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			Praise for This Changes Everything

			‘A riveting, deeply felt and empowering thriller that is also a touching ode to female friendship, This Changes Everything is Lisa Scottoline at her best’

			Laura Dave, New York Times bestselling author of The Last Thing He Told Me 

			‘Lisa Scottoline always delivers the fastest, twistiest reads packed with brilliant characters to root for’

			Lisa Jewell, #1 bestselling author of Don’t Let Him In 

			‘With This Changes Everything, her immersive and atmospheric new domestic thriller, Lisa Scottoline transports us from Tuscany to rural Pennsylvania and gives us characters to root for, a compelling mystery to solve, and a deeply felt meditation on the meaning of motherhood and enduring women’s friendships. As always, Scottoline scores a bullseye. Bravissima!’

			Mary Kay Andrews, New York Times bestselling author of Road Trip 

			‘This Changes Everything has it all – terrific twists, a breathless pace and a whole lot of heart. This story of a grievous crime and an extraordinary friendship could make me gasp on one page and smile on the next. How rare, yet wonderful: A wildly entertaining thriller with real emotional power’

			Ken Jaworowski, Edgar-nominated author of What About The Bodies 

			

			‘The incomparable Lisa Scottoline delivers a breakneck thriller in which one woman risks everything for justice, as she’s pitted against a twisted, deadly conspiracy’ 

			Dennis Tafoya, critically-acclaimed author of Dope Thief 

		

	
		
			

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

	
		
			

			With love to Francesca, as always

		

	
		
			

			We are voyagers, discoverers

			of the not-known,

			the unrecorded;

			We have no map;

			Possibly we will reach haven, heaven.

			 – Hilda Doolittle, The Walls Do Not Fall (1944)

			Intuitions are narratives about potentials,

			possibilities, and alternatives.

			In that sense, intuitions are fiction, until,

			once confirmed by life, they become facts.

			 – Yiyun Li, Things in Nature Merely Grow (2025)

			You know, they say small towns are so nice.

			Put a tragedy in a small town,

			you’ll find out how nice it is.

			Put a disaster there,

			and it’s not so nice anymore.

			 – Renée Jacobs, Slow Burn (1986)

		

	
		
			

			1

			It was magic hour in Tuscany, a place more magical than most, and Julia was in the kitchen chopping a sprig of fresh basil, which released the herb’s piquant scent. She was preparing her family’s favorite appetizer, bruschetta with roasted red peppers in garlicky olive oil, and eggplant rollatini baked in the oven, warming the air with the aroma of bubbling mozzarella.

			A breeze wafted through the window, which offered a beautiful view of their vineyard. A late-day sun poured like honey over its hilly rows of grapevines, glazing the vista in luminous gold. Julia had inherited the property in ruins, but she and her husband, Gianluca, had renovated the villa and planted their first crop of Sangiovese grapes, which they hoped to sell for Chianti Classico, authentic only if it came from this region.

			She heard her daughter, Leni, giggling outside, which meant that everyone would be coming up to the patio soon. Her in-laws and her birth mother, Fiamma, were here, and they were having dinner outside on the patio tonight, since the evening was oddly temperate. The locals called March weather pazzarello, meaning weird or crazy, but Julia didn’t agree. She loved living here except that she missed her best friend, Courtney, back in the States.

			On impulse, Julia pressed Courtney’s number on FaceTime, propped the phone on a pepper grinder, and resumed chopping the basil. It was just after six o’clock in the evening, so it would be around lunchtime in Philly. Julia knew Courtney would be at work, but noonish was usually a good time for her to talk.

			The call connected after a single ring, and Courtney popped onto the screen with a grin, her round green eyes striking against her dark skin. Her pretty face was shaped like a perfect heart, her nose was smallish, and her black hair was in a ponytail. She had on an oversize gray sweater, unusually casual for her job.

			Julia perked up. ‘Girl, I miss you!’

			‘Jules, me, too! It’s been a minute!’

			‘Have time to catch up?’

			

			‘Totally, I ditched work today.’

			‘What? Sales Queen slacks off? Why?’

			‘Grandma Kay asked me to come visit, and I just got to her farm.’

			‘Aw, tell her I said hi.’ Julia had met Courtney’s grandmother Kay Patterson many times, and she was like a second mother to Courtney, still active in her early eighties.

			‘Look at this place. Cute, huh?’ Courtney flipped her phone around to show a charming Victorian farmhouse of white clapboard with a wide porch, green gingerbread trim, and a mansard roof. Verdant arborvitae grew in a semicircle around the house, providing a natural shelter from the wind off a surrounding field, and the sight made Julia homesick.

			‘Ah, Pennsylvania.’

			‘Right? It’s Tuscany, only with bowling leagues.’ 

			Julia chuckled. ‘Where’s Paul?’

			‘At a conference in Myrtle, which means he’s on the eighth hole.’ Courtney started walking with the phone, and the screen jostled. ‘How’s Gianluca? Studly as ever?’

			Julia smiled. ‘Great.’

			‘And the adorable Leni?’

			‘Yakking up a storm.’

			‘At three? She’s a genius.’

			‘No, she’s Italian,’ Julia shot back, but suddenly her mouth went dry. Her heart began to pound. She felt stricken, almost woozy. She shuddered, breaking out in a sweat. She set down the knife, overwhelmed by an inexplicable sense of dread.

			Julia remembered this happened before, only once. She flashed on that awful night back in Philly. She’d been walking home with her husband when she’d had a premonition that something terrible was about to happen. Then it had, before her horrified eyes. Her husband had been stabbed to death in front of her. She shuddered with the memory, like aftershocks.

			Meanwhile, Courtney was smiling as she crossed the lawn. ‘You know, my grandmother cuts this whole big lawn herself with a push mower. Is she crunchy or what?’

			Julia only half-listened, second-guessing herself. Maybe she was imagining the premonition. She hadn’t had one in five years. Everything was in order in the kitchen, and she looked around her, taking in the white marble countertop with jagged gold veins. The unvarnished pine cabinets. The deep porcelain farmer’s sink salvaged from the old kitchen.

			

			‘Damn,’ Courtney was saying, climbing the steps to her grandmother’s front door. ‘These stairs need to be fixed.’

			Julia realized with horrifying certainty that something terrible was about to happen – but not to her, to Courtney. ‘Courtney, stop!’ she blurted out, picking up the phone. ‘Don’t go in!’

			‘What, why?’ Courtney entered her grandmother’s house, flipping the FaceTime screen around so Julia could see what was happening. ‘Here, say hi to Grandma—’

			Suddenly Courtney screamed. Julia gasped. The phone screen showed a gruesome sight:

			Courtney’s grandmother was lying face-up on the rug. Blood drenched her blue shirt dress and spattered her dark skin. Her small, slight body was motionless. Her jaw hung open, slack. Her cloudy brown eyes were fixed upward. Her bifocals lay beside her on the rug. 

			‘Grandma Kay!’ Courtney rushed to her grandmother, phone in hand. ‘No, no, she’s dead! Somebody shot her!’

			‘Oh my God!’ Julia said, horrified. The phone screen tilted sideways, showing a nightmarish living room, an end table knocked over and a broken ceramic lamp, its shade askew.

			‘Oh God, no, no! There’s so much blood! Jesus, no, she’s warm!’ Courtney wailed, and just then a door slammed somewhere in the house. ‘That’s the back door! Somebody’s in the kitchen!’ Courtney must’ve scrambled to her feet because the phone screen jolted crazily, blurring the room. ‘I’m going after him!’

			‘No, don’t! Go back to your car!’

			‘Hell, no!’ Courtney hollered, the phone screen lurching. 

			‘Courtney, don’t chase him!’ Julia’s heart leapt to her throat. She heard Courtney’s ragged breathing and racing footsteps. The phone screen showed a blurred streak of darkened hallway, then daisy-covered wallpaper.

			‘Stop, you!’ Courtney blew through a back door. Julia heard the slam. The phone screen adjusted to bright sun. Flashes of waist-high grass. Overgrown pasture in jagged motion. ‘Jules, he’s running to a pickup truck, it’s black, and—’

			

			‘Courtney, no, don’t!’

			‘—he’s white, average height, maybe forty? Dark T-shirt, jeans, black ballcap!’

			‘No, stop, let him go! He’ll hurt you—’

			‘I can’t see the license plate! The brush is too tall!’

			‘Courtney, please!’ Julia said, helplessly. The phone showed a jittery swipe of bushes and trees.

			‘Oof!’ Courtney grunted in pain. There was a horrible shuffling sound. The screen went abruptly still and dark.

			‘Courtney!’ Julia shouted, terrified.

			‘I fell, but I’m okay! Jules, he got to the truck! He’s getting away!’

			‘Let him go!’ Julia heard an engine ignite. It had to be the killer driving away.

			‘I had him, I almost had him!’ Courtney picked up the phone. Her agonized face filled the screen, her lovely features distorted by anguish. She heaved a deep sob. ‘Jules, he shot… Grandma Kay! He…  killed her!’

			‘Go inside. Lock the door. Call 911.’

			‘Okay… okay.’ Courtney struggled to her feet, crying. The phone screen jostled as she ran back to the house.

			‘Hurry, go now.’

			‘I will… I am.’ Courtney locked the door, making the phone screen go awry, then hurried down the hall. ‘Grandma Kay, Grandma Kay!’ she called futilely, which tore at Julia’s heart. The phone screen flickered dark and light until Courtney reached the living room. ‘Jesus, no, no, no! She’s dead… she’s really dead! He… killed her!’ Courtney collapsed into sobs. ‘Why, why, why? Why would anybody… kill her?’

			‘I’m so, so sorry.’ Julia flashed on her late husband’s murder, on holding Mike as he bled in her arms. She knew in her bones the agony Courtney was feeling this very moment. There was nothing worse than experiencing the violent death of someone you loved. Only survivors knew that unique horror, and once known, it never left.

			‘You told me… not to go in the house… you warned me.’ Sobs choked Courtney’s words. ‘Did you know… like before… with Mike?’

			‘Yes, I think so.’ Julia hated to admit it. She didn’t want it to be true. She didn’t want to have premonitions, much less everything that came afterward, like last time. Courtney had gone through it with her.

			

			‘Did you know… she was dead?’

			‘No, no, I just knew something was wrong. I’m so sorry, Courtney.’ Julia glimpsed her reflection in a wall mirror. She’d gone pale, and her teary eyes looked strange, the blue of her irises oddly dilute. Her dark blonde hair framed a haunted expression, her thin lips parted with unspoken words.

			‘Jules, can you… come home? Please, come home?’

		

	
		
			

			2

			Julia packed her sweater in her roller suitcase, which lay open on the bed. She’d canceled dinner after the terrible news of Kay’s murder, and her in-laws and Fiamma had gone home with the food. She was booked on the next available flight to Philadelphia, which left tomorrow morning.

			The cool night air drifted through the open window, carrying the earthy smells of the vineyard and the flutter of nightbirds in flight. The bedroom was softly lit, one of the larger rooms in the villa, which was centuries old. The place was a ruin when she’d inherited it five years ago, but its restoration was finally finished. They’d repainted the bedroom a light blue, refinished the original hardwood floors, and restored the frieze on the ceiling, which depicted Duchess Caterina Sforza, an ancestor of Julia’s and the only female ruler during the Italian Renaissance.

			‘Okay, Leni’s asleep.’ Gianluca entered the bedroom with a weary smile. ‘I got away with only two books.’

			‘Way to go.’ Julia looked over, and on any other night, his looks would’ve taken her breath away. She’d fallen in love with him at the Marucelliana Library in Florence, where he was director. Gianluca Moretti was handsome in the intellectual, refined, and artsy way of Florentine men, with large brown eyes, a strong nose, full lips, and thick, wavy hair the color of espresso, which he kept longish. He was lean in a fitted black V-neck T-shirt, slim jeans, and Chelsea boots. Julia had finally gotten used to the fact that her husband dressed better than she did.

			‘How are you?’ Gianluca came over and kissed her on the cheek, and Julia caught a fading whiff of his spicy cologne.

			‘Okay. How’s Leni?’

			‘Fine.’

			‘Is she upset I’m going?’

			‘She didn’t say anything. Don’t worry. She’ll be fine.’

			‘I hope so.’ Julia had told their daughter that she was going away for a few days, during bathtime earlier. Leni had absorbed the news without a fuss, but Julia knew that the concept of time was lost on three-year-olds. Mother and daughter had never spent a night apart, but Julia hoped for a minimum of separation anxiety, on both their parts.

			

			‘How long will you be gone for?’

			‘Until the funeral at least. I’m not sure, okay?’

			‘Of course, and my parents will help.’

			‘Great,’ Julia said, relieved. She was lucky because her in-laws were retired and they loved to babysit. They’d been incredibly helpful during the renovation, too, staying in a cottage on the property from time to time, rather than driving home to Florence, about forty kilometers away.

			Gianluca’s expression darkened. ‘Julia, I have to say, I’m worried about you going, after the premonition. You remember last time, that’s how it began.’

			‘With Mike’s murder, I know.’

			‘Yes, and this time it’s around another murder.’

			‘I know that, too.’ Julia flashed on what had happened after her premonition last time. She’d begun to experience nightmares and visions, flashes of things that had yet to happen or of things that had already happened, like the truth of a buried secret. She’d felt like she was going crazy and wondered if she had psychic abilities. She’d even gone to a renowned medium, Helen Davenport, who’d confirmed that Julia had some psychic ability, but Julia had been so shaken by the possibility that she hadn’t followed up. That was five years ago, and she’d had no other visions, or premonitions. Until today.

			Gianluca looked concerned. ‘So what will you do if the visions come back? It could be happening again.’

			‘I don’t know, maybe they won’t. Maybe it was just this premonition, one and done.’

			‘But last time, it was more.’

			‘I guess, but maybe it’s not the same.’ Julia didn’t know if she was bullshitting him, herself, or both of them. ‘Nothing weird has happened all this time.’

			Gianluca frowned slightly. ‘But it did, today. You can’t pretend it didn’t happen.’

			‘I’m not, but lots of people have premonitions. It doesn’t necessarily mean I’m going to have visions.’

			

			‘It did before,’ Gianluca said, gently.

			‘I know, but we don’t know if it will definitely happen again. I don’t know any of it. I mean, I don’t know if I’m really a medium. I haven’t felt anything since before Leni was born.’ Julia heard her words quicken their cadence. ‘I’ve been happy. I’ve been normal. I’m normal now.’

			‘I’m not saying you’re not normal—’

			‘If I’m psychic, I’m not normal,’ Julia shot back, and Gianluca placed a hand on her shoulder.

			‘We’ve discussed this, sweetheart. It didn’t mean you weren’t normal because you had premonitions, or visions.’

			‘Of course it does.’ Julia felt her chest tighten. ‘Do you have premonitions? Visions?’

			‘No, but—’

			‘Well, then it’s not normal.’ Julia could see that he was just trying to help, so she dialed it back. ‘The thing is, I don’t like getting premonitions, and I certainly don’t want to have visions. Not once every five years, not even every ten years. They make me feel different and not in a good way. Weird. They are weird.’

			‘We can’t possibly know what will happen, you’re right.’ Gianluca blinked, his hand still on her shoulder. ‘But we can talk about how you would deal with it if it does happen, don’t you think? Wouldn’t that help you?’

			‘Yes, I guess so.’ Julia reflected that her emotional Italian husband could be a calming force when she wanted one, which she loved about him. Every marriage needed a Voice of Reason. 

			‘So what will you do, if the visions return?’

			‘I don’t know,’ Julia had to answer, honestly. The prospect shook her to her foundations.

			‘You remember how they affected you last time, how destabilizing? You lost your way.’

			Julia felt her face flush. ‘I know, but there’s nothing I can do about it. I couldn’t control today that I got the premonition. If it happens, it happens.’

			Gianluca frowned more deeply, his dark eyebrows slanted down. ‘Then is going to Philadelphia a good idea?’

			‘Are you saying you don’t think I should go?’ Julia asked, surprised. 

			‘No, I’m not, I know you love Courtney.’ Gianluca met her gaze with frankness. ‘But consider this. You told me that today in the kitchen, the thought popped into your head to call her. What if your premonition didn’t start when you were on the phone with Courtney? What if it was why you called her? Maybe you knew that her grandmother was about to be murdered.’

			

			Julia swallowed hard, wondering if he was right. Her thoughts after the call had been so confused that the notion hadn’t occurred to her, but it made sense. She rarely called Courtney, who had a busy schedule. It was usually Courtney who called her.

			‘When you called Courtney, you could’ve delayed her going in. If you hadn’t called, she could be dead now, too.’

			Julia inhaled, horrified. The thought of losing Courtney chilled her to the bone. She didn’t want to believe that she had the power to prevent a murder. Or, if she got it wrong, failed to prevent a murder. Maybe humans weren’t meant to know everything, at least she wasn’t. Julia reached for Gianluca, wrapping her arms around him and feeling the muscles in his back under his thin T-shirt.

			‘Here’s my fear, cara,’ Gianluca said softly, hugging her close. ‘What will happen if you get mixed up in helping Courtney—’

			‘I want to help her.’ Julia released him, torn. ‘Her grandmother was murdered. I know how that feels, and I can’t let her go through it alone.’

			‘But murder is something for the police. It could be dangerous.’

			‘I’m not going to Pennsylvania to solve a murder.’

			‘Aren’t you?’ Gianluca narrowed his dark eyes. ‘Last time, you helped figure out who killed Mike. You helped the police.’

			‘That’s true, but that wasn’t my goal. You remember how it was. I was just trying to understand what was going on in my own brain. I thought I was losing my mind.’ Julia hated the way she sounded, like a freak, all over again. She turned away and zipped the suitcase closed, hoping to end the conversation.

			‘Look at me.’

			‘What?’ Julia looked up at him, pained. Oddly, ashamed. 

			‘I’m on your side, cara.’ Gianluca moved his hand to her arm. 

			Aw. Julia’s throat caught.

			‘I love you.’

			‘I love you, too.’ Julia rallied, straightening. ‘But I have to go. I’ve made my choice. It’s the right thing to do.’

			

			‘Okay, but promise me you’ll be very, very careful, and if you start to have visions about the murder, you’ll go to the police. You’ll tell them, and you’ll let them handle it. Promise?’ Gianluca looked down at her, his expression grave and his tone turning vaguely professorial, which was a librarian thing she loved about him.

			‘Of course, I promise,’ Julia answered, meaning it. 

			‘Thank you.’

			‘I love you. Did I say that already?’

			‘All the time, but I get it.’ Gianluca smiled warmly, and Julia felt the urge to kiss him, but he looked like he wanted to say something more. ‘Well, I need to ask you something. I was going to wait to bring it up, but since you’re going away, I have to put the thought in your mind.’ Gianluca hesitated. ‘My parents would like to move into the cottage, and I think it’s a good idea. They’re here so often, and it doesn’t make sense for them to keep their house in town. They could sell it, put the money away, and live in the cottage.’

			Wait, what? Julia hadn’t seen this coming. She knew she had to choose her words carefully. Gianluca loved his family, and so did she, but living with them was another matter. ‘Really?’

			‘Yes.’ Gianluca searched her face to gauge her feelings, but Julia didn’t know them yet. Mostly, surprise.

			‘When did this happen?’

			‘They mentioned it the other day.’

			‘What did you say?’

			‘I said I’d discuss it with you.’ Gianluca blinked, his gaze earnest. ‘My father insists they pay rent. It’s your villa.’

			‘It’s our villa,’ Julia corrected him, meaning it. She’d inherited the property and a windfall of three million euros, which she put into their joint account. Gianluca earned a good living, and she didn’t mind the disparity in their finances, though it bothered him from time to time.

			‘Your name’s on the deed.’

			‘Still, that’s a technicality.’

			‘Not to my father.’

			‘Do you want me to put you on the deed? I’d be happy to, you know that.’ Julia knew there were potholes in their relationship, which they avoided without saying so. She didn’t know if that was called love, marriage, or denial.

			

			‘No, I don’t need to be on the deed, I’m just explaining.’ Gianluca shrugged. ‘In any event, I thought it might be nice for us if they lived in the cottage, and easier for them, too. They’re getting older.’ A flicker of sadness crossed his face. ‘My uncle’s death got them thinking, and I don’t want to look back with regret. Leni would love it, too, don’t you think?’

			‘She would.’ Julia knew her daughter loved her grandparents, who were great with her.

			‘So? What do you think?’

			Julia braced herself. ‘Honestly, I don’t know. Leni’s easier than she used to be, and the renovation is finished. We can go it alone more, don’t you think?’

			Gianluca frowned, disappointed. ‘We’re a family, Julia. I don’t want to see them less because I need them less. You love them, don’t you?’

			‘Of course.’

			‘So then what?’ Gianluca raked his fingers through his hair, and Julia saw the conversation was going south.

			‘Look, it’s hard to decide something this important right now. Can it wait?’

			‘Of course. We’ll sort it when you get back.’ Gianluca pursed his lips. ‘Let’s get to bed. Your flight is early.’

			The bedroom was dark, and the night air felt cool, but Julia was wide awake. She flashed on Courtney’s grandmother lying dead on the floor, then Mike’s murder that awful night. She reexperienced the same horror now, feeling unsafe, unmoored, and unraveled all over again. She knew it was PTSD, but a diagnosis didn’t help her sleep. She didn’t think journaling would do the trick, either.

			She shifted onto her right side, her thoughts roiling. She could still hear Courtney’s scream echoing in her mind. She checked the clock on her phone, irrationally worried she’d miss her flight. Gianluca snored softly, having fallen asleep after they’d made love, tenderly reaffirming their bond, both sensing without saying so that their marriage was about to be tested, not only by her trip but by his wish to move his parents in.

			

			Julia gave up on sleep, getting a better idea. She slipped out of bed, unplugged her phone, and padded downstairs in her oversize Notre Dame T-shirt, then left the villa and went out back. The Tuscan night caressed her as softly as black velvet, and the moon glowed, a shadowed orb in a starry sky. She turned on her phone flashlight to light her way across their patio and down the stepping stones to the vineyard, which lay nestled in a valley encircled by hills, protected from the wind and the elements.

			The air felt warmer at the lower elevation, and she breathed in the scents of verdant young vines and tilled earth, natural fragrances as layered as the notes of a perfume. Birds flitted above her, and insects buzzed around her. She felt herself relax as she walked through the vineyard to a secret spot in the middle, around a beautiful well that was original to the property. The well was hewn of alberese stone native to the region, its gold and brown hues muted by the dark. The well was where Julia always came when she needed peace of mind.

			She switched off her flashlight, put her phone on the well, and closed her eyes in the moonlight. For her, the well was a so-called ‘thin’ place, a term the medium Helen Davenport had taught her, which meant a place where the line between the physical and the spiritual world thinned to a veil. Last time, she’d been surprised that it helped her find her biological grandmother and solve the mystery of her own identity.

			Julia exhaled slowly, quieting her mind, and felt herself bathing in a moonbeam. A sweetly organic dampness emanated from the depth of the well, and she placed her hand on its wide rim. Its stones felt gritty, cool, and solid under her palm, and she focused on the rock, centuries old, unearthed from this very land. She imagined it connecting her to time itself, unspooling backward to the Renaissance and earlier. She visualized the water filling the well from the spring flowing under her feet, nurturing the rich, fertile earth in these hills from the beginning of time.

			Suddenly Julia’s reverie was broken by her phone screen brightening. She worried it was a text from Courtney, so she picked it up, but it was a notification of her horoscope for the day ahead:

			

			Buckle up, Cancer! There’s a rocky road ahead! You’re entering eclipse season, the period between the lunar eclipse on March 14 and the solar eclipse on March 21. Major challenges are on the way. You’re ready, but only if you believe you are.

			Julia swallowed hard, troubled. She didn’t check her horoscope as much as she used to, but she never lost sight of the stars and their hold on her. She knew there was more to this world than met the eye. Her premonition was proof.

			Julia pocketed her phone and headed back to the villa, more troubled than before. She couldn’t deny that tomorrow morning, she was embarking into the unknown.

			I’m not going there to solve a murder, she’d told Gianluca. 

			Julia knew now that hadn’t been true.

			But no matter what, she was going.
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			Julia deplaned at a packed terminal in Philadelphia International, experiencing the culture shock of an expat. She’d forgotten how dense crowds could be in a major American airport, but for once, she was dressed like everybody else, in a loose cotton sweater and relaxed jeans rather than the Euro-cool look of her husband and in-laws, who lived in patterned Etro shirts, skinny jeans, and rimless Swiss glasses.

			She joined a long line at Immigration, noticing that mostly everybody around her spoke English with a Philly accent, like hers. She smiled to think she missed the sound of its notoriously tortured o’s, and it was new to be surrounded by anything but Italian. It struck her that not only had it been a long time since she’d been in the U.S.; it had been a long time since she’d been out of the house, encased in her new-mom cocoon.

			Julia reached the front of the line and showed the officer her American and her Italian passports, since she had dual citizenship. The officer checked only her U.S. one, then she went through Baggage Claim and Customs with a throng of Americans, feeling a surge of familiarity that surprised her. The corporate brands at the terminal welcomed her with their trademarked signs and smells, the Tony Luke’s cheesesteaks set her stomach growling. She beelined for a Dunkin’ Donuts realizing she’d never gotten used to Italian espresso, which tasted like distilled caffeine. She ordered a coffee and glazed doughnuts, hoping the sugar would help her jet lag, since she hadn’t been able to sleep on the plane. 

			She went down the hallway and entered the International Arrivals Hall, where a cheering crowd of teenagers waved American flags and an oversize flag hung from a soaring glass ceiling. On the wall was the preamble to the Declaration of Independence, which Julia read with a swell of patriotism. She felt a lump in her throat that only expats know. She’d missed the United States and this big, beautiful country that was home.

			Home?

			Julia had a second thought, reminding herself that America wasn’t the country of her birth, though for her entire life, she’d believed it had been. She’d been born in Italy but adopted in the United States, so she was betwixt and between the two countries, a citizen of both feeling like a citizen of neither. But she didn’t have time for an identity crisis. She had to pick up her rental car and hit the road.

			

			There was a long line at Hertz, so Julia figured it would be a good time to call Gianluca. He’d be home from work by now, and Leni might still be up. She scrolled to Favorites, pressed the screen, and the call connected. ‘Hey, honey, how’s it going?’

			‘Hi, sweetheart!’ Gianluca answered warmly. ‘How was the flight?’

			‘Fine, but I miss you guys. How’s Leni?’

			‘Okay, but she was out of sorts when I got home. My mother said she was fussy all day, then I tried to put her to bed but she didn’t want to go.’

			‘That’s not like her.’ Julia felt a guilty pang. ‘Would she nap? She still needs a nap sometimes.’

			‘My mother said she wouldn’t.’

			‘Did she eat?’

			‘No. She barely touched dinner. She wouldn’t sit still. Hold on, she’s up.’

			Julia could hear Gianluca walking down the hall, then the sound of Leni crying hard. Julia felt an alarm that surprised her. Being an ocean away from her daughter seemed suddenly against nature.

			‘Wait a sec.’ Gianluca said to Leni, ‘Leni, Mommy’s on the phone. Do you want to say hello to—’

			‘Mommy!’ Leni wailed. ‘Mommy, when… are you coming home? You’re gone… so long.’

			‘I know it feels that way. I’ll be home soon.’

			‘Can I see you, on the phone?’

			‘Yes, I can FaceTime you now. Give Papa the phone.’ Julia pressed the FaceTime button, and her own face came onto the screen, but Leni’s didn’t. ‘Gianluca, is it connecting?’

			Leni cried, ‘I don’t see you!’

			‘Julia, it won’t connect. It says the connection is unstable.’

			‘Mommy? Mommy?’

			‘I’m here, honey, you can talk to me. Tell me—’

			‘I want… you!’

			

			‘I’ll be home very soon, honey.’ Julia could hear Gianluca trying to calm Leni down, speaking to her in Italian, his tone soothing.

			‘Julia, I should go. Let me tend her now.’

			‘Okay, goodbye. Tell her I love her.’

			‘Of course. Love you.’

			‘Love you, too.’ Julia hung up, shaken. She breathed a sigh. Just knowing that her daughter was unhappy left her with an underlying unease, like disturbances in her personal field. She realized how lucky she’d been to stay home with Leni and marveled at working mothers faced with a choice that felt no-win, every day. She felt doubly guilty that Gianluca was having a hard go, and her mother-in-law as well.

			Julia sensed she’d end up with her in-laws moving in, for penance.
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			Half an hour later, Julia was on I-95 South in congested traffic, navigating the immense highway system, its wide lanes filled with speeding cars and trucks, all of which were larger than the Fiats and other Italian makes. Her Toyota Corolla felt like a cruise ship.

			She headed onto 476 North, and in time switched to I-78 West, heading to north central Pennsylvania. The terrain brought back memories, as if the land itself held her past. She thought of her adoptive parents, both gone now. She’d been very close to her mother, Melanie, who’d passed suddenly of an aneurysm on Julia’s tenth birthday. She would never forget something her mother always told her.

			My happiest day was the day I came home with you.

			Julia felt a warm rush of love for her adoptive mother and realized that moving to Tuscany and starting a family divided her life into Before and After. Gianluca hadn’t met her adoptive mother, so Julia didn’t share her memories with him very often. Having a birth mother and an adoptive mother was like having a birth country and an adopted country. Confusing.

			Julia had grown up in New Gilbert, a small suburb west of Philadelphia, and she spotted the green sign for its exit ahead. She hadn’t been home in ages and she didn’t have time to stop now, even if she wanted to, which she didn’t. The tightness in her chest reminded her that not all of her childhood memories were good. Adoption didn’t guarantee a happy family, just a family.

			She flashed on her father, with whom she had tried so hard to be close, but he wasn’t having any. It was only after her mother’s death that she learned he hadn’t wanted her at all, a reminder that he wasn’t ‘man enough’ to produce a child, which was how he saw it. He told her that her adoption had been her mother’s idea, and Julia realized that she’d come into the family to pacify her mother, as if she were a doll, not a baby. 

			new gilbert station read the small sign, and Julia suddenly remembered something that had happened there. It was this time of year, with the chill of winter still in the air, and even this time of day, with evening coming on. She’d been playing at a friend’s near the train station and left late. She was riding past the station on her bicycle, then realized her father’s train would be getting in any minute, so she went to the station to wait for him.

			

			Daddy!

			Julia’s thoughts slipped back in time, and she was that nine-year-old all over again, watching the silvery train as it rumbled to a stop with a harshly hydraulic screech. She waited on her bicycle at the exit as the men with their briefcases and the women with their purses piled out of the train, crossed to their cars with jingling keys, and left the parking lot. But her father wasn’t among them, even after the train lurched from the station. His black Lincoln was still in a parking spot, its front facing her.

			Suddenly, a white Mercedes pulled into the lot, drove around her father’s car, and parked beside it, facing front. In the next moment, her father got out of the Mercedes on its passenger side. He was in his suit with his tie loosened, the way he always looked at the end of the day.

			Daddy! Julia called, then her father looked over, his blue eyes narrowing with anger behind his horn-rimmed glasses.

			Julia, get home!

			Julia’s mouth went dry. She didn’t understand why he got mad at her, then everything happened at once.

			Suddenly the Mercedes sped toward the exit, veering so close that Julia lost her balance and fell over. She landed hard on the asphalt with a leg stuck under the bike. She caught a terrified glimpse of the Mercedes driver as the car raced from the parking lot. It was a pretty blonde woman.

			Her father stormed over, frowning. Julia, what the hell are you doing?

			Julia scrambled to disentangle herself from the bike. The grease from the chain blackened her leg. Blood oozed from a gritty scrape on her knee. Daddy, that lady – 

			What lady? Her father’s face was red with anger. Get home. 

			She almost hit me – 

			Don’t lie. You fell, I saw it. Pick up your bike.

			Julia didn’t understand. He’d seen what just happened, so she didn’t know why he’d be mad at her. It wasn’t like him. He mostly ignored her. But Daddy – 

			

			Get up. Her father grabbed her bike, righted it, and set it down so hard it bounced. Get on this bike and get home. Tell your mother how you fell. You weren’t looking where you were going.

			My knee hurts. Julia took the bike.

			You scraped it. Don’t be such a baby.

			Julia got on the bike, wincing. Blood ran down her calf and soaked her anklet with the pink pompom.

			And if you lie about this to Mom, I’ ll punish you. You understand? You fell! Don’t blame others for your mistakes.

			Okay, Daddy.

			Julia accelerated, shaking her head in wonder that her father’s scheme had worked. Of course she knew now that her father was cheating with the blonde in the Mercedes. But Julia never told her mother what she’d seen in the parking lot that day, only that she’d fallen off her bike. She and her father never spoke about it again, which wasn’t hard, given that they barely spoke anyway.

			She realized now that he’d gaslighted her, but she hadn’t had the term to understand it back then. She knew only that her father told her that she hadn’t really seen something that she saw. She believed his version instead of her own eyes because she loved him and trusted him, though he deserved neither.

			Julia tried to shake off the memory, which she hadn’t thought about in ages, if ever. She’d suppressed it, maybe even erased it, forcing it from her mind. The realization just destabilized her, and she needed a lot more therapy to figure out how it had affected her today, but she didn’t have time for that now. And she never, ever blamed others for her mistakes.

			Julia put the thought away, trying to focus as the exit came up. She steered off the highway and drove onto a two-lane road winding through woods and countryside, with almost no houses. Most were well-kept with front yards that sported lawn furniture, above ground pools, and American flags. She passed bony cows on grass yet to turn green. More than one yard had firewood for sale and rusty old cars propped on cinderblocks. 

			greentree county read a sign with an antiquated picture of a man in a mining cap. She drove up and down hills and passed through small towns that became more rundown. Attached three-story row-homes with vinyl clapboard siding lined the street, many only one room wide. Satellite dishes and telephone wires sagged overhead like an electrical canopy. She spotted closed Dollar Stores, thrift shops, and check-cashing agencies, and there were fewer grocery stores but more motorcycle repair shops and smoke shops.

			

			Julia found herself driving behind a truck carrying live chickens in flat cages, their white feathers blowing into the street, as the sun dipped below the treeline. The sky clouded over, casting a premature gloom. The terrain thickened to woods, and Julia put on her high beams. The wind picked up, and the trees moved stiffly, their brittle limbs devoid of leaves.

			She felt herself getting drowsy and reached for her coffee, but the cup was empty. She fumbled in the passenger seat for the bag of glazed doughnuts, but she’d eaten the last of three. The sugar crash wasn’t helping her jet lag, and she fought a wave of exhaustion. She tried the radio, but it was set on a sports station. She pressed the buttons to change it, but the presets were all sports, so she turned it off.

			She caught herself dozing for a microsecond, which scared her. She clenched the wheel, did some neck rolls, and willed herself to stay awake. She’d be at Courtney’s grandmother’s soon, and Courtney was waiting for her. Julia kept going rather than pull over.

			Boom! Suddenly an orangey red fireball exploded in front of the car. A massive fire erupted with an ungodly roar. Flames blasted her windshield.

			‘Nooo!’ Julia’s hands flew up reflexively. Her heart jumped out of her chest.

			The blaze raged everywhere, igniting the branches. The car careened off the road, heading for the trees.

			Julia grabbed the wheel and slammed the brakes. The car didn’t stop. Frantic, she pressed the brake again and again. Flames licked at her windows.

			The burning car kept going, sliding into a muddy skid. The interior superheated. Grayish smoke filtered into the car. The trees zoomed closer. Six feet, five feet, then four. She’d crash head-on.

			Screaming, Julia wrenched the wheel. The car whipped wildly around, then lurched to a stop. Fire engulfed the car and trees in a terrifying conflagration.

			

			She gasped for breath. She fought terror to think. She’d burn to death if she got out of the car. She’d burn to death if she stayed in. She had to drive through the fire. It was her only hope.

			Julia reversed to get back on the road. The steering wheel seared her palms. Smoke filled her nostrils.

			She threw the car into drive. She couldn’t see ahead. The windshield wipers were smoldering, their rubber burning.

			She floored the gas and aimed for the conflagration, not knowing if it would save her or kill her.

			Suddenly Julia was speeding down a country road lined with thick woods. There was no fire. No flames, no smoke. She could see out her windshield and her windows. The interior of the car was fine.

			She looked at her rearview mirror, stunned. There was no fire behind her, either.

			There was no fire anywhere. The conflagration had vanished as if it had never been there at all. She hadn’t driven through anything but air.

			She looked at her palms but didn’t see any burns. She squeezed her hands. They felt normal. She didn’t know what was going on. She didn’t understand what had just happened. It hadn’t been real, there was no fire. It had been in her mind.

			She didn’t know if she’d fallen asleep at the wheel and dreamed the whole thing. She was jet-lagged, sugar-crashed, exhausted. She hadn’t slept on the plane. She’d lost track of how many hours she’d been awake.

			Her gut twisted at her next thought – it could have been a vision, like the ones she had before. This was how it had started last time, and visions followed the premonition. She felt shocked, frightened, disoriented.

			But she couldn’t believe this was a vision because it didn’t mean anything. It didn’t tell her anything. And last time, there had been an eerie blue light before she got a vision, like the aura warning of a migraine. She’d come to believe that the blue light was the spirit of Duchess Caterina Sforza herself, but no blue light appeared to Julia here. Plus she was in central Pennsylvania, not Tuscany.

			

			She must have fallen asleep at the wheel, for just a moment. 

			She accelerated, barreling into the darkness.
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			After her fiery dream, Julia had no trouble staying awake until she reached the single-lane road to Kay’s farm. It was pitch-black, but lights from the farmhouse shone through tall trees ahead. There were no other houses in sight, and it looked as if an expanse of pasture surrounded the house, but it was too dark to see anything.

			She kept going past an old mailbox with reflective letters that read the pattersons, then Julia pulled up in front of the white Victorian farmhouse, two narrow stories of clapboard with green trim and matching filigree, with a sharply peaked roof. A ceiling fixture on the porch illuminated two uniformed cops taking yellow crime-scene tape from the railing and Courtney sitting in a wide cedar rocker on the front porch.

			Julia’s heart leapt at the sight of her best friend, looking so forlorn in a black parka over her sweater and jeans. The last time they’d seen each other was five years ago, and Julia felt so glad that she’d come. She parked behind Kay’s white Honda Accord with its Notre Dame bumper sticker, an interlocking ND that had to be for Courtney. Next to it sat a brown-and-yellow Buckley Police Department cruiser, a jarring note in a bucolic setting.

			‘Jules!’ Courtney rose and hurried down the steps as Julia cut the ignition, got out of the car, and threw open her arms.

			‘Courtney, I’m so sorry, honey.’

			‘Thank you… for coming.’ Courtney clung to her, shuddering with a new sob. ‘This is so… hard. I can’t believe… this happened.’

			‘I know.’

			‘She didn’t deserve this… she was so great.’

			‘I know, I know. I know how much you loved her.’

			‘She was such… a great person, she loved everybody… and they loved her.’

			‘I’m so sorry about this, Court.’

			‘Who would… kill her? Who? Why?’

			‘God knows, honey.’

			‘Thanks.’ Courtney released Julia and wiped her eyes. Sorrow strained her expression, and she pushed a strand of hair into her pony-tail, trying to recover. ‘I can’t believe I didn’t catch him. I was right there.’

			

			‘Honey, you tried.’

			‘Not hard enough.’ Courtney sniffled.

			‘Don’t say that. You had just found her. It was so awful.’

			‘Still, I’m so mad at myself.’ Courtney looked over as the cops approached, then cleared her throat, gesturing to them.

			‘Julia, meet Officers Harbor and Quinton. Gentlemen, this is Julia Pritzker, the friend I told you about.’

			‘Pleased to meet you.’ Julia shook their hands. Officer Harbor had a mustache and Officer Quinton a cleft chin, but she couldn’t make out their other features under the black patent bills of their caps. They wore black insulated jackets with nameplates, badges, and a heavy utility belt holding holstered Glocks, collapsible batons, and tall radios with stiff rubber antennae.

			Officer Harbor turned to Courtney. ‘Ms. Horan, I know a guy who can remove the carpet in the living room. I left his card on the kitchen table. If I were you, I’d call him tonight. You don’t want to see it the way it is.’

			Courtney nodded, sniffling. ‘Thanks, but I saw it when I found her.’

			‘Yeah, but you don’t want to sit with it. We should be going now. We’re releasing the house. Again, sorry about your grandmother.’

			‘Thank you, for everything.’

			Officer Harbor took a step back, starting to leave. ‘Good night now.’

			‘Good night.’ Officer Quinton followed him, and Julia and Courtney bade them goodbye and watched as the cops piled into the cruiser and drove off, their red taillights burning through the night.

			‘Oh, man.’ Courtney sighed, rubbing her face, then lowered herself to the porch step. ‘Can we sit down a minute?’

			‘Sure.’ Julia sat next to her, putting an arm around her.

			‘I’m still mad at myself. If I hadn’t tripped, I would have had him.’ Courtney shook her head. ‘I could’ve caught him.’

			‘Let’s hope the cops do.’ Julia gave her a sideways squeeze. ‘Do they have any idea who the guy is?’

			

			‘No, I met with a Detective Kowalski and looked through mugshots, but I couldn’t identify him. I never saw his face, and I only have the basic description that I told you.’ Courtney kept shaking her head. ‘I didn’t get the license plate on the pickup because of the brushwood. She used to have the back pasture hayed by a local farmer, but he moved away years ago and it’s scrub now. I told Kowalski to check the tire tracks because it’s not easy to drive through, and he said he’d follow up.’

			‘Do the cops have any motive?’

			‘They think it was a robbery. She used to keep cash in her jewelry box upstairs, and it’s gone.’ Courtney looked over, her eyes glistening and her features contorted with grief. ‘That man, he killed her for, like, a hundred bucks.’

			‘I’m so sorry.’

			‘I can’t believe this is how her life ends. She was so vital and strong. She still had her health. She loved her life. She didn’t deserve this, not at all.’

			‘I know, honey.’ Julia rubbed her back. ‘It’s shocking and awful and horrible.’

			‘You know how it is from Mike, right?’

			‘Yes, it’s awful.’

			‘Awful.’ Courtney exhaled heavily, trying to rally. ‘The worst part is, Detective Kowalski has never even handled a murder case. He’s new on the job. They’ve only had two murders here in the past thirty years.’

			‘Wow. I guess there’s not much crime out here.’ Julia’s late husband, Mike, had been one of 250 homicides in Philly that year, a heartbreaking statistic.

			‘Kowalski told me there’s mostly drug offenses and domestic disputes. He works out of Weaverton and covers three counties. This county doesn’t have the budget to justify a detective anymore. I never really realized this before, but police services aren’t automatic. There has to be a budget to pay for it, and when the density goes down, especially in rural areas, there isn’t the need or the infrastructure.’ Courtney straightened. ‘But, hey, do you remember that story I told you, that there was a murder at the neighboring farm? The neighbor’s name was Bill McKenna, and the cops found a man’s body in his well. It happened about thirty years ago.’

			

			Julia shuddered. ‘I remember the story, but I thought the murder was more recent.’

			‘No, Grandma Kay only told me recently, but it happened a while ago. I remember her telling me the man was a drifter. Then McKenna disappeared. They never found him to charge him. I thought there was a new owner but the place burned down.’

			‘That’s suspicious.’

			‘Right?’

			‘So your grandmother’s neighbor could’ve been a murderer.’

			‘Yes, and the victim’s name was James Shoemaker. I looked it up on my phone.’

			‘Did you know McKenna? You must’ve been around ten at the time.’

			‘I was, and I never met him. He hadn’t been there long, and the farms here are large, so it’s not like a neighborhood.’

			Julia mulled it over. ‘Are you thinking the murders could be related?’

			‘I don’t know, but I’m not ruling it out. It’s unlikely, given they’re so far apart in time, but it’s weird that there’s so few murders here and two of them were next door to each other.’ Courtney shook her head, mystified. ‘I raised it with Kowalski anyway, and he said he’d investigate.’

			Julia looked around. ‘Where’s McKenna’s house? There’s nothing here but trees and pasture.’

			‘That way, pretty far.’ Courtney waved to her right. ‘You can’t see anything anymore. It’s all overgrown since the fire.’

			Julia startled, flashing on her fiery dream, or vision. ‘You know, on the way here, I think I dozed a little and had a dream about a fire—’

			‘Wait, you fell asleep at the wheel?’ Courtney’s eyes flew open. ‘Shit, Jules! That’s dangerous.’

			‘I know, I’m jet-lagged.’

			‘Still.’ Courtney straightened. ‘You have to pull over when that happens.’

			‘I know, I will, but it was just weird.’ Julia felt fatigue wash over her again. ‘I was having all these strange thoughts, even remembering a time my father gaslit me that I hadn’t thought about in, like, ever.’

			

			‘But still, pull over.’

			‘Let me tell you about the fire though, in the dream.’ Julia described the fire, the deafening explosion, the burning car and trees. When she was finished, her mouth had gone dry.

			‘Jesus.’ Courtney grimaced, then cocked her head. ‘Wait. Where did this happen?’

			‘About half an hour away, on Route 61.’

			Courtney blinked. ‘That’s around where Centralia used to be, before the mine fire.’

			‘What mine fire?’

			‘Back in the sixties, Centralia was a mining town, and the town started a fire in a landfill to get rid of the trash before some holiday, but the fire fell through the ground to an abandoned mine. The town council covered it up, and by the time it came to light, the fire was out of control, underground.’

			‘Like it was burning?’

			‘Yes, and it kept burning, fed by the coal. It’s anthracite coal, so it burns for a long time, that’s why it’s so valuable. The state EPA got involved, and the feds. They tried to stop it, but nothing worked.’ Courtney frowned. ‘The fire sent toxic gas up through the ground. People got sick. They gave everybody monitors, alarms for carbon monoxide. There was a sinkhole that almost killed a little boy. Bottom line, it was an environmental disaster.’

			‘Oh my God.’

			‘The government moved everybody out of their homes and paid them almost nothing. It divided the whole town. A lot of people thought it was a government conspiracy to seize the land by eminent domain, for the coal.’ Courtney sighed. ‘In the end, Centralia became a ghost town. They paved a highway bypass around the town. Byrnesville was the next town over, and it became a ghost town, too. I know it sounds like I’m making it up, especially given the town’s name, but the fire’s still burning.’

			‘From the sixties?’ Julia asked in disbelief.

			‘Yes, and it’s coming to Buckley. The town is directly in its path. Everybody’s moving away, given what’s coming. There’s no reason to stay and watch your house value go to zero. Businesses left, too. Good luck trying to sell any property in town, even now.’

			

			‘That’s terrible. Is the fire coming here, to your grandmother’s?’

			‘No, this farm is outside town, so it’s out of harm’s way. Still, she didn’t want to leave. She loved this place, it’s thirty acres. She and my grandfather grew soybeans out back. His great-great-grandfather was one of the first Black farmers in Pennsylvania. Grandma Kay always said you can’t separate a Black farmer from the land, the ancestors would never allow it. She loved this place, that’s why she volunteered at the clean-ups.’

			‘What’s that?’

			‘A local group holds clean-ups because people dump tires and trash in Centralia and Byrnesville. She just went to one.’ Courtney’s eyes narrowed. ‘Jules, you say you dreamed about a fire? Do you think it was the mine fire, or even the fire at McKenna’s? Was it a vision, like what happened last time?’

			Julia swallowed hard. ‘I don’t know, I hope not. It could have been anything.’

			‘But you tried to warn me before I went inside the house. You told me not to go in. You knew something was wrong. How?’

			‘I don’t know.’ Julia had expected the question, but resisted the answer. ‘I just sensed you shouldn’t go in.’

			‘Do you think this is
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