, their way of saying Really? Do you mind? How about a day off?

			“Have you mentioned Dan’s behavior to Petra and Nancy?”

			“Why would I do that? They won’t get it anyway. They already think I’m a diva. Just because my pop’s rich doesn’t mean I’m not devoted to the mission of Camp Tulok.” The mission being to help our campers become warriors—to be strong, confident, and proud of themselves. They were our future social disruptors and CEOs, as Nancy liked to say.

			“Like I said, I’m not giving up crafts, and I’m not taking over all the horseback riding duties either.” I considered. “But I will go with you to the barn so you don’t have to be alone with Dan.”

			“That’s fair.” Bella nodded, turning away from her shelf full of makeup. “Listen, do you like champagne? Pop’s sending an apology bottle for being so mean to me about Nate. He says he and Mom are willing to meet him. They’ve agreed to keep an open mind.”

			“Do you want them all to meet?”

			“I don’t know. I guess so.” She washed her hands, shrugging. “So, about the champagne?”

			I took it as a peace offering, that we were okay again. “I don’t love it, but I’ll drink it if there’s nothing else. You know, you could take it to the lodge and share it with the other counselors at the party.”

			“What party?” She glanced up.

			“The one Petra and Nancy have been talking about organizing? For counselors after our campers turn in for the night?”

			“This the first I’ve heard of it.”

			“It’s nothing solid yet,” I added hastily, clocking a note to keep my mouth shut from here on out. It wasn’t my place to keep others informed of extracurricular camp events. I looked outside again in time to see one of Celeste’s cubs jumping up and down on the dock. Celeste stood before them, palms turning out, threading the air to demonstrate the breaststroke. 

			We’d been holding hands under the table for several days, but her hand on my knee that morning felt different. More promising, I thought. God, I was so naïve. 

			




Chapter Twelve

			After

			Pink and I go for a full-out run the next morning, starting at one end of the Delaney Park Strip and racing to the other. Originally a firebreak and later an airfield for private planes, it’s an eleven-block grassy area north of downtown Anchorage where people throw Frisbees and practice tai chi and yoga. Occasionally, you can get a glimpse of Star, the reindeer, the city’s unofficial mascot. Pink and I go there several times a week. I love watching her run, so graceful and joyously. Times like this, off leash, she’s the happiest dog in the world. No one stops her, and no one gets in her way. For once the park is deserted, and I feel freer too. 

			Forty-five minutes later, I’m showered, wearing a fresh plaid flannel, and sitting across the table from Nate at Caseo’s Coffeehouse.

			He was there and seated at a table near the back when I arrived, taking in the colorful surroundings, the mockup of a computer motherboard on the ceiling and the flyover videos on the walls. “It isn’t really a romantic place, is it?” he comments as I pull out a chair across from him and set the mug of black coffee I ordered at the counter down in front of me.

			“Not in the mornings, but it has its moments. They have karaoke here Wednesday nights.”

			“Fun.” He makes a face, opening his mouth and crossing his eyes. “How many women have you met here and gone home with?” 

			“A couple.”

			“Strangers?”

			“Never.”

			“Why?”

			“I like to get to know someone before I sleep with them,” I explain. “It has to be more than a physical attraction for me. There’s the mental and emotional component. I want to connect with them first.”

			“You had plenty of time to get to know Celeste.” He smirks. “I still can’t figure out why the two of you didn’t work.”

			“That’s easy. No interest on her part.”

			“But plenty on yours.” 

			I fold my hands in my lap, knowing I shouldn’t be bothered by his teasing. After all, I let him have it on the phone last night. “How about we talk about why you were at the lake, Nate.”

			His goading expression fades, replaced by a darker look. “Well, shit, Mack. Why don’t we talk about why you were there earlier than you claimed to be? Why somebody reported seeing you before you showed up with your campers. If I recall, you were the number one suspect, not me.”

			I sip my coffee. It’s nothing I haven’t heard before, but it still bugs me. “I can only believe whoever said it was mistaken.”

			Over the years, I’ve given it a lot of thought and have come to the understanding that it must have been why the state troopers held me for so long and kept repeating questions the day they interviewed me. Because someone had reported seeing me near the lake before I arrived with my cubs and made my futile attempt to save Bella’s life. I was never able to find out who it was. No one admitted it. Everyone at camp claimed they were in bed sound asleep when the girls’ frightened screams awakened them.

			That peaceful morning with kayaks, kite surfers, and daydreams of another night spent caressing Celeste had gone to hell in seconds. Heedless of the water’s chilly temperature, I’d splashed in, grabbed Bella’s partially submerged body by the heels, and dragged it out. I hadn’t known it was her at first, although I should have, once I spied the nest of red hair tangled in the ballcap. 

			The CPR I’d taught the cubs had come to me like rote, which was a good thing, given my heightened state of panic. I had to save her. Breathe. Breathe. Damn it, Bella. Breathe! Don’t die. I loathed her for what I thought she’d done, staggered into the water drunk and subsequently drowned. I truly believed she’d killed herself by not saving herself. Halfway through compressions, I turned aside and retched. In a few short minutes, she’d changed my life. Ruined it. I gave little consideration to what she must have gone through in the moments before she died. Selfish to the end, that was me.

			“Are we done here?” Nate starts to push his chair back.

			It’s my turn to smirk. “You must be kidding. I was the number one suspect because no one but me knew you were at Camp Tulok. That’s changed, both with the discovery of your locket and a new witness coming forward. You said Bella called and asked you to come to camp. Did anyone check your phone records?”

			“You know they didn’t.” He eyes me with pure hate. “You promised you’d never say anything.”

			“And I haven’t. But it’s no longer up to me alone now, is it?”

			“Who’s the witness?”

			“No idea.”

			He softens and reveals his dimples with a slight smile that comes and goes in less than a second. I don’t know Nate well enough anymore to know if this is a ploy to get me back on his side. The guy I knew first in high school and later in college wouldn’t have held anybody’s head under water no matter how upset he’d been. But how well do you really know any of the people you spend time with?

			“What happened to us, Mack?” he asks, glancing over his shoulder toward the counter. “We were friends long before Bella came along. I probably never thanked you for keeping your mouth shut.”

			“You didn’t.”

			“Then I’ll say it now. Thanks.” He runs a finger over his coffee cup’s ceramic lip. Caseo’s is the kind of place that doesn’t serve regular soft drinks, only organic off-brands that no one’s ever heard of. They won’t give you a straw unless you ask for it, and if you do, you’ll get a paper one. For hot drinks, they don’t use Styrofoam or even paper cups. All coffee served in the café comes in real mugs.

			“Can I ask why you protected me?” He stares into his cup. “If it wasn’t you who killed her, then you had to believe it was me.”

			I sigh. “I didn’t at first.”

			“But now?”

			“The jury’s out.”

			“I get that. I really do. Is there anything I can do to convince you of my innocence?”

			Probably not. “Tell me the sequence again.”

			“Sure. Sure. I can do that. Like I said, Bella phoned. It was late, well, early morning really. I was back in my dorm room. Oh, my roommate can say I got a call.” His face falls. “But not from whom. And only if he remembers; it was such a long time ago. Bella asked me to meet her at the Tulok dock. She sounded calm, but by then I’d learned to read her moods. I could tell she was mad about something. When I got there, she told me about the baby.”

			“And she told you she didn’t plan to keep it.”

			“Yeah, but not at first. First she said she’d have to let her pop know.”

			“What? Like a threat?”

			“Yeah. But when I didn’t react, she turned it around and said she’d scheduled a termination.”

			One she couldn’t have gotten since she was dead shortly after. “Why didn’t you react when she said she’d tell her pop?”

			“Because I’d met him by then. I had dinner with both her parents at their craphole fancy country club. You know the one, Muir on Abbott Road, the one without menus? The hundred-dollar steaks?”

			“Never been there.”

			“Me either until that night, but you haven’t missed much. For the price, the food wasn’t all that great. Anyway, you ask me, Bella’s pop was more afraid of her than she was of him.”

			The memory of her father’s bloody lip the night of our double date flashes back. They’d both been ready for a fight, but he was the one who’d gotten hurt. Not her. 

			“Explain that. He was afraid of her? How could you tell?”

			Nate shrugs. “You want more coffee?” He signals a barista.

			“No, thanks. I thought you had to get to work by eight.”

			“Yeah, eight. Honestly? I don’t give a shit if I’m late. The job sucks, but not important. Bella’s parents…thanks, hon.” The barista fills Nate’s cup. When did he become the kind of person who calls waitstaff ‘hon’? I can see from her expression she doesn’t like it any more than I would. “…the night we all got together for dinner, Bella’s mom was checked out.”

			“Meaning?”

			“She didn’t participate in the conversation beyond, ‘Nice to meet you, Nathan,’ and ‘How are you enjoying school?’ stuff like that. She kept looking over my shoulder as if she was expecting someone else. Bella said she had an addiction.”

			“What kind?”

			“Pills. Oxy, I think. From a car accident she’d been in years ago. Bella’s dad was, I don’t know…overbearing, but anxious? I’m not sure how to describe it. Maybe it was more like he was afraid for her. You know how Bella could be.”

			I did and didn’t. One time I returned from paddleboating with the cubs to find my eighty-dollar faux-leather hiking boots submerged in a bucket of water. The night before, Bella believed I’d taken Nate’s side in an argument when all I’d really tried to do was stay out of it. She didn’t think I’d supported her enough, but she didn’t seem particularly upset by it. Instead, the next day she said she’d set my shoes on the edge of the bucket so I could clean off horseshit stuck to the bottoms and they must have fallen in. The explanation rang false. It wasn’t likely. Why not stick them outside the cabin and ask me to clean them myself?

			“What did you say when she told you she wanted to get rid of the baby?” I ask, studying Nate’s expression, although not reading it.

			“That got to me,” he admitted with a shrug. “I mean why tell me at all if she wasn’t going to keep it and didn’t want me to pay for the procedure? Like I said, I figured she was looking for a way to hurt me, searching until she found something that would stick.”

			“So, what then? You just left her there by the water when she’d been drinking? You knew she wasn’t much of a swimmer.”

			“Jesus, Mack. When did you become so accusatory? I didn’t know she was drunk. She drank a lot and she was a master at hiding stuff like that. And we both know she didn’t just fall in the lake and drown. Someone held her head under. They bruised her neck. It wasn’t me. And cross my heart, I never thought it was you.”

			I can’t stop myself from saying, “It wasn’t.”

			“Good.” He nods and sips his coffee.

			“So, back to your story. You talked a few minutes, then drove away. You got out to the highway, thought of something else you wanted to say and turned around and came back?” I roll my wrist. I want to add that upon his return he’d also hidden his car off a path so no one could see it, but I’ve pushed him enough already. I’d like to hear the end of this. 

			My phone buzzes, and I can see it’s a message from Hugh. I turn it over on the table to avoid the distraction. “You were saying?”

			“Yeah. Well, the more I thought about that pregnant story, the more I was upset. I mean, what the hell? A baby? We’d been careful. I always wore a condom, so I guessed it was a hoax. Two could play that game. I decided to get my necklace back because I knew how much she liked it. By the time I hit Mountain View I was pretty worked up. So, yeah, I came back. Honestly, I planned to rip it off her neck and tell her to go to hell. But when I got to the lake, there you were with her. She was dead. It was too late.” Nate wipes the back of his hand against the corner of an eye.

			I can’t tell if the emotion is real or not. “One more thing. Did Bella ever mention anything about a teacher coming on to her in high school?”

			“Her stalker? Sure. Mr. Thompson or Thomkins, something like that. It’s why she had to be so careful with me at first, asking you and Celeste to chaperone on our first date.”

			Chaperones, that was it. Celeste and I hadn’t been on a date. We’d sat in the tiny theater seats with only our knees and elbows touching. Her soft, warm breath tickling my ear.

			Ain’t new love pretty, Mack? 

			Damn, I was stupid.

			“I got a call from an Alaska Daily reporter,” I say.

			“So did I. Lady by the name of Ware, I think. What did she want?”

			“You haven’t talked to her?”

			“Not yet. You think I should?”

			“Maybe. She wants to know about the stalker.”

			Nate finishes his second cup of coffee, sits back and frowns. “I don’t know much about it.”

			“Me, either.” I polish off my first cup and glance at Hugh’s text. 

			Please tell me you’re picking up lunch. You fly, I’ll buy. 

			I send back a thumbs-up.

			“I guess it wouldn’t hurt to have a conversation with her,” Nate says, then adds as if he’s just thought of it, “Any money in it?”

			“Not that I know of.”

			“Too bad. Hey, great to see you again, Mack. Gotta run.” He reaches into a pocket and drops a few bills on the table. “That should cover both of us.”

			Both of us. I find myself staring at his crumpled cash. If we’re both innocent… I stop again, my mind replaying that morning at the lake. The voices carrying across the water. My frightened little cubs. Nate hiding amongst the trees and bushes. Bella floating, face down in the water. Me in panic mode, trying desperately to be a hero. The details pop out of focus then return. Have I missed something?

			If Nate and I are both innocent, then who killed Bella Estes?

			




Chapter Thirteen

			After

			Celeste Dennis is thirty now. It was eight long years ago that she’d worked as a camp counselor in Chugach State Park, and she’d been planning a return to Anchorage even before she saw the newsclip about Bella Estes’s necklace. At first, she’d arranged for a three-day visit, then she realized she needed more time. Maybe a month would be enough. Or several months. Or perhaps she’d stay and get a job. 

			She’d accepted a position with the school district by the time the story of the fisherman and witness came out. It was temporary, but it might lead to something permanent if things worked out the way she hoped.

			Still—waiting anxiously in the boarding line at SFO—she wonders if she’s doing the right thing. Is it too late to talk things over? What should she expect after all this time? Certainly not a friendly greeting; there was no way they could simply pick up where they’d left off. What’s the saying? Too much water under the bridge. There was plenty of that.

			She worries a thumbnail with her teeth, endeavoring to conjure a mental image of Camp Tulok, including the lake and forest, the two head counselors, her no-nonsense bunkmate who was never much of a conversationalist. Lori was always too busy with her boyfriend and her own life to care about anyone else’s problems. 

			Celeste smiles to herself, remembering how the little girls, cubs they’d called them, used to line up eagerly on the dock, readying themselves for a swimming lesson. The lodge had been built to look a hundred years old, while the stable, which was truly old, was full of stubborn ponies. She thinks about the night before her life went to hell a second time and about the someone she was never able to forget. 

			She jumps, startled, as a child in the waiting lounge shrieks, pointing at a toy she dropped under a row of chairs bolted to the floor. The kid screams harder as Celeste offers her a smile. The mother regards her suspiciously. Sorry, she almost says, then stops herself. Sorry for what? Why does she feel the need to apologize? She hasn’t done anything wrong. This time.

			“Penny for your thoughts,” speaks a man with a gruff voice standing a safe distance behind her. Five feet is always minimum; anything closer makes her nervous. He’s tall and slender, possessing well-defined abs and a belly not yet turned to fat. For a second she thinks of poor Thomas and hopes he’s happier with his second wife. He deserves it.

			The man behind her wears an olive-green shirt bearing package creases over dark jeans and newish leather boots with pointy toes. She makes a mental note of his clothes and face, just in case she’s asked to describe him later. It’s vital to be observant and aware of your surroundings at all times.

			“Penny?” he repeats.

			She squints at him, confused. Is he talking to her?

			He bobs his chin. “You look worried. Is it your first trip to Alaska?” 

			He’s definitely talking to her. “No.” She looks purposefully away, returning her gaze to the newsclip on her phone. 

			Locket recovered from lake. College Heights case to be reopened.

			Celeste’s most recent girlfriend—make that her former fiancée—hadn’t understood her decision to return to Alaska. Celeste doesn’t blame her, knowing she’d done a poor job of explaining, stammering on about why she couldn’t sleep and why she’d quit her job. Why, after all this time, she still wished she’d done things differently and hadn’t left the way she did. 

			“It’s just something I need to do. I’ve put it off too long. You know how sometimes you can make a mistake and not know how to fix it, so you don’t do anything until it feels like it’s too late to do anything at all?”

			They were in the living room. Her fiancée, seeing Celeste’s packed bags, looked put out but not exactly hurt. “Not really. Is it because we moved too fast? Why did you agree to marry me if you still have feelings for your first?” 

			“She wasn’t my first.”

			“Your experimental period then. Or was that later when you married what’s-his-name?”

			“Thomas.”

			“You think I care what his name is? Just go, then. But I’m keeping the cat.” Bitterness had crept into her tone. 

			They’d met on a dating app, liking the same foods, movies, TV, and art. Not music, though. “Don’t hate me just because I’m not a Pink fan,” her former fiancée had remarked with a laugh the first time they had sex.

			“How can anybody not be a Pink fan?” Celeste inquired.

			“She’s too dramatic. All that huffing, puffing, and swelling up her chest. The woman’s got nothing to prove. She’s a star.”

			“It’s not about proving anything to other people. She sings her feelings.”

			“Let her keep them. Give me Kesha, Gaga, Chappell Roan.”

			“All dramatic.”

			“But not the same. And I don’t like her hair.”

			Her hair? It seemed so inconsequential, so irrelevant to the music. Besides, Celeste liked the short cut. Draped in postcoital bliss, however, she’d stopped arguing. 

			By the time she’d removed the last of her meager stuff from the apartment, her ex had become resigned.

			“Does she know you’re coming?”

			“I figured I’d surprise her.”

			A scoff. “Oh, good idea. She’s going to love that.”

			Celeste put that aside. She hadn’t thought that far ahead. By that point, leaving the cat was the only thing she regretted. To be fair, the tabby was already entrenched in the apartment when she moved in. Dogs will mourn their owners, but cats hate to leave their homes, she’d read. She’d set the cat’s food bowl on the kitchen floor, changed her litterbox one last time, and had gone to stay with her father while she finished making her travel arrangements.

			Celeste’s mother had died the year before, following her second battle with breast cancer. It had been a long one. “Never give up your dreams, my lovely,” she’d said the night before she took her final breath.

			And if my dreams involve the girl I wronged, the one I betrayed? Celeste didn’t say it out loud. She and her mother had never had that kind of relationship.

			She wasn’t close with her father, the biologist, either, but they’d become gentler with each other since her mother’s passing. 

			“Uprooting your life won’t be easy, child. Are you sure about this?” had been his contribution. Despite her doubts, she’d nodded. “I’ll say only one thing then. There’s nothing you can do about the past except keep it where it is.”

			Celeste had gotten cross at that. This wasn’t about reliving that fateful summer at Camp Tulok. It was about becoming fierce and independent. Tulok meant warrior; they’d trained the cubs and yearlings to be self-sufficient warriors, to stand up for what they believed in. They’d taught them to swim, to hunt small game with bows and arrows, to clean and fire rifles, to saddle horses, to make fires with nothing more than flint and steel, and to create jewelry in crafting classes. Celeste had never mastered crafts. Why did anyone need to hammer leather when you could simply buy a belt?

			In spite of everything, she’d never felt at home in Alaska. San Francisco was familiar, urbane, and certainly dangerous if you weren’t careful. She’d found that out the hard way. Alaska, though, by comparison was a foreign planet. At camp, when she spotted the girl sitting tall and confident and eating by herself the first night, she’d said to herself, “That’s the one. I want to be like her.” And later, “I want to be with her.”

			Keep the past where it is, her father had told her. “What’s that supposed to mean?” she’d asked him when he dropped her off at the airport.

			“It means, my darling daughter, that you have a life here again. You’re healed now. You don’t need to keep running off in the hopes of finding something better.”

			She’d wanted to disagree, but as she thought about the six months she’d spent with clueless Thomas, she could see her father had a point. “This time I won’t be back.”

			Sure you won’t. She saw it in his face. “At least you have a job, and I’ll put some money in your account to tide you over until you save some of your own.”

			“Thanks.”

			He kissed her goodbye and repeated that she was always welcome to return to her childhood home. She knew what that meant; he expected her to fail again.

			A disembodied female voice announces that the plane to Anchorage is boarding. Celeste pulls up her ticket, inching forward in the line. She tenses as the man in the green shirt moves up behind her. 

			“So, not your first trip to the wilderness?” he repeats.

			“Second.” No, third. Eight years ago, she’d gone in May to visit the university when she’d decided to transfer from Berkeley. She’d seen the girl with her guy friend on the dorm steps. He must have made a joke because the girl had thrown her head back, laughing. With it, every inch of her had been transformed. It was a sight to behold. She laughed with abandon, spreading her arms and crowing like a bird readying for flight. No fears. No doubts. Just releasing all her energy to enjoy a joke. 

			Celeste had loved making Mackenzie Reed laugh. It was why, eight years ago, she’d said such stupid things. “This bear meat has a fruity flavor.” “Lady parts.” “I should have bought you a corsage.” “Don’t do that again.” Not a joke, the last one, but it should have been.

			The man is talking again. “It’s my first time. I’m meeting friends to hike the mountain. Denali, the mountain?” he goes on, although she pretends not to hear him. “Some say it’s one of the hardest climbs in the world. I’ll be in town for a few days. Maybe we could go out and see the sights together before I leave?”

			She shows her ticket to the agent and sticks a phone bud in her ear, before turning back to him. “No thanks. I’m a lesbian. Have fun on your hike.”

			




Chapter Fourteen

			Before

			It was our sixth week at camp. I couldn’t believe summer was more than half over and the weather was finally getting warmer. More people from town were coming to the lake to swim, fish, ride their bikes along the dirt path by the shore, and share picnic lunches at the beach. 

			Petra was standing next to one of the water troughs when Bella and I emerged from the barn one afternoon. We were in the midst of an argument, this one regarding open food containers left inside the cabin. It’s always a bad idea with so many hungry bears close by. Some of them had lost their fear of humans, but Bella didn’t seem to get that it wasn’t my responsibility to take her leftover shit to the lodge. I wasn’t her maid.

			By that time we weren’t the only ones getting on each other’s nerves, however. Our mischievous little campers had begun pulling pranks. 

			Three days ago, Bella had discovered her bedsheets neatly folded on the dock. The day before, Celeste found her swimming suit in the firepit. Thankfully, though it smelled of smoke, it wasn’t burned. Lori dumped a full salt shaker on her dinner because someone had loosened the lid. Erica and Mindy discovered their bunks standing on end outside their cabin. 

			It seemed the yearlings were more inventive than the cubs, probably because they were older, although my girls did try to throw me in the
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