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  One


I drop my bags by the front door and cast my eyes around the cottage—lake house, vacation home, whatever you want to call it. A place on a lake, owned by someone with money. Professor Slater, in this case. My home for the next three-ish weeks while I finish my dissertation. Slater’s idea. As my academic advisor, it’s his job to get me over the line. Apparently, I need to be sequestered from society for this to happen. Rude. Also, accurate. 
I move through the living room out to the patio. The water glistens as a light breeze ripples across the surface. The lake is a literal stone’s throw away and I will be swimming while I’m here. My one nod to exercise. Maybe because there’s no sweating.
My phone rings. Slater.
“Professor,” I answer, grinning because he hates it when I call him that. It makes him feel old or something. But he’s only a little over forty, so he’s being kind of hysterical about his age. Me? I’m already rocking retirement lifestyle vibes, so I’m looking forward to it. And since older people become invisible (there are studies), this means more uninterrupted snooping. There’s a reason Jessica Fletcher was such a good amateur sleuth.
“Jacqueline,” he retorts, beating me at my game. Because Jack is the only name I’ll respond to. Jackie worked until about fifth grade, but Jacqueline? No. What was my mother thinking? I could never compare to my namesake Jacqueline Kennedy. But Mom couldn’t have known how far from immaculately coiffed hair and graceful, understated beauty I’d be. A practical do, a blunt dispositional style, and a beak for other people’s business.
“Fine,” I say. “Hello, Slater. What’s up?” I ask, as if he’s called to catch up. To shoot the shit.
“You’re all set?”
I can hear the tension in his voice. What he wants to say is: Don’t let me down, Jack.
“Just got here. The place is epic. Thanks for hooking me up and yes, I’m good to go. My laptop is all set up.” (Lies.) “I’m jumping in immediately.” (The lake, maybe.) “First thing on my agenda. No procrastinating. No waiting for a fresh day tomorrow.”
“I’ll keep bugging you until I get chapters.”
He knows me too well.
“Got it,” I say.
A pause.
“There are no more extensions, Jack. This is it. You have to finish your dissertation before the end of the month.”
A pulse of apprehension surfaces, nosing itself out of the water. “I know. Honestly, I get it.”
“I’ve turned off the Wi-Fi.”
“You bastard.”
He laughs, a low chuckle. “I mean business. You should too. And before you think you can rely on your phone, you’ll find it pretty patchy.”
“What if there’s an emergency?”
“Then you dial 9-1-1.”
“What if it’s not that much of an emergency?”
“You can call me.”
“What if I need to check a reference or look up something?”
“This is the final stage, Jack. Writing the intro, last edits, proofing. Etcetera. You shouldn’t be adding references.” He sighs. “But I’ll turn it on at the end of the week. Once I get words from you. You’ll have one day of the internet so use it wisely.”
“Fine.”
“Looking forward to those updated chapters.”
I mumble a sign-off and disconnect, then stalk to the kitchen. Maybe there’s a food solution to this unexpected bummer. But the pantry only holds boring foodstuffs. The fridge is similarly bare except for one rogue sixer of beer, which I might have to drink in defiance.
I cannot believe he turned off the internet. 
After checking the utensils, cooking equipment and spice situation (who am I kidding, I’ll be eating chips and ramen), I grab my bag to head out again. I’ll get a few things from the store in town and hopefully some takeout menus. I have a movie already downloaded on my phone so take that, Slater.
What kind of psychopath arrives at the lake and immediately gets to work?
Just as I reach the door, I hear the hum of an engine. Tires crunching on gravel. The slam of a car door. OMG, do I have vacation neighbors? I hurry into the room to the right and press my nose against the window. From here I can see the neighbor’s driveway and yes! A black SUV is now parked up. Voices murmuring, the tinny sound of something coming from a device. When a kid’s voice rings out, my shoulders drop. A family. Less exciting. Generally, it’s adults that do interesting enough things to warrant my attention.
Still, I open the door and inch out until I can see them. A man and a woman pull suitcases from the back. Two more slams, somehow identifiable as coming from adolescent arms. One teen girl, one pre-teen boy, and a young girl slouch, trudge and scamper toward the cottage. The little girl stops suddenly to turn and stare directly at me. I fight the urge to duck—I prefer to observe unseen—then remind myself I’m a grown-up, and raise a hand to wave. The girl blinks at me, then carries on. Rude.
I turn my attention to the man and woman. They’re both dark-haired, like all three children, but I get the sense she’s not their mother. There’s something about her distance from them and her lack of fussing. Second marriage or new girlfriend, I’d bet. The woman wears completely ordinary shorts and a shirt, but gives look at me, I’m sexy vibes. Is it the way she tosses her hair and pushes out her breasts as she raises her arms to stretch? Maybe. Some people are just sexier than others. The guy with her, for example, doesn’t scream drill me now. But people can surprise you. I know this better than most.
The man awkwardly carries four bags into the house, immediately giving me the ick. I check the woman's reaction to see if she's on the same page, but she's bending down to adjust her sandal.
Suddenly, it hits.
I know her.
Or at least, she’s familiar to me. Is she a celebrity? I frown, trying to grab onto whatever’s pinging in my brain. A local movie star? That could be fun. Maybe I’ll be first-on-the-scene for a scandalous celebrity story. Three kids and a boring-looking boyfriend aren’t exactly a recipe for excitement, but you never know. 
As if sensing my attention, the woman turns. I quickly raise my phone and drop my eyes, as if engrossed.
“Oh, hi,” she calls. “What’s the signal like?”
“Patchy,” I say, echoing Slater, even though he meant the internet. Or maybe cell reception is spotty too. I drop my eyes. Two bars. Decent for the lake, I guess.
“Maybe for the best, right?” She gives me a wry smile, as if being attached to your phone is a bad thing.
“Family vacation?” I ask inanely, as if there’s another explanation for this five-person group. But I’m being neighborly and that’s what you do. I live in an apartment building, so I know the rules. You smile and have pointless conversations with other residents, otherwise you’re branded a weirdo and a loner and people cast aspersions about what you get up to in the privacy of your own home.
Suddenly, the woman’s body freezes, as if she’s been gripped by an unseen force. Then, just as abruptly, she relaxes, waves, and disappears inside.
For a moment, I stay where I am, a frown tickling my eyebrows. That was kind of weird. I should know. This label has been slapped on me many times before. Not weird, just different.
But maybe that woman had a sudden, urgent fart to control. Maybe she’s in a new relationship and can’t yet allow her man to understand the horrors of female bodily functions. Whatever. I smile. Screw your No Internet, Slater. I have something to watch.






  
  Two


DAPHNE

A final slam of the door and the cottage was quiet. Nate and the kids had gone down to the lake. Daphne paused unpacking the groceries to amble over to the couch. She needed a moment of peace. A few minutes without the throb of music, the shriek of questions, the relentless chaotic energy. 
How had she ended up with three children? At least, they’d soon be hers. Wouldn’t they? Daphne frowned. Is that how it worked? You married their father and then you… owned them? That couldn’t be right. No, there was paperwork first. An approval process. She’d seen clips of kids asking their stepparents to please adopt me. Tear-jerking, heart-rending moments. For other people, at least. Emotional types. Daphne wasn’t part of that club. She could remember watching My Girl at fourteen, staring in disbelief as her friends dissolved into sobbing, sniveling, red-faced messes. “But it’s not real,” Daphne had said quietly, realizing her mistake as they all turned weepy, bewildered faces to her. “How can you say that?” one of them had hissed angrily, as if personally attacked. Daphne had, sensibly, bit back her reply: because it’s the truth. Why get worked up over things? She’d never understood the point until she realized how it impacted others. Crying, for instance, could be useful. But getting your insides twisted up in a knot wasn’t necessary to shed a few tears. 
Daphne had always preferred a fuss-free existence. So how did acquiring children fit into that? At thirty-five, she was barely accustomed to the idea of being a fiancée, let alone a mother. When she’d met Nate a year ago, he’d told her about his first marriage and the three products of their now extinguished love: Annalise; fifteen, Ryan; twelve, and Gina; seven. She’d paid little attention at the time because she hadn’t thought Nate would stick. She’d imagined they’d date until he—like the others—suddenly became excruciatingly dull. She’d drift away and disappear from his life as if she’d never existed. But in a surprising turn of events, their relationship had endured. An even bigger surprise; she’d fallen in love. At least, her version of it. Now, she couldn’t imagine moving forward without him. And since her acceptance of his very sweet proposal, she’d been working on getting used to the children. No pressure, Nate had said—thank god—but if she intended on making a go of this life, really doing this, then she’d have to get past merely tolerating their company.
Because her career as a financial consultant was a cover story, and savings only lasted so long. She needed to banish her old life into the permanent past and secure her future with Nate. Which was why the situation next door was so unsettling. She moved across to the side window that looked out to the neighboring cottage. Why did she have the horrible feeling that she’d met that woman before? Years ago, when she’d had a different life.
A different identity.
With a thundering of footsteps, Nate and the kids came clattering back into the living room.
“Daphne, hun, the boathouse has all sorts of stuff.” Nate’s face was lit up. “We’re all going for a swim,” he added, as Gina and Ryan raced toward their rooms. Annalise trailed behind them, eyes fixed on her phone, face blank. Classic sullen teen expression. Everyone? Daphne thought cynically before giving Nate a smile.
“Sounds great.”
“Dad, where are the towels?” Ryan yelled.
“Coming,” Nate called back. He plucked at his shorts, grinning. “I’m already changed. Meet you on the dock in ten?”
Daphne nodded, mentally rifling through her three swimsuits. Maybe she’d start with the classic one-piece. Save the string bikini for later. A reward for Nate. People were good at complicating their lives, but at its core human behavior was simple. Treats for good behavior and punishment for bad.
As Nate and Ryan loudly organized themselves—the contrasting silence coming from Annalise’s room seemed almost suspicious—Daphne strolled down the hall. As she passed Gina’s room, she cast her gaze inside. Gina sat in the middle of the floor with a doll clutched in each hand. Instead of playing with them, she stared blankly into space.
Daphne swallowed. “Gina, honey, are you changing into your swimsuit?”
Gina turned and fixed her large gray eyes
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