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For Osvaldo and Ramona







A secret remains a secret until you make someone promise never to reveal it.

—Fausto Cercignani

One of the most striking differences between a cat and a lie is that a cat has only nine lives.

—Mark Twain
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Los Angeles Times

HEIRESS’S BODY RECOVERED FROM LAKE COMO

Following an extensive search by an Italian dive team, the remains of a young woman were recovered in Lake Como, Italy, early yesterday morning. The body has been identified by the family as belonging to Ms. Clare Annabelle Monroe, twenty-one, of Los Angeles. Ms. Monroe, partial heir to the Monroe family fortune, died by accidental drowning on the night of December 31, 2019, during a New Year’s Eve celebration.

Ms. Monroe was on vacation with her family and a group of friends at one of the Monroes’ several vacation homes, a historic palazzo near Bellagio. She is survived by her father, Hollywood venture capitalist Samuel Monroe; her mother, Helena Monroe, née Ashford; and her siblings, Tanner and Emmaline Monroe. A remembrance will be held at St. Mark’s Lutheran Church this Saturday, January 4, at 11:00 a.m. In lieu of flowers, the family requests donations to Inner-City Arts.




SUNDAY, JUNE 8, 2025 LAKE COMO, ITALY

THE PARTY AT THE VILLA

A single chilling wail erupts from the grand ballroom on Palazzo Mella’s ground floor, cutting through the whir of the choppers above. The cry sails through the wide oak doors, flung open to invite the summer breeze to mingle among the antique gilt chairs and heavy tapestries and Renaissance Revival–era statuary, and travels across the stone terrace and through the garden. Finally, the sound reaches the jittery group gathered beneath the marble archways outside the palazzo’s guest villa. There are fourteen at the memorial party, including the hosts—six Monroes, two friends so old and so dear they are nearly family themselves, and Clare’s four college ride-or-dies, two of whom have brought plus-ones.

It is June 8, the day that would have marked Clare’s twenty-seventh birthday, the culmination of a weeklong celebration honoring the eldest Monroe daughter’s life. Cocktail hour began at five, hosted by Aunt Catherine in the guest villa’s lovely stone courtyard. At seven fifteen, the helicopters were scheduled to whisk the guests to Como to attend the ribbon-cutting for the Clare Annabelle Monroe Centro per le Arti dello Spettacolo. Five hundred family friends and curious members of the public have already gathered outside the recently completed building, awaiting the Monroes’ arrival.

But there has been a delay. Nearly half the guests are missing from the party.

And now, a scream.

The voice crying out is young, female. It takes the guests back to that horrible New Year’s Eve on the lake. To the voice they heard call out five winters ago, the night Clare drowned. To Clare’s body floating beneath a spray of fireworks, then sinking to the depths below.

The guests stand frozen in the courtyard of the guest villa as tonight’s wail is swallowed by the roar of the helicopters above. For one fleeting moment, reluctant to accept that tragedy has struck the Monroe family once again, everyone draws a collective breath and hopes they’ve heard nothing at all.

Then a figure bursts through the open ballroom doors, shattering the fantasy. The woman streaks across the terrace and into the garden, where she collapses to the grass, party dress drenched in blood.

Hearts in their throats, champagne splashing to the flagstones, everyone runs.
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ONE HARPER FIVE WEEKS EARLIER

Oliver’s pre-K was a short six-block walk from Harper and Benjamin’s Park Slope apartment, a minor miracle in the Brooklyn public school rat race. By the time mother and son scaled the brownstone’s front steps and walked in the door, Oliver’s face coated in a fine layer of animal cracker dust and Harper’s misty with sweat from the brutal blast of May heat, Benjamin had closed his laptop, pulled lamb burgers from the freezer, filled Oliver’s Daniel Tiger cup with two-thirds water and one-third apple juice, and brought up the mail.

Harper gratefully accepted a glass of iced tea and leaned in for a kiss, a familiar thought humming—How did I get so lucky?

Most days, she could barely keep it together—full-time copywriter for an ad agency, mom to a spirited four-year-old—but Benjamin made working and parenting look like a breeze. He swept their son onto the footstool by the sink and mopped one cheek with a damp cloth while showering the other with kisses until Oliver squealed with glee.

Harper leaned against the counter and allowed herself a moment to breathe, to appreciate everything she had. Ben was tall, wiry, and knee-bucklingly handsome if you were into that bashful scholar type, which she was. Her eyes shifted to their son. Oliver’s genetic draw included her dark brown hair, out-turned feet, and wide-set eyes, features that never failed to make her heart skip a beat when mirrored back to her in her son.

“Something fun arrived for you.” With his chin, Benjamin gestured toward the round wicker tray on their tiny kitchen table where he’d deposited a stack of mail. Harper had bought the tray at Brooklyn Flea, envisioning a charming touch that would keep the apartment less cluttered, yet on days when she grabbed the mail, she invariably left it scattered on the coffee table or piled beside the toaster. She used to be more organized.

On top of the day’s neat stack sat a large, hand-addressed cream envelope. “Looks fun, in any case,” Ben said. “Wedding invitation?”

Placing her iced tea on the counter, Harper walked to the table. Ms. Harper Gates and family. It did look like a wedding invitation, and at twenty-seven, they’d entered that phase—their peers were getting married in droves. They had been the exception, tying the knot two weeks after graduation. Harper had been in her second trimester then, evidence of Oliver’s pending arrival just starting to show, and they hadn’t wanted to wait. But with Clare’s death still fresh, Harper hadn’t been able to imagine throwing any kind of party, and so the timing three months into lockdown had been a relief. They’d had a private ceremony in the living room of their new apartment—the only room not still stuffed with moving boxes—and on their second anniversary, they’d invited twenty friends and family, mostly on Benjamin’s side, to a dinner reception in the garden at Frankies Spuntino.

Harper plucked the envelope from the table. Who knew her well enough to invite her to their wedding, yet not so well as to include Ben and Oliver by name? When she flipped over the envelope, the return address was stamped in pretty blue ink on the back. Her breath caught, a fist taking hold of her insides. The Monroes.

Clare’s family.

Hurriedly, she ran the tip of her finger beneath the seal, breaking it open and slicing her skin in the process. A bead of bright red blood appeared above her nail bed, then splashed down onto the card. She stuck her finger in her mouth.

The paper, so thick it felt like cloth in her hand, drank up the droplet before she could reach for a napkin. A pea-sized stain formed above the salutation.


Dear Ms. Harper Gates and family:

Your presence is requested the week of Monday, June 2–Sunday, June 8, at Palazzo Mella to join in a celebration of the life of Clare Annabelle Monroe. Travel and accommodations at our family vacation home on Lake Como will be provided. Ms. Janet Clowe will be in touch with you directly to arrange your trip.

We hope you and yours can join us to honor Clare’s memory.

Most sincerely, The Monroe Family



June 8. It would have been Clare’s twenty-seventh birthday. The invitation dropped from Harper’s fingers and glided to the table.

“What is it, Mommy?”

Finger still in her mouth, she turned to her son, who was settling into his seat with his Daniel Tiger cup.

“Who’s getting hitched?” Ben asked. From the junk drawer by the sink, he produced a Band-Aid.

Harper smiled gratefully, then shook her head. “No one. It’s not that. It’s…” She was not in the habit of lying to her husband, but in that moment, it wasn’t devotion to the altar of the truth keeping her honest. She was simply not clever enough. If she could have concocted a convincing story on the spot, torn up the card, and flushed the pieces, she’d have done it in a heartbeat.

“Harper?” Benjamin touched his wife’s shoulder. “You’re doing that thing again. Where did you go?”

“What? Nowhere.”

He dropped his hand and pressed both palms to the table. His shoulders tensed. Benjamin was frustrated, but he wasn’t going to let it show in front of Oliver. “You know you can tell me anything,” he said gently. “No secrets, remember?”

“Of course not.” It wasn’t the first time Ben had accused her of keeping secrets. If they were alone, he’d be a lot more direct about it. They’d argue, Ben keeping his cool but clearly hurt. Then Harper would feel awful because she was keeping something hidden. Only one secret, but it was something she never wanted to take out and examine—and anyway, the window for laying it all bare had closed a long time ago.

Harper’s mind traveled then to the Monroes’ vacation home on Lake Como, to a real window offering a grand view of the lake from the room where she’d stayed. Through it, night falling on the dark, deep water below, the fireworks just starting. She could still feel the hot shame in her belly, how she’d been freezing. In shock.

In her mind’s eye, Harper extended a trembling hand toward the curtain rod and grabbed hold, blotting out the view.

“Harper?”

She sighed and thrust the invitation toward her husband. “The Monroes want us to come to Italy. It’s a bit morbid, don’t you think?”

He scanned the card. “Because she died there?”

“Who died?” Oliver asked, eyes wide.

“Mommy’s friend Clare.” Benjamin dropped to his knees, meeting Oliver at eye level. “It was a long time ago, before you were born. And now, Clare’s family is throwing a party to remember her.”

Oliver’s lips curled into an exaggerated frown. “I don’t think I’d want to go to a dead girl’s party.” He placed his half-empty cup on the table. “Can I go play in the green pavilion now?”

Harper nodded. The “green pavilion” referred to an electric green tablecloth from which Benjamin had constructed a semi-permanent blanket fort in a corner of Oliver’s bedroom. Marjorie Platypus lived there, as did Rupert Squirrel and Oliver’s entire collection of Lego.

“I don’t think I want to go to a dead girl’s party either,” Harper said when their son was out of earshot. Although that wasn’t entirely true. She missed Clare every single day. Her best friend, her North Star. Clare was not the thing keeping her from going to Italy.

The truth was this: if Harper had received an invitation to Clare’s memorial, so had Sirina, David, and Luca. The only three people in the world who knew everything that happened the night Clare died. The only three living keepers of Harper’s secret. Seeing them again—in Italy, with Benjamin in tow—could be very, very dangerous.

Further, there would be someone else at the memorial Harper was loath to see. She sank into a chair and picked up the invitation once again, flipping it over, but the back held no further details.

The Monroe family. Who all would that entail? Clare’s parents, surely, Samuel and Helena. And her two siblings. Tanner would be nearly thirty now, and Emma, the youngest, must be twenty-two, around the age they’d all been back then. That week at the lake—the week Clare died—there had also been an aunt, a cousin, a couple of family friends. The memory of all those faces hit Harper like a slap, and she sucked in her breath.

Benjamin fetched her sweating glass from the counter, deposited it on the table in front of her with a swift kiss to her forehead, then began pulling burger buns, asparagus, and salad greens from the fridge. With Oliver happily occupied in his room, Harper knew she should be helping with dinner, but all she could do was sit at the table and take small, grateful sips of iced tea. Why did they invite her? It almost felt cruel. She couldn’t see them again. She couldn’t possibly face it.

“Just thinking out loud,” Ben said. “A week in Italy, all expenses paid? We haven’t traveled since college.”

“But—” Harper started to say.

“Horizon Capital owes me scads of PTO,” Ben continued. “And it’s the week before our anniversary. Mom would come stay with Oliver. She’d be in heaven.”

In an instant, he had it all figured out.

And he was right. Neither of them had traveled since college, save for a small handful of weekend trips to the shore. Between the pandemic and Oliver’s arrival so early in their relationship, they hadn’t taken a real vacation in five years of marriage. Her last trip out of the country had been to Lake Como, with Clare, the week she died. She hated the way things had been left that night, unfinished. In her mind, she traveled to that room again, the vast poster of an Italian film still above the bed. She’d stood in the center of the carpet, her body wrapped in a plush white bathrobe, the thick terry cloth unable to stop her shivers.

“I have to admit,” Ben said, “a week among the Monroes is pretty tempting. See how the one percent lives?” He pulled a colander of rinsed asparagus from the sink and began trimming the ends.

The Monroes’ primary residence in Malibu was a world apart from Harper and Benjamin’s comfortable but unfussy existence in Brooklyn, even further from Harper’s quiet upbringing in suburban Massachusetts. Harper had been Clare’s constant companion on school breaks, had had her fill of Clare’s family—flashy new money on her father’s side and well-heeled New England stock on her mother’s—while her best friend was still alive. But Ben hadn’t been close to Clare—hadn’t experienced the Monroes in all their opulent glory.

Spending time with Clare and her two siblings had undeniably been a trip. Hollywood premieres, VIP rooms at trendy nightspots, summers on the Vineyard, and of course that infamous New Year’s on Como. Harper had drunk it all in as Clare’s father, Samuel, furnished the entertainment industry with a steady stream of venture capital. While his wife, Helena, drifted along in a perpetual haze of white wine and Oxy. While Helena’s older sister, Catherine, kept the family machine running, keeping their reputation squeaky-clean in the press. The Monroes were intoxicating. But without Clare, they were not a drug Harper wished to sample again.

“I don’t know,” she said slowly. But she did know—they could not go. Benjamin had been home in Saratoga Springs over winter break that December. Not on Lake Como with the rest of them, at the Monroes’ palazzo. They’d just started hanging out that fall—that’s what Harper had insisted they term it at the time, something more than friendship but short of a committed relationship. She’d never had a boyfriend before, not in high school, and not through the first three years of college. By senior year, she was beginning to wonder if she was too shy, too insecure, too terrified of revealing her feelings to another person to ever be in a relationship. She could picture herself with a boyfriend, but not making it through the awkward series of interactions and emotional unveilings required to get there.

Benjamin had sensed her nerves and been incredibly gentle, allowing things to progress as slowly as she’d needed until they’d finally begun sleeping together in December, just before break. Even then, Harper held him at arm’s length, scared that calling it a relationship would invite heartbreak. So when Clare had issued invitations to join her family on Lake Como for New Year’s, Ben was not yet officially her boyfriend, and Clare only wanted the four of them anyway: Sirina, David, Luca, and Harper.

Ben hadn’t been there that night, hadn’t borne witness to the spectacular downturn the trip had taken on New Year’s Eve, or to its terrible conclusion: fireworks bursting in blues and purples and golds over Lake Como, and Clare’s body in the water below, her skin translucent with cold.

“I’m being insensitive,” he said, catching Harper’s pained expression. “Of course it would be hard for you to go back.” He placed the chef’s knife on the counter and transferred the asparagus to a roasting pan. “But would it also be healing? You haven’t seen anyone since graduation. I assume they’re invited too.”

She nodded. “Assume so.”

Once, their group of friends had been inseparable. But now they knew too much about each other. It had been easier to leave it all—leave each other—behind.

Had Clare’s death been a tragic accident, or had it been suicide? For the past five and a half years, Harper had sat with the uncertainty—and the reality that she would never truly know. Perhaps it didn’t matter. They all betrayed Clare that night, and then she died. Harper, Sirina, David, and Luca—Clare’s four closest friends. What Harper knew for sure was this: Clare had invited them to Italy, and they’d driven her into the darkness.






TWO LUCA

Luca had found one single, solitary thing to love about the condo in the second-rate Miami neighborhood where he was languishing in post-breakup exile: the fire escape was just large enough to accommodate a lawn chair and a tiny round table. Sitting out there, it was ten degrees cooler than it was inside.

The condo’s faults could fill a novel. The bathroom was papered in peeling, puke-green wallpaper, and khaki carpet blanketed the floor. Needless to say, slippers were worn at all times. The water pressure was lousy, the fan was broken, and the medicine cabinet door hung open, always. In the two weeks he’d been there, Luca had smacked his pretty face into the mirror more times than he could count.

The kitchenette boasted two cabinets with wobbly shelves, a dorm-sized fridge (its interior still yellow despite the hour Luca had spent scrubbing it out), and a stovetop over a dishwasher instead of an oven, a choice he would have applauded if the dishwasher actually worked.

The rest of the cramped space was stuffed with a cracked pleather love seat, a swaybacked mattress on a metal frame, and an aging flat-screen. A buzzing, dripping, and barely functioning AC filled the lower half of the condo’s only window, which was ungated. The super had warned Luca not to remove it, jabbing one stubby finger at a clause in the lease—“If that thing falls to the sidewalk, it’s your ass on the line.” But it was a con, because unless you ran it full blast, day and night, you got no air at all, and by the end of the month, Luca’s electric bill was going to break him.

So why was Luca Pietro Di Adamo, son of Giuseppe and Stella Di Adamo, of Huntington, Long Island, withering away in a low-rent condo in Allapattah? It was tragic. It was Sonya’s fault for setting him up with Ian Alastair in the first place. And Ian’s fault for not recognizing a good thing when he had it. You could trace it all the way back to Luca’s parents, really, for cutting him off in college. (“We’re Di Adamos. Di Adamos do not live ‘alternative lifestyles.’ ”)

Fuck that noise forever.

But deep down, Luca knew his current predicament was mostly his own fault. He’d relied on Ian far too much for far too long. Enjoyed summers in Mykonos, ski trips to Stockholm, and nights out in South Beach when he maybe, possibly, should have been just a touch more concerned with building his résumé after the internship that brought him to Miami in the first place ran its course.

But fuck, you’re only young and beautiful once, and Luca had been having fun. And the Allapattah condo was temporary, obviously. By July, he’d be out of there. He had a lead on some scouting work for a local restauranteur looking to expand to downtown. And what he lacked in culinary industry experience, Luca made up for in taste: he’d eaten at over three hundred Michelin-starred restaurants all over the world. And he had connections. Over the past three years, Ian’s friends had become his friends, and Luca was not too proud to accept a little help. Everyone assumed Ian had thrown him over for a younger model, which he fucking had, and if they wanted to go on believing the breakup was entirely Ian’s doing, who was Luca to correct them?

Luca swiped his phone from the bed and sank into the sticky pleather couch. He tapped open his inbox. Nothing. His lead should have turned into a meeting by now, or at least a phone call. He was getting just a tiny bit nervous about his prospects, but also, he was bored as hell. There was no shortage of things to do—Luca had had no problem keeping himself entertained for the past three years while Ian took client meetings and negotiated deals—but everything worth doing cost money, something he no longer had. Luca glanced at his phone again; it was ten after four. Most everyone he knew was still working, but Sonya’s bartending shift wouldn’t start until eight. He tapped out a text.

Early dinner on you? I am in dire need of a Fried Chicken Cubano at Terras.

She’d say yes. Sonya was one of Ian’s modeling clients; they’d met a couple of months after Luca moved to Miami, back in 2020. She’d been tending bar at an outdoor party in South Beach, and he’d been sick of being cooped up, pandemic be damned. She was Luca’s oldest and closest friend in Florida. She’d come through. He shoved up from the couch, slipped his feet into his loafers, and grabbed his wallet and keys. Then his phone buzzed.

Be at the 7-Eleven in twenty. Guacamole fixes everything.

Outside, the air was just as heavy as inside, but at least there was a breeze. Late afternoon sunshine was splashed across the sidewalk, and Prince leaked from the propped-open door of the condo below. For a moment, the music and the air ruffling Luca’s linen shirt and fine blond curls took him back to college, and it was a pleasant feeling until it wasn’t.

They’d had plenty of good times at Wadleigh—Harper, Sirina, David, and Luca. And Clare. But now he couldn’t think about Wadleigh without his mind turning to senior year, returning to campus in January without her. It had felt wrong. Luca felt her everywhere, haunting the house on Faulk Way, the theater building, the grass beneath the giant maple on the quad.

Despite the sun beating down on his scalp, Luca shivered. In a way, Clare Monroe had been the reason he’d moved to Miami when the pandemic hit. Classes were virtual, graduation was canceled; there was no reason to hang around campus to finish out the year. Most of the seniors were panicked, unmoored, but to Luca, lockdown arrived like a gift from the fucking gods. There was no way he was going home to his close-minded Catholic parents and their Long Island McMansion, so when he got the Art Basel internship, Luca packed his bags.

He started walking toward Sonya’s favorite meeting spot. The 7-Eleven on NW Twentieth was a short enough walk from his temporary digs, and Sonya was addicted to Coke Slurpees. He passed the row of identical camel-colored condo buildings, the liquor store with the pastel ram painted on the wall over the parking lot, the chop shop with the best name in Miami, Chariot to Paradise.

When he got to the parking lot, Sonya was waiting in her white BMW, pink camo crop top showing off her toned brown midriff and Coke Slurpee in hand. Luca slipped into the passenger’s seat, and she held it out.

“No, thanks. I’m saving myself for my mistress, tequila.”

“Lush.” She shot him a wide grin. Sonya’s mouth had that stunning Julia Roberts quality that had earned her quite a few print campaigns. Her gold-flecked brown eyes, long lashes, and fabulously curly hair didn’t hurt either. Russian on her mom’s side and Cuban on her dad’s, she was Ian’s most successful Latina modeling client and one of his top earners overall. Luca knew he should feel a teensy bit bad about sponging off her for dinner so often these past couple weeks—and lunch, and drinks. But it wasn’t like she couldn’t afford it. And as soon as he landed that culinary scouting gig, he’d pay it all back.

When he was low on cash in college, Luca’s habits had been far worse. But he was reformed! Reforming.

Sonya jabbed one long orange nail at the ignition switch, and Luca’s phone buzzed. An email. For a second he was sure it was destiny, but once again it wasn’t the restauranteur. The message was from Janet Clowe, following up on her request to book his travel to Bellagio. As Sonya steered them toward east Little Havana, Luca read her message.

“What’s up?” Sonya asked.

He sucked his lower lip between his teeth. “Another email about that memorial extravaganza.”

“You still on the fence?”

“Mm-hmm.” Clare deserved a week of commemoration, no question. His friend had been kind, trusting, impeccably stylish. But would she really have wanted him there? If her family knew what he’d done, would they?

He fiddled with his phone and watched the low sandstone buildings and scrawny palm trees whip past as they crossed the Miami River. The angel on his shoulder had been bossy this week, insisting he should stay the hell away from the Monroes and their wealth. Clare had always been generous, a quality Luca had certainly appreciated in his friend, but in the too-short time he’d known her, he’d sensed something unseemly hidden beneath the Monroes’ glossy, monied veneer. His own parents were stinking rich bigots; he knew how money could paint over a multitude of sins.

And then there was the matter of seeing the others again… Harper, Sirina, and David. Surely they’d received the same invitation. A reunion would be awkward, to say the least. There was a reason they’d all lost touch.

For the past five and a half years, his three closest (living) college friends had been the keepers of Luca’s worst secret, and he of each of theirs. It had been a little bit painful, but unquestionably wise, to allow a healthy distance to grow between them.

Now, the four of them together in the place where Clare died, surrounded by her family? In the time they’d known her, Clare had been famously tight-lipped about her past, changing the subject whenever the matter of her childhood in Malibu came up. But they’d all gotten a peek into Monroe family dysfunction that terrible New Year’s Eve. After Clare’s death, Luca had tried to distance himself from the Monroes—for the most part. But it had been hard to break away entirely. The offer of a week in Italy, everything gratis… was it a devil’s bargain?

The angel wagged her finger, reminding him how risky accepting the Monroes’ invitation could be. All their secrets humming under the same roof. Not to mention that a week in the palazzo would undoubtedly tempt Luca’s worst self.

But the devil had a really good point. After the mess with Ian, didn’t Luca deserve a European getaway? He pictured his once-close friends boarding the plane without him—drinking Nebbiolo at the Monroes’ private vineyard, taking boats out on the lake, tooling around in vintage motorcars while he stayed behind in Allapattah, wasting away in the Condo of Sadness.

Fuck it.

He turned to Sonya. “I think I just decided.”






THREE SIRINA MONDAY, JUNE 2, 2025 SIX DAYS UNTIL THE PARTY AT THE VILLA

The late afternoon sun shimmered in broad yellow ribbons across the water as the small wood-paneled boat sped toward Palazzo Mella. Sirina’s warm brown skin was damp from the spray, and the wind tugged hard at her hair. The wide orange band she’d used to fasten it back was doing little to tame her tight black curls. Her whole body ached from the long flight from New York, then the hour plus in the car between Milan and Bellagio, but the fresh air felt glorious. She drew in a deep, misty breath and urged herself to stay in the moment. Enjoy it. The quiet before the storm.

The moment didn’t last. The thought that she shouldn’t have come fell across her like a shadow as it had so many times over the past five weeks. Clare died here, right across the lake. The sound of Emma’s screams from the dock still rang in Sirina’s ears, and the image of the Italian police inspector clutching two empty bottles—red wine and pills—still burned across the back of her eyelids.

Further, there was the matter of the others. Harper, Luca, and David. The night Clare died—while Clare was down on the dock, washing back her mother’s Oxy with a bottle of Dolcetto—they’d all gathered in Harper’s room and unburdened their souls to each other. Sirina’s three friends knew what she’d done, the mess that Clare had helped Sirina to cover up three months before she’d died. They’d all sworn never to tell.

When she’d accepted the Monroes’ invitation, Sirina had seen coming back here as a chance to reckon with the past. With each other. But now that she was out on the lake, speeding toward the palazzo with Luca beside her, she wondered if she’d made a terrible mistake. She trusted David implicitly. But Luca was an infamous blabbermouth, and she hadn’t caught up with Harper in years. It wouldn’t take much for someone to allude to Sirina’s crime, for any one of the Monroes to overhear and put in a call to the police…

From the seat beside her, Luca let out a contented sigh. Things had always been uncomplicated for him, a quality Sirina found equal parts infuriating and enviable. Luca, too, had something to hide, but his sins were less damning than Sirina’s. She watched as his eyes danced from the water, to the boat’s gleaming white interior, to the handsome young driver.

“Gorgeous,” he murmured, wrapping an arm around Sirina’s shoulders. His gaze was fixed on the outline of the driver’s ass in a pair of little white shorts.

Sirina chuckled, giving in to the moment and bumping her friend’s hip with her own. Some things hadn’t changed.

When she’d gotten Luca’s text (Let’s go to Italy, bitches!), Sirina couldn’t help but laugh. Their group chat had been silent for nearly two years. Even before it had petered out altogether, the texts had been sporadic. Surface stuff. Happy birthday, happy holidays, a note to congratulate David on the premiere of his latest film, or Sirina on a glowing review. Nothing about Clare, about that New Year’s Eve, about the secrets they’d all traded then buried. But in spite of everything, seeing Luca’s name pop up on her screen had brought a smile to Sirina’s lips.

When he’d texted, the Monroes’ invitation had been pinned to the fridge door in her small Hell’s Kitchen apartment for nearly a week. Despite the thought that she owed it to Clare to be there, Sirina had been planning to decline. The week had sounded undeniably fabulous—Janet Clowe had shared the entire itinerary, seven days under the warm Italian sun packed with Clare’s favorite places, activities, foods—but a week at Palazzo Mella meant a week sitting with the truth about how she’d hurt Clare in the hours before she died. A week worrying about the other, bigger secret that could destroy her life.

A thin shiver zipped up her spine. This time, would Clare’s family see the truth on her face? How Clare died angry with her. How Clare knew the worst thing she’d ever done, the darkest part of her heart.

She steadied her hands against the boat’s white leather seats. In the end, they’d all decided to come to Italy—for Clare. Despite everything, Sirina missed her friend. She drew in another deep breath and assured herself that the Monroes would only see what she chose to share. Sirina was an actress. A professional liar. She could do this.

She slipped on her shades and looked out across the water. It was a holiday—Festa della Repubblica—and it seemed like all of Italy was right there, enjoying the perfect summer afternoon. Sailboats dotted the water. Vacationers sunbathed on docks and swam near the shore. Sirina’s eyes traveled around the lake’s perimeter, taking it in. Clusters of villas and townhomes in creams and salmons and blues were scattered among stretches of lush green mountainside. Palazzos lined the shore. And directly in front of them sprawled Mella, one of the oldest and stateliest on Como.

The Monroe property was twenty acres or thereabouts, on the lake. The palazzo was an imposing brick of a building in creams and dusky reds. To the back and along one end of the property were rocky outcroppings covered in thick green foliage, then the mountains beyond. Along the other end of the palazzo lay a terrace, then the freestanding guest villa with its stone courtyard and walled garden. Beyond, a series of gardens, each distinctly landscaped, culminated in a natural waterfall. It was, put simply, stunning.

But beneath all that beauty lurked the ghost of what had happened here five years ago. Como was the deepest lake in Italy, and it had taken its fair share of inebriated tourists and revelers down to its depths. Clare’s had been the last of several lives the water had claimed that year. Yet her death—an heiress on holiday, lost to the frigid December water—had shocked more than just her family and friends.

Sirina raised her shades for a moment, batting a rogue curl from her eyes. As she squinted into the sunlight, the lake below them seemed to darken, buckle in on itself. The water appeared alive and angry, not yet sated by the youth it had already taken. Ravenous for more.

A chill settled across her skin. She slipped her sunglasses back on, and Luca looked at her quizzically.

She fixed a bright smile across her face and turned to Luca. “Absolutely gorgeous,” she agreed.

When she looked in the water, all she saw were the gentle ripples fanning out from the boat; beyond, a placid blue surface and streamers of sunlight. Her gaze settled on the only villa within swimming distance of the Monroes’ palazzo. A young white woman, maybe nineteen or twenty, was stretched out on a floral blanket on the dock. She wore a red-and-white-striped two-piece suit, its high waist and halter top vaguely reminiscent of the 1950s. Two young men sat behind her, also white but very tan, smoking cigarettes and reading creased paperbacks. In one smooth sequence, the woman pushed up from her blanket, took two confident strides toward the edge of the dock, and dove into the water. The men looked up, then returned to their books.

Sirina’s heart thudded in her chest. The blond hair, trim figure, and retro-chic bathing suit all conjured visions of Clare Monroe, but it was more than this young woman’s appearance. Her movements were Clare’s—self-assured, effortless, exquisite. Sirina clutched at the boat’s railing and let out a small gasp.

“Something wrong?” Luca placed his hand on Sirina’s slender wrist.

“I think…” she spluttered. The young woman surfaced, closer to the palazzo now. The boat was nearing shore, and Sirina squinted into the sun. The woman broke into an easy breaststroke, head bobbing in and out of the water, and as she swam toward the Monroes’ dock and the boathouse beyond, the pieces clicked. Not the ghost of their dead friend, not Clare somehow magically returned from the grave and even more youthful than before. The woman pulling herself up onto the planks and squeezing lake water from her thick blond hair was Emma Monroe, Clare’s younger sister. Up close, it was easy to see she was a couple years older than Sirina had originally thought and taller than Clare by several inches. Her lips parted, revealing the same neat white teeth.

She looked up, took in the approaching boat, and waved.

Sirina’s heart rate steadied, and she waved back, feeling foolish. First the water, now Emma. Tricks of memory, tricks of the light. Clare’s little sister
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