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Saturday, 15th of July

When the house phone started ringing, Emilia flinched. And it wasn’t just because she’d brushed the comb over one of the scars above her right ear. She knew who was calling. He’d already called half an hour ago. She hadn’t taken that call, either.

“What time are you starting work?” Her mother entered the bedroom carrying a washing basket.

“Six, Mama. But I have to stop by the library first. I have a book to return.”

“The car has plenty of petrol?” The small woman got busy picking clothes up off the floor. “I swear, Emilia, how can you live like this? And in the summer, too. Doesn’t it make you feel hot to be in such a mess?”

“Not really,” Emilia smiled, thinking about the trip she was going to make across town. Instead of the half-hour walk, it was only going to take her ten minutes in the bright green 1965 Citroën 2cv her parents had given her for her birthday at the beginning of the month. She’d named it The Frog, and she loved everything about it.

“Well, make sure to stop at the gas station, then.”

“Hmm. What? No, I mean the mess doesn’t make me feel hot. The Frog is full.”

Her mother smiled. “Okay, darling, but would you like a snack first?”

“No, Mama, please,” replied Emilia. She put down the comb and turned to the little round woman standing in the doorway. When her mother said snack what she really meant was half a baguette and whatever wild assortment of fillings she took it into her head to experiment with in the moment. Not that the experiments were bad. While Emilia’s father, Mr. Moretti owned the extremely popular restaurant, Pizza! Pizza!, which sat at the end of Miriam’s Beach, one of the two little coves along the Twisted Lakes shoreline, the one on the Stormy Lane side of town, her mother was the true food genius of the family.

Emilia scowled at her reflection in the bedroom mirror. Although the doctor had been right, and she was healing very well, her hair wasn’t growing back any faster. She now understood why her best friend, April Anderson had been so upset when she’d lost her own locks during a vicious ambush staged by their school’s resident mean girl, and just overall first-class bully, Lucy Lutz, in the girls’ bathroom earlier that year.

If April had still been around, Emilia would have apologised profusely.

“Okay, darling. Oh, also,” her mother stopped before exiting the room, arms loaded with clothes to wash, “you had two calls.”

“I know,” she replied, turning back to her reflection. Maybe her fingers were a better option than the comb. They’d hurt less. And besides, there just wasn’t that much to brush. And maybe, one day Matthew really would get the hint, and leave her alone for good.

She sighed. Even with short hair, April managed to look like a supermodel, and nothing anyone said could convince Emilia that she didn’t just look like a plain, chestnut-haired little boy. Even the stylist in town had failed to fix the problem. And the worst part? She did it to herself.

“Yes,” her mother went on. “But one call was from the sandy-haired dreamboat, and the other was from that Alex boy. He seemed very distressed.”

Emilia rolled her eyes at her mother’s description of Matthew. And of course, Alex was distressed.

Stop that, she scolded herself. The guy had every right to feel the way he did. First losing his parents a year earlier and then April.

She understood. They all missed her. Well, at least she, Alex, and her own parents did. And April’s little brother, Tommy.

April’s parents, however, were doing a great job of pretending nothing out of the ordinary had happened. Especially Mrs. Anderson. Emilia scowled, thinking about Mr and Mrs Anderson’s indifference to their daughter running away.

She understood that there wasn’t a whole lot anyone could do, and everyone had a varying different version of what happened. Of course, only she and Tommy knew even just a little bit of the truth. They’d seen more than anyone else had, that afternoon back in May.

She took a deep breath and pulled herself out of her spiralling thoughts. Having spent the whole first half of the summer trying to ease her mind out of the traumatic events of that day, she was committed to keeping it that way. There was a distinct tension in the atmosphere of Twisted Lakes, a darkness that hung in the ether, even when the sun shone bright in the clear summer sky. If she wasn’t careful, she knew it would drag her down.

It wasn’t that she wanted to forget about April. She wished every day that her friend would come home. But what could she do? Even for her, the truth about what happened was crazy.

“I told him you were busy.”

“Thanks, Mama.”

“So he said that he’d try to catch you later at the restaurant.”

Emilia frowned and rolled her eyes again. Great. She’d already told Alex everything she knew, everything she saw. But he wasn’t giving up. He kept insisting that she try harder, remember more. When did boys get so persistent? And then a couple of weeks ago he’d worn down her patience and they’d had a fight. She hadn’t meant for it to happen, but he wouldn’t listen to her when she said she needed a break.

“Next time he calls, Mama, you tell him I don’t want to speak to him anymore. He didn’t seem to get the message when I told him.”

“Emilia!” Mrs Moretti readjusted the brimming washing basket on her hip. “Don’t be so mean. He’s your friend, and he’s very sad right now.”

Emilia slumped. Her mother was right. She could be more supportive. But she was just so tired.

Looking back on the last several weeks, she couldn’t complain. She’d managed to avoid a lot of the drama that was going on. Dodging Matthew’s constant attempts to “make things right” with her was an ever-present thing she could have done without, but she’d managed it successfully. The library and the lake in the forest had become her personal hideout spots. And because Pizza! Pizza! wasn’t upscale enough for Matthew, or anyone else in his family, picking up several night shifts felt like the best decision she’d ever made.

“Oh, just one more thing,” her mother put down the basket and reached into a pocket of her summer dress. “This was in the mailbox yesterday afternoon.” She passed Emilia a small slip of paper.

“Did you see him drop it off?” she asked, doing her best to stay calm while she read the scribbled words.

“No,” her mother sighed. “You know, darling, it might not be such a bad idea to just talk to him if you don’t want it to keep happening. Running away from your problems just makes them bigger, you know?”

Emilia glanced up sharply. It annoyed her that her mother didn’t take Matthew constantly dropping notes of apology and pleas of forgiveness off in the mailbox every day, when no one was looking, as the stalkerish behaviour that it was. Did she think it was cute? “Or go to the police?” she said, more statement than question. “Why should I have to speak to him if I don’t want to?”

Her mother shrugged, a mischievous twinkle in her eyes as she picked up the basket and left the room.

Emilia fumed and read the note again. How could someone be so ridiculously annoying?
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She frowned and shook her head then scrunched up the note and tossed it into the bin beside her desk. When exactly did Matthew go from being one of the most popular boys at school to this weird, creepy stalker? As little as a couple of months ago, when they’d dated a few times, she would never have imagined him this way.

Why couldn’t he just give up? Why did he suddenly want to know her, after the nasty things he’d said about what she looked like? Was it because her hair was growing back? It couldn’t be. He’d started this behaviour while she was still wearing the beanie to cover the mess she’d made.

She sighed again. So many surprises in such a short amount of time. And none of them were good.

Absently, she reached onto her dressing table and picked up the purple lipstick. April’s lipstick. It was in the box of stuff April’s mother had brought over because, as she said, she didn’t want to throw her daughter’s stuff away, but she didn’t know what else to do with it.

Emilia still didn’t understand the logic. Why was Mrs Anderson cleaning out April’s bedroom?

Out in the front yard, Bailey, the Moretti’s six-year-old golden retriever, started barking, reminding her that she had to get moving.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




“Goddammit!” Emilia slammed shut the letter box. Another note. When? There was no way to actually know. No one ever saw him do it.

She shoved the slip of paper into her bag, not wanting to litter her own driveway, and stalked to the car. As she got in, she looked across the street to number eleven. Her eyes drifted up from April’s little sky-blue Mini, which sat forlornly in their driveway, and she saw Tommy, sitting in the window of his upstairs bedroom, chin rested in the palm of one hand as he gazed absently into his front yard. Emilia waved.

Noticing her, Tommy returned the wave with a small one of his own but quickly went back to his daydreams.

Poor little thing, Emilia watched him, wishing there was something she could do. Tommy had been miserable since his sister went missing. No one had listened to him when he insisted she hadn’t just run away. Emilia still felt a little bad that she hadn’t backed up his story. But how could she without people thinking she was going crazy again? She didn’t want to go back to the hospital.

But what could she do? She barely knew how to deal with things herself. I’ll think of something, she decided as she turned the key in The Frog’s ignition. The engine grumbled to life and she smiled as she eased down the driveway. She loved that sound.
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Emilia took a deep breath as she stepped through the large, gothic double doors into the open space of the library. Early afternoon sunlight poured through tall, arched windows, casting a soft, golden sheen over the rows of bookshelves that stretched evenly along either side of the ground floor, all the way to the end of the room where a large semi-circular window overlooked the lake.

Twisted Lakes Library was one of the oldest buildings in town, but it was always immaculately kept. Everything felt clean and cosy. And safe. It was all thanks to Jane Evans, the local librarian, and overall star-class academic. Everyone went to her when they needed information for school assignments and even legal advice. Her knowledge was vast, and being a kind, soft-spoken person in her early twenties, she never turned anyone away.

Jane was in the graduating class when Emilia began high school, but she and April had stayed friends with the older girl.

“Can you believe it?” Jane said in a loud whisper when she saw Emilia approach. She shoved aside papers on her desk, frantic. “You’d think that after all this cleaning and organising I do, I’d manage to keep track of my glasses.”

“Here,” Emilia rolled her eyes and picked up the small pair of wire-framed spectacles that were half-hidden beneath a stack of old newspapers. She handed them to the librarian and smiled. It always seemed odd to her that Jane insisted on whispering, even when there was no one else in the library. At least, Emilia hadn’t seen anyone else when she came in. And it was Saturday. Who’d be caught dead at the library on the weekend during summer break?

“Thanks,” Jane smiled and took the glasses. She breathed a sigh of relief as she put them on. Losing her glasses occurred frequently and always stressed her out. “What are you doing here? It’s such a beautiful day, I would have expected you to be out for a swim.”

“I thought about it,” replied Emilia, “but I got through reading this last night.” She handed Jane the latest romance novel she’d borrowed a couple of days beforehand.

Jane gave Emilia a dubious look. “You know, you’re too young to just be reading about this stuff.”

Emilia scoffed. “I could say the same about you.” She sighed and dropped onto the sofa beside Jane’s desk. “Anyway, that stuff isn’t as great as it sounds.”

“Another note?” Jane said, knowingly.

Emilia reached into her bag to fish for Matthew’s latest plea for forgiveness. “Here,” she offered it to Jane. “It’s pretty much the same as all the others.”

“Wow,” Jane read the brief scribbles. “He’s never giving up, is he?”

“I guess not,” Emilia sighed. “What am I going to do? I don’t want to be mean. He’s been through… something.”

“That’s true,” replied Jane. “Did you ever find out what he was doing in the clearing with Lucy and the others?”

“No,” Emilia said simply. She didn’t want to think about the crazy things she’d seen when she ran into the clearing that day. She didn’t want to think about May standing in the middle of the ring of dancing statues, Matthew passed out at her feet as she reached for the hand of the thing that burned in front of her… April.

“Do you think I should go to the police?”

“And tell them what?” Jane gave her a sceptical look. “Maybe you should talk to him.” She handed back the note. “You might get a better perspective on, well, you know? Maybe he’ll leave you alone if you tell him that’s what you want to his face.”

Emilia shook her head. She didn’t feel ready. And besides, in her opinion ignoring someone was a clear enough message.

The sound of something scraping across the floor echoed through the large space, making them jump. Emilia peered around the closest bookshelf, but there didn’t seem to be anyone else in the room. Despite the warm temperature, she shivered and hugged herself.

“Sometimes I could swear this place is haunted,” said Jane.

“Maybe someone is hiding behind one of the shelves,” replied Emilia.

“Maybe,” agreed Jane.

Emilia frowned at her friend. “Why don’t you know?” she asked.

“I haven’t had that many people in today,” Jane replied, defensively. “And since I couldn’t find my glasses, I don’t even know who they were. They could have slipped past me and I’d never have noticed.”

“I’m going to get you a chain to hang your glasses off,” said Emilia, still peering around the shelf.

The library was quiet again, but it definitely felt like someone was there. She wanted to get up and check, but the thought made her shiver again.

Oh, get over it, she scolded herself. It’s broad daylight. What are you afraid of? She instantly regretted asking herself the question.

“Well,” said the librarian, breaking Emilia out of her spiral of darkening thoughts, “I’m glad you’re here anyway. I need a massive favour.”

“What?” Glad for the change in subject, Emilia smiled and stretched her arms over her head. “You’re not going to ask me to help you catalogue boxes of old magazines again, are you?” She remembered very clearly the last time the librarian had conned her into doing that with the promise of a six-month discount on her membership. The payoff hadn’t been worth the endless, boring task.

“No,” Jane shuffled some papers and relocated a pile of books. Her desk was always so messy, a weird contrast to the neatness of the rest of the library. “I have a conference to go to this week, out of town, and I have to leave on Monday afternoon.”

“What is the conference about?”

“Well,” Jane readjusted her glasses on the bridge of her nose, “it’s kind of like an awards thing. They want to give me something for the botanicals book. Apparently, it’s really popular.”

Emilia smiled, remembering all the afternoons she and April had spent at the library helping Jane compile information and illustrations for Jane’s Botanical Adventures. Being a fairly decent artist, and able to emulate other artists as well, April had helped with a lot of the illustrations.

Emilia bought the book for April as soon as it was published. It was meant to have been a surprise. But just like all the other disappointing things that happened in May, that surprise had fallen short. The book now lay on Emilia’s dressing table, just another bit of stuff Mrs Anderson had brought over in the box.

“Okay,” said Emilia, “what do you need me to do?”

“It’s pretty big, and you’ll have to ask your parents.” Jane looked worried.

“Just tell me!” Emilia laughed.

“Sh,” Jane put a finger to her lips but smiled. “Alright, well, you know that I don’t like leaving my house alone for too long.”

“Yeah, so?”

“So I’ll be gone for the whole week, and I need someone to stay there. At the house, I mean. I’ll pay you, of course. Like five hundred, or something. What do you say?”

“You’re right, I’ll have to ask my parents. But they’ll probably say yes. Pineneedle Court isn’t exactly a slum.” Emilia smiled at the thought of staying in her friend’s house. And five hundred dollars? “I’ll call you tonight and let you know what they’ve said. When would you need me there?”

“Great!” Jane hugged Emilia when she stood up. “It wouldn’t be all day every day. You’d just need to spend the nights there. I don’t want to leave the house alone for too long. And I definitely can’t leave Lacey alone for that long, you know?”

“I know, I know.” Jane’s parents had arrived in Twisted Lakes several years ago with a lot of money. And after university, Jane had been able to purchase her own home in the Hills. It was one of the nicest places up there. “Just tell me when you’ll need me there.”

“Monday afternoon,” Jane hugged her again. “You’re the best Emilia. And Lacey is going to be so happy to have you there.”

“True,” said Emilia. She loved Jane’s big, fluffy white cat. If anything was going to seal the deal, it would be spending time with Lacey. She’d always wanted a cat of her own, but her mother was allergic to them.

Turning down the offer of another romance novel, Emilia left the library and headed to her car.

The afternoon was getting on, and she wanted to spend some extra time setting up at the restaurant. It was always busy, but everyone agreed that Saturday nights were hell on wheels. And since the kitchen hand had quit over a week ago, all the waitstaff had been taking turns to fill in and wash dishes till a replacement could be found.








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  




Having left her phone in the car while she was in the library, Emilia was startled to see that her father had called eight times and left ten messages, each more urgent than the next. It was probably because Vicky, one of the waitresses, had called in sick again. Despite the fact she did that almost once a week, they always seemed to manage very well without her. Very familiar with her father’s tendency to over-dramatize, she did her best to get to the restaurant fast without breaking the speed limit. When she arrived, she parked out the back and was sprinting around the side of the building to the front door, when she collided with a girl walking in the opposite direction.

“Oh!” cried the girl, dropping the armful of books she was carrying.

“I’m so sorry,” said Emilia, scrambling to pick up the books. “I’m a total jerk.”

“No, it’s okay,” said the girl. “I wasn’t really watching where I was going either.”

Emilia looked up and smiled, glad to see that she hadn’t knocked everything out of the girl’s arms. She’d managed to hold on to a brown paper gift bag, which she clutched tightly to her chest. “Well, I’m sorry anyway. Oh, hey,” she noticed one of the books she was about to hand over. “I just returned this one to the library. It’s really good. Do you read romance a lot?”

“Sometimes,” the girl said. She had a soft voice, and a lot of her face was hidden behind the bangs of her straight, black hair. She seemed shy. “I read other stuff, too.”

There weren’t many goth kids in Twisted Lakes, and Emilia knew them all by sight. They tended to hang out together in the same place. This girl seemed like she belonged to that crowd, but Emilia had never seen her before. “Do you live in Twisted Lakes?” she blurted out, instantly regretting her random choice of question.

“Yeah,” said the girl. She smiled and gave Emilia a sideways glance through her hair.

She’s really pretty, thought Emilia. She couldn’t help smiling back.

“How long have you been here?” Emilia asked. “I’m Emilia, by the way.” She held out her right hand.

“I know,” the girl replied, raising her brows. She shook Emilia’s hand. “I sit behind you in chemistry class. And last year I sat behind you in maths. I’m Yvette. Yvette Hallows.”

“Oh,” Emilia was embarrassed. She felt terrible for not already knowing who Yvette was. How does someone go unnoticed for a whole two years? “Well, sorry again. Um, listen, I have to go. I’m late for work.”

“That’s okay,” Yvette said quickly. “I have to go, too.” Without another word, she hurried away down the street.

Strange, thought Emilia as she gazed after Yvette, in awe that she’d never noticed the pretty little goth girl before. She sighed. Maybe
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