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  1
SATURDAY, JULY 8


Clara dumped her purse onto the kitchen counter for the third time. Wallet, receipts, lip balm, her own keys; everything except what she was looking for. 
“They have to be somewhere,” Julian said from the doorway. His voice carried that tone she’d been noticing more often lately—patient on the surface, but with frustration underneath. 
They’d only been married three months, but she was already learning to read the subtleties.
“I haven’t touched your keys.” Clara leaned against the counter, trying to steady herself. 
Dr. Kaminski had taught her this grounding technique two years ago. Notice five things you can see. Four you can hear.
“I know, honey. But they were right there on the hook when we got home last night.” Julian moved into the kitchen. “Did you maybe grab them by mistake when you were carrying in the groceries?” 
“I used my own keys. I always use my own keys.” 
“Just check your purse one more time. Check the zippered pockets.” 
Clara reached into the bag again. She unzipped a pocket she rarely used and found the keys at the bottom. She pulled them out. Julian’s BMW key fob. 
“Oh.” 
“See? Mystery solved.” Julian took the keys from her, kissing her forehead. “You probably grabbed them without thinking. We all do things like that when we’re distracted.” 
“I don’t remember putting them there.” 
“Memory’s a funny thing, Clara. Remember last week when you were sure you’d sent that email to your editor, but it was still in your drafts?” His tone was gentle. “You’ve been stressed about your deadline. It’s completely normal.” 
Clara nodded, though nothing about this felt normal. She had been stressed about her novel deadline. Maybe she was more scattered than she realized. She’d worked so hard with Dr. Kaminski to get her anxiety under control before the wedding. She couldn’t be slipping backward already. 
Julian’s phone rang. He glanced at the screen. 
“I need to take this.” He was already moving toward his office down the hall. “Work thing.” 
Clara remained at the counter, staring at the contents of her purse spread across the granite. Through the walls, she could hear Julian’s voice. She moved closer to the hallway, catching fragments: 
“. . . told you not to call this number . . .” 
“. . . I hear you. August first . . .” 
“. . . I’ll have the funds . . .” 
The conversation ended abruptly. Julian emerged from his office, running a hand through his dark hair, a gesture she’d learned meant he was agitated. 
“Everything okay?” Clara asked. 
“Just a compliance issue. Audit stuff. Very boring, very urgent. You know how these financial regulations can be.” 
Before Clara could respond, his phone rang again. This time when he looked at the screen, his shoulders relaxed slightly. 
“David Morrison,” he said. “I swear this man thinks weekends don’t exist.” He answered with his professional voice: “Julian Thorne speaking.” 
Clara listened as Julian’s side of the conversation grew increasingly concerned. “Slow down, David. What do you mean the entire portfolio?” A pause. “No, don’t do anything rash. I can be there in an hour.” 
He ended the call and looked at Clara apologetically. “I’m so sorry, honey. Morrison’s having some kind of crisis about his investments. He’s threatening to liquidate everything if I don’t come talk him down.” 
“On a Saturday? We were going to the farmers market.” 
“I know, I know.” Julian was already grabbing his laptop bag. “But Morrison’s my biggest client. If he pulls his money, it could seriously damage my reputation. You know how skittish investors can be, one person panics, and suddenly everyone’s questioning your judgment.” 
Clara wanted to protest, but they’d just bought this house near Saugatuck, their first real place as newlyweds. They needed his income. 
“How long will you be?” 
“Few hours at most. Morrison lives out past Allegan, so there’s the drive time.” Julian paused in his packing to cup her face in his hands. “You look tired, sweetheart. Why don’t you use the quiet time to work on your novel? Or maybe just rest? You’ve been pushing yourself pretty hard.” 
“I’m fine.” 
“Are you?” His thumb stroked her cheek. “Because you seem a little scattered lately. The keys, the missed email to your editor, forgetting about supper with my colleague last week—“ 
“I didn’t forget supper. You never told me about it.” 
“Clara.” His voice was so patient, so concerned. “We talked about it three times. You even wrote it in your planner.” 
Had she? Clara couldn’t remember, which frightened her more than his words. She’d check her planner later. 
“Maybe you should consider talking to someone,” Julian said. “I mentioned Dr. Graves before, she specializes in stress management. Several of my clients swear by her.”
“I’ll think about it.” 
“That’s all I ask.” He kissed her forehead again, grabbed his bag, and headed for the door. “Try to relax. Maybe sit outside for a bit, the fresh air might help.” 
After his BMW pulled away, Clara stood in the sudden quiet of their house. 
She made herself a cup of tea and settled at her laptop. Detective Sullivan’s investigation waited on the screen, cursor blinking patiently at the end of a paragraph. 
The evidence had been planted, Sullivan was certain now. But knowing something and proving it were different beasts entirely. The truth was usually hidden in the patterns, in the details that seemed insignificant until you saw how they connected. 
Clara stared at the words, then typed a new sentence: The hardest part wasn’t finding the evidence. It was trusting himself enough to believe what it meant.
The irony wasn’t lost on her. Here she was, writing about a detective learning to trust his instincts while she questioned her own memory about something as simple as car keys. 
A movement outside caught her eye. In the yard next door, an elderly woman in a purple cardigan was setting up what looked like a large birdcage on her back porch. Clara had seen her a few times since they’d moved in but hadn’t introduced herself yet. 
Maybe Julian was right about the fresh air. 
Clara saved her document and walked outside. The July morning was already warm. She made her way through the gap in the hedge that separated their properties. 
“Hello there!” The woman said. “You must be the new neighbor. I’m Mavis Potts.” 
“Clara Thorne.” They shook hands. “We recently moved in.” 
“Oh, I know, dear. Not much happens on this street without me noticing.” Mavis laughed at herself. “That sounds terribly nosy, doesn’t it? But when you’re retired and live alone, neighborhood watching becomes something of a hobby.” 
A loud squawk drew Clara’s attention to the cage. Inside perched a magnificent African Grey parrot, his feathers ranging from charcoal to pearl, with a striking crimson tail. 
“This is Stanley,” Mavis said proudly. “Stanley, say hello to Clara.” 
The parrot tilted his head, studying Clara. Then, in a voice so clear it made Clara jump: “Hello, beautiful! Welcome to the neighborhood!” 
“Oh my goodness, that’s incredible!” 
“He’s a character, aren’t you, Stanley?” Mavis opened a container of sunflower seeds. “African Greys are amazing mimics. He picks up everything—voices, phones, doorbells. Last week he had me running to answer the microwave when it wasn’t even on.” 
As if to demonstrate, Stanley produced a perfect imitation of a microwave’s beeping timer, followed by the sound of a ringing phone. 
“See what I mean?” Mavis settled into a wicker chair, gesturing for Clara to take the other. “Sometimes I think he hears better than I do. Picks up sounds from all over the neighborhood.” 
“Has he learned anything interesting?” 
“Oh, all sorts of things. Dog barks, car alarms, someone’s jazz music from three houses down. And lately he’s been doing this whistling. Some old tune I don’t recognize. Must be coming from somewhere nearby.” 
“The only trouble with Stanley,” Mavis added, “is that he’s an escape artist. Figured out how to work his cage latch twice now. I’ll look out the window and there he is, perched in the trees between our houses, free as you please. Little Houdini, aren’t you?” 
Stanley squawked as if in agreement, then demonstrated by deftly working the latch with his beak until it clicked open. 
“Stanley, no!” Mavis quickly secured the door again. “See what I mean? I really need to get a better lock.” 
Stanley suddenly launched into a melody Clara recognized immediately, one of those Sinatra standards Julian sometimes hummed while shaving. 
“That’s—“ Clara stopped herself. “That’s funny. My husband sometimes whistles old songs.”
“Well, mystery solved then! Stanley must have heard him through the windows. These houses are closer than they look, and sound carries something fierce in summer when everyone has their windows open.” 
They chatted for another few minutes about the neighborhood, the best local restaurants, the peculiarities of the garbage collection schedule. Stanley occasionally interjected with random sounds—a door slam, a cat’s meow, someone saying “Where are my glasses?” 
“That last one’s me,” Mavis admitted with a laugh. “I must say it twenty times a day.” 
Clara was about to excuse herself when Stanley made a new sound, the distinctive purr of an expensive car engine, followed by a man’s voice: “It has to look like an accident.” 
Clara froze. “What did he just say?” 
“Oh, who knows? He picks up fragments of conversations, phone calls, TV shows. Half the time I can’t tell where he learned what.” Mavis shook her head fondly. “Yesterday he kept saying ‘batteries not included’ over and over. Probably from some commercial.” 
Clara forced herself to relax. Of course. The parrot could have heard that phrase from any number of sources—a TV crime show, a movie, someone’s phone conversation about insurance claims. 
“I should probably get back to work,” Clara said, standing. “It was lovely meeting you both.” 
“Anytime, dear. Stanley and I don’t get many visitors. It’s nice to have young people in the neighborhood again.” 
As Clara walked back to her house, she heard Stanley behind her, cycling through his repertoire of sounds. A dog barking, a doorbell, then that whistled melody again. 
Inside, she checked her planner, running her finger down the past week’s entries. There it was: Supper with Mitchell Reeves, 7 PM, Copper Rock. But she had no memory of writing it, no memory of Julian telling her about it. 
Clara stared at the entry, trying to force the memory to surface. Nothing. 
She returned to her laptop, but Detective Sullivan’s investigation felt less compelling now. Instead, she pulled out her journal and began writing: 
Saturday, July 8th
Something’s wrong, but I can’t name it. Found J’s keys in my purse—impossible. I didn’t put them there. But they were there, so I must have. Right?
J got two calls. First one made him tense, something about August 1st and funds. Second was David Morrison, client crisis. Had to leave for emergency meeting.
Memory issues getting worse. Didn’t remember supper with Mitchell. But it was in my planner.
Met neighbor Mavis and her parrot. Bird repeats everything he hears. Including something about making something look like an accident. Probably from TV.
J suggests Dr. Graves for stress. Maybe he’s right. Maybe I do need help. 
Or maybe—
Clara stopped writing, pen hovering over the page. Or maybe what? That her new husband was somehow making her feel crazy? That was ridiculous. Paranoid. Exactly the kind of thinking that had sent her to Dr. Kaminski in the first place. 
She closed the journal and returned to her novel. Detective Sullivan needed her attention more than her own unfounded anxieties. 
Two hours later, she’d managed to write three solid pages when her phone buzzed with a text from Julian: 
Morrison situation worse than expected. Might be a few more hours. Don’t wait for lunch. Love you. 
Clara looked at the clock, already past noon. Through the window, she could see Mavis’s porch was empty now, though she could hear Stanley inside the house, practicing his sounds. 
She made herself a sandwich and ate it standing at the kitchen counter, staring at the hook where Julian’s keys should have been this morning. Such a small thing. Such a nothing thing. 
So why couldn’t she shake the feeling that it was the beginning of something larger? 
Outside, Stanley let out another burst of sounds—a phone ringing, a door closing, and then that whispered phrase again: “It has to look like an accident.” 
This time, Clara noticed the voice saying those words sounded familiar. It sounded like Julian. 
But that was impossible. Julian was miles away with David Morrison. And besides, the parrot could have learned that phrase weeks ago, from anyone, from anything. 
Clara closed the window and returned to her laptop. Detective Sullivan had evidence to analyze, patterns to find, a case to solve. Fiction was so much simpler than reality. In fiction, the clues always led somewhere. In reality, sometimes keys just ended up in the wrong place, and memory played tricks, and parrots repeated random phrases that meant nothing at all. 
She began typing: 
Sullivan knew he was being paranoid. But in his experience, the difference between paranoia and intuition was usually just a matter of time. 
Clara paused, reading the sentence back. Then she saved her document, closed her laptop, and went to double-check that all the doors were locked. 
Just in case.






  
  2
SUNDAY, JULY 9TH


Clara woke to an empty bed. Julian’s side was cold, the sheets barely disturbed, as if he’d slept on top of the covers. The bedside clock read 8:17 AM—later than she usually woke, but her head felt clouded. 
She could hear him downstairs, humming something cheerful in the kitchen. The smell of eggs and hollandaise sauce drifted up. Eggs benedict on a Sunday morning, elaborate even for Julian. 
His clothes from yesterday lay in a heap by the hamper. As Clara picked them up, she smelled sweat and something like cleaning solution. She moved his dress shoes, finding dried mud caked in the treads. Odd for a client meeting in an office building. 
“Morning, beautiful!” Julian called from the bottom of the stairs. “Breakfast is ready when you are.” 
Clara made her way downstairs, still feeling foggy. Julian stood at the stove, looking refreshed and perfectly put together in khakis and a crisp white shirt. Two plates of eggs benedict waited on the breakfast bar, along with fresh fruit and her coffee cup already filled. 
“You didn’t have to do all this,” Clara said, settling onto a barstool. 
“I wanted to. You seemed so restless last night. Tossing and turning.” He set orange juice in front of her. “Bad dreams?” 
Clara didn’t remember any dreams. She didn’t remember being restless either. “I don’t think so.” 
“Well, drink your coffee while it’s hot. It’s that new blend I picked up, supposed to be healthier. Adaptogens or something.” He gestured to an expensive-looking bag on the counter. “For stress relief.” 
Clara took a sip and immediately noticed the taste—bitter. “It’s . . . different.” 
“You’ll get used to it. It’s good for you.” Julian sipped from his own cup without any reaction. “I saw you made good progress on your novel yesterday. That scene with Detective Sullivan in the warehouse was brilliant.” 
Clara set down her coffee. “How do you know about that scene?” 
“You showed me last night, remember? After supper. You were so excited about the breakthrough. You read me the whole chapter.” 
She had no memory of this. None at all. The last thing she remembered from yesterday was writing at her laptop in the afternoon, then . . . nothing. A complete blank. 
“Right,” Clara said slowly, taking another sip of the bitter coffee. “Of course.” 
“Are you feeling okay? You look a little sick.” 
“I’m fine. Just tired, I guess.” 
“Well, eat something. You barely touched supper last night.” 
Clara didn’t remember supper either, but she picked up her fork and took a bite of eggs benedict. It was perfectly made. The hollandaise rich and lemony, the English muffin toasted just right. Julian was watching her. 
“I should call Aunt Margaret,” Clara said, suddenly remembering. “It’s Sunday. We always talk on Sunday mornings.” 
“That’s nice that you two stay so connected.” Julian scrolled through his tablet. 
At 10 AM exactly, Clara dialed Margaret’s number. It rang four times, five, six, then went to voicemail. Clara frowned and tried again. Same result. 
“That’s strange. She always answers on Sunday mornings.” 
“Maybe she’s in the greenhouse,” Julian said, not looking up from his tablet. “You know how she gets with those orchids.” 
Clara sent a text: Morning Aunt M! Missed our call. Everything okay?
She set the phone aside and took another sip of coffee. The drowsiness was already creeping in, despite having just woken up. Must be the heavy breakfast. 
Five minutes later, her phone buzzed. 
Sorry dear! In the greenhouse, dirty hands. How are you?
Clara smiled, relieved. “She’s fine. Just in the greenhouse.” 
“Good,” 
They texted back and forth for several minutes. Margaret mentioned her orchids were blooming beautifully, that she’d been organizing papers all week. 
Planning to update my will this week. Want to make sure you’re properly taken care of. 
Clara typed back: Please don’t talk like that. You’re going to outlive us all. 
You’re the only family I have left who matters. And these stairs are getting creakier every day. Really must get them fixed before someone takes a tumble!
Be careful on those stairs! Love you.
Love you too, dear. Talk next Sunday?
Of course. Every Sunday, always.
Clara set the phone down. Something about the texts felt off. Margaret usually used more exclamation points, more garden-specific details. But then again, maybe she was just busy. 
“Everything good with Margaret?” Julian asked casually. 
“Yes, she’s fine. Just puttering with her plants.” 
Clara stood to clear the dishes, but the room tilted slightly. She gripped the counter. 
“Whoa there.” Julian was beside her instantly. “You okay?” 
“Just a little dizzy. I think I need to move around.” 
“I think you need to sit down.” 
“It’s gone now. I must’ve gotten up too fast.” 
She headed to the laundry room. As she sorted clothes, she checked Julian’s jacket pockets—a habit from her mother, who always said men left everything in their pockets. 
She found a small plastic bag. Inside were about a dozen white, round pills with no markings. 
“Julian?” She walked back to the kitchen, holding the bag. “What are these?” 
He looked up from his tablet, squinting at the bag. For a moment, his face was completely blank. Then he laughed. 
“Oh! Those are my supplements. You know, for gut health.” He stood and opened a cabinet, pulling out a bottle. “See? I put some in a baggie for the office. Easier than carrying the whole bottle.” 
He shook one out onto his palm—white, round, identical to the ones in the bag. Clara felt foolish. 
“Sorry, I just—“ 
“Hey.” He cupped her face gently. “You’re really stressed, aren’t you? First the keys yesterday, now this. Maybe you should consider talking to someone. That Dr. Graves I mentioned, several of my clients see her. She specializes in women’s mental health.” 
“I’m fine.” 
“You seem more anxious than usual.” 
Clara pulled away. “I said I’m fine. I just need some air.” 
Outside, the morning was already warm. Mavis was on her porch with Stanley, who was chattering away in his cage. 
“Clara! How nice to see you, dear. Stanley’s been particularly vocal this morning.” 
Stanley squawked and then said clearly: “August first. August first.” 
“That’s new,” Clara said. 
“Oh, he’s been at it all morning. Listen to this—“ Mavis leaned toward the cage. “Come on, Stanley, show Clara what else you learned.” 
The parrot tilted his head, then in a man’s voice: “Half a million dollars. She won’t suspect anything.” 
Mavis laughed. “Must be picking up phone conversations from somewhere. These houses are so close together.” 
Then, in a different voice, a woman’s voice: “Increase the dosage if needed.” 
“Is that from a TV show?” Clara asked. 
“Who knows? Yesterday evening he was making the strangest sounds, like digging. Rhythmic, you know? Like someone with a shovel.” Mavis shook her head. “Oh! And then he said the funniest thing—“ 
Stanley interrupted with perfect clarity: “It has to look like an accident.” 
“Too much crime TV in this neighborhood, I think. Someone must be binge-watching those detective shows.” 
“Must be,” Clara said. 
Back inside, Julian was washing dishes, something he rarely did without being asked. 
“Feeling better?” he asked. 
“A little. Julian, did we go for a walk yesterday evening?” 
“Of course we did. Down to the lake, remember? You said it would help with your plot problem.” He dried his hands and pulled out his phone. “Here, look.”
He showed her a photo, the two of them by the lake, sunset golden behind them. Clara was smiling, but her eyes looked wrong. Glassy. Unfocused. 
“I don’t remember this.” 
“Honey, you were pretty tired. You’d been writing all day.” He swiped to another photo, just the sunset. “You took this one. Said the colors were perfect for a scene you were working on.” 
Clara checked her own phone. There it was, in her camera roll. 7:43 PM yesterday. But she had no memory of taking it. No memory of the walk. No memory of anything after about 4 PM.
“Maybe I should lie down,” she said.
“Good idea. Oh, I spoke to Ted Morrison this morning, David’s brother. He said David’s doing much better after our talk yesterday. Crisis averted.” 
Clara nodded absently and headed upstairs. She pulled out her journal from its hiding spot behind other books and wrote quickly: 
Sunday, July 9th 
Coffee tastes wrong—bitter, medicinal. J says it’s new blend.
Can’t remember last night at all. Complete blank after 4 PM.
J says we walked to lake. Have photos but no memory.
Found pills in J’s pocket—says supplements. They look like regular pills.
Margaret only texted, didn’t call. Seemed off somehow.
Stanley repeating concerning things—August 1st, five hundred thousand dollars,
“increase the dosage”—woman’s voice.
Feel drowsy after coffee. Not normal.
She photographed the page with her phone, then wrote on a scrap of paper: Sunday, July 9th—If you don’t remember writing this, document everything. She tucked it under the earrings in her jewelry box. 
The rest of the day passed in a fog. Clara tried to write but couldn’t focus. She dozed on the couch, waking to find Julian watching her. 
“You were out for two hours,” he said. “This isn’t normal, Clara.” 
“I know.” 
“I’m worried about you.” He sat beside her, pulling a business card from his wallet. “Dr. 
Alana Graves. She comes highly recommended. Just think about it?” 
Clara took the card. Dr. Alana Graves, MD. Psychiatry. Specializing in Women’s Mental Health.
“I had lunch with Tom Bradley last week; you remember Tom from the Christmas party? His wife was having similar issues. Anxiety, memory problems, fatigue. Dr. Graves helped her tremendously.” 
“I’ll think about it.” 
That evening, Julian made supper—grilled salmon, Clara’s favorite. She picked at it, still feeling queasy. Around 10 PM, Julian stepped onto the porch to take a call. Clara crept to the window to listen. 
“It’s done. No complications.” His voice was low. “The texts worked perfectly. She didn’t suspect anything.” 
A pause, then: “Increase it tomorrow. We need more documented episodes.” 
Another pause. “By August first, everything will be in place.” 
Clara pulled back from the window. Increase what? What episodes? What was happening August first? 
Julian came back inside, all smiles. “Sorry about that. Work never really stops, does it?” He turned down the bedding. “You look exhausted, honey. Let’s get you to bed.” 
He disappeared into the bathroom and returned with a glass of water and two white pills. “For your headache.”
“I don’t have a headache.” 
“You keep rubbing your temples. Come on, it’s just Tylenol.” 
The pills looked exactly like the ones from the plastic bag. Exactly like the ones in the bottle he’d shown her. Clara took them, placing them on her tongue, taking a sip of water. But as Julian turned away, she tucked them under her tongue, only pretending to swallow. 
“Good girl,” he said, kissing her forehead. “Let’s get some sleep.” 
In bed, Julian’s arm draped over her, his breathing steady. The pills were starting to dissolve under her tongue. When she was sure he was asleep, she turned her head and spit them quietly into a tissue, tucking it under her side of the mattress. 
Whatever Julian was giving her, it wasn’t Tylenol. And whatever was happening on August first, he and that woman on the phone, the one Stanley had mimicked, were planning something. 
Clara lay awake in the dark, Julian’s arm heavy across her waist, and tried to remember everything she could about yesterday. But after 4 PM, there was nothing. Just a black hole where her memory should be. 
Through the open window, she could hear Stanley in his
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