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For the authors whose books I’ve loved, your stories have brought me so much joy





But it was not [the size of the tree] that now impressed my companions; it was the knowledge that seven hundred thousand pounds in gold lay somewhere buried below its spreading shadow. The thought of the money, as they drew nearer, swallowed up their previous terrors. Their eyes burned in their heads; their feet grew speedier and lighter; their whole soul was bound up in that fortune, that whole lifetime of extravagance and pleasure, that lay waiting there for each of them.

—Robert Louis Stevenson, Treasure Island







CHAPTER ONE Sydney

Ten Years Before

WE’RE GOING ON a treasure hunt

X marks the spot

You sit behind me, tracing a circle on my back, representing São Miguel Island. Though the island isn’t actually a circle, but the shape of a dragon plopped smack in the middle of the Atlantic. And right now, we’re in the belly of the dragon. We’ve been exploring the island, camping in tents upon its rocky ground each night, nearly five weeks now.

You slash the X on my back. The location of the treasure.

I shiver because it’s ironic: I do know where the treasure is, but you don’t. And I need to keep it that way until I figure out what to do next. Because finding the treasure—it changes everything. My heart does a literal backflip. I don’t freaking know what to do. I don’t—

Spiders crawling up your back

Your fingers creep up my back, over the still-fresh scratch wounds on my shoulder blade, across toward my hairline. A gust slithers in from the cove, teasing goose bumps from my skin. I tuck the little front braids I always wear behind my ears, then adjust my white beaded necklace, returning its silver heart pendant to the center.

It’s not the first time we’ve played this game, said this familiar camp rhyme. Not the first time your fingers have wandered my back. But it’s different now, because of everything that has happened this summer. I’m not the same girl as when I arrived in the Azores, desperate to escape the medical charts and doctors, and to explore this place where distant ancestors of ours landed, escaping persecution, and made their lives and fortunes.

And I wanted to have some fun: that’s what the summer was supposed to be about. Fun was indeed had—my lips curl into a sly smile, then quickly flatline. Because the past few days, I’ve watched my life literally face-plant. Like, in no time things went from mildly shitty to apocalyptic.

I stare ahead toward the mouth of the cave with ferns overhanging, whipping in the wind, and not far beyond, waves foaming onto the black sand of the cove. The air is crisp, with the clean, mineral scent of rocks wet from the ocean spray and the slightly musty smell of moss creeping alongside the cave walls. My flashlight slices through the dark, revealing twitching shadows at the threshold. The ocean crescendos in my ears, and I lick my lips, tasting salt from my earlier swim. I fight the impulse to look around. Definitely not toward the hole in the cave floor roughly four feet to our right, which I’ve covered with my backpack.

Spiders crawling down your back

You whisper it, tapping your fingers down my spine, and then you press closer, so I feel the heat of you settle against me.

“Sydney,” you say, your breath against the nape of my neck, “I’m really glad I came here now.”

I part my lips to speak, but no sound comes out. My chest jitters with a quiet, rising panic.

I still can’t believe you’re here. We campers are supposed to be alone, separated in our assigned spots on the island for our twenty-four-hour solo missions, but I spotted you walking toward the cave. And good thing I had my head in the game to hide the treasure.

I shift on the hard floor. My heart beats frenetically and feels almost painful, like it’s being shoved around inside a mosh pit. And I’m a bizarre kind of exhausted that’s shot with adrenaline. Unsurprising, as it’s not yet dawn, but you didn’t exactly wake me up. I slept tossing and turning, like I was back in the hospital again and aware of every nurse coming in, every beep, ache, and flicker—including the flicker that turned out to be you. And now, finding the treasure and dealing with your arrival have sucked out all my energy and sent every single red flag waving. The sun hasn’t come up yet but I can tell by the receding darkness that it’s not far off. In a few hours, I’ll have to start packing up. Figure out what to do—about all of it. They’ll wonder where we are. But that stuff is intellectual, I realize, because even without a rational explanation of what’s going on, every molecule of me is screaming that something here is totally off.

But I’m kinda scared to ask you to leave because of… I don’t know what, exactly. You? That feels ridiculous. But still. The vibes don’t lie.

I don’t know what to do. I don’t—

Knife in your back

Blood gushing down

You pound your fist between my shoulder blades and suddenly I’m done. It’s too much, this trip, this treasure hunt sprung to life. All the values Camp Zahav has drip-drip-dripped into us our whole lives, of teamwork and Jewish traditions and tzedakah and good deeds and pride in our culture and living off the land, have gone in a flash. We’ve all been possessed, it feels like, by the promise of riches and having all our problems alchemized into gold.

I try to twist around because I don’t want to play this game anymore, but you grip my shoulders with strength that startles me. It feels like you almost trap me in place.

Knife in your back

Blood gushing down

You pound your fist against my back again so hard that I lurch forward. I don’t like your voice. It’s strange, not playful now. Not like the rhyme is supposed to be. I’m about to lose it and just tell you to get the hell out when—

Knife in your back

Blood gushing down

No—that’s wrong. That’s a stanza too many. I’m supposed to feel your breath on my neck by now, followed by your whisper: Cool breeze, tight squeeze, now you’ve got the—now you’ve got the—chillllllllls.

I already feel chills. But it’s too soon. You’ve gone off script.

Knife in your back

Blood gushing down

A sharp, curdling pain between my shoulder blades, but this time it’s not your fist. It’s—

It’s—

A knife, I realize in horror, as excruciating pain spikes through me. I scream. Keel over.

No—this can’t be—how—you of all people—you—you couldn’t—

My vision blurs. A scream tries to claw its way out, but my throat locks up tight. I crumple to the ground and watch you stand, not even glancing back at me.

You walk right toward the treasure. And I realize too late that you knew it all along.

X marks the spot.





CHAPTER TWO Olivia

FOR A LONG time, I figured that if I ever set foot on this island again it would be in handcuffs. But surprise, surprise. Hello again, São Miguel. Here I am. The Sister Killer.

I cross Rua dos Mercadores and the cheesemonger peers at me with craggy blue eyes, like he knows exactly who I am. Well, of course he does; it would be the rare islander to whom I’m anonymous. I slow, take in the window display of waxy orange Azorean cheeses, which, though beloved by locals, frankly taste exactly like the meadows on this island smell—of pungent cow manure. I prefer my cheese less authentic, closer to the detectable chemicals-in-a-can sprayed orange goop. I nod at the old man but he stares back stoically, almost like he knows what I am capable of. What I’m here ten years later to finish.

I quicken down the cobblestone street, one of the main ways in central Ponta Delgada. The locals call it PD and it’s a place I know with deep familiarity—partly because I spent that summer here ten years ago and partly because of all my research from afar for my bestselling young adult novels set on this island.

Octopi crafted from sea-green crepe paper dangle above. I puzzle over them as I walk, their haphazard and amateur vibes clashing with the old-world architecture, until I spy a banner declaring that they are citywide installations made by schoolchildren to celebrate one of the summer’s many festivals. I continue on, past the three basaltic stone arches of the Portas da Cidade, yielding sweeping views of the old city up through the port. The basaltic stone is an omnipresent feature of the island: dark gray and black rock formed from the rapid cooling of volcanic lava, sometimes polished by wind and water and thus smooth to the touch, and other times rough and porous. You see it and step upon it everywhere here. As I walk, I weave my fingers in the gnarled-on-purpose edge of my jacket sleeve, knowing that my father would prefer I greet him wearing something refined and synagogue-appropriate. Plus, I’m late—Dad hates when I’m late.

The anticipation of his displeasure makes me smile my first genuine smile of the day.

I walk down a street of papier-mâché crabs, then cross the plaza to the street parallel, where guppy fish encircle the lampposts. I pass the massive fort with its—wait for it—basaltic stone, then dip a right. I’m almost there, and my ribs squeeze in, like I’m bracing for impact.

The same tense anxiety thrums in my veins whenever I’m about to see Dad. Suddenly I don’t want to go up to the synagogue. How is any of it going to lead to closure? I don’t actually want to do the documentary—and why did I tell Jules I’d—

I feel the itching sensation of a person behind me. I swivel, and an elfin blond woman lurches forward. “Are you… Olivia Azulay?”

Oh, fuck. I exhale deeply and feel my armor slip on. “Yes?”

“I knew it!” The woman has the grace to blush. So probably a fan over a hater. Or a fan-slash-hater. There are lots of those. She’s clearly not Azorean; she sounds Canadian.

“You’re prettier than your pictures,” she says. “You’ve grown into a beautiful woman,” she clarifies, making clear exactly what she means, what she’s seen. The photos of me at seventeen, the ones beneath which the label Sister Killer is emblazoned. A lanky and awkward girl, with stringy dishwater hair. A girl who didn’t really wear anything other than baggy cargos and oversize camp-themed T-shirts that said things like “I live nine months for three.”

“Sorry, I don’t mean to make you uncomfortable! You probably get people stopping you all the time. I just—our daughter—Adeline is her name—Adeline would die that I got to meet Olivia Azulay. Wouldn’t she, Gene?” The woman glances back at the tall man with an auburn goatee who is grabbing her elbow, eyes batting apologetically as he tries to tug her along.

“Adeline loves your books. She’ll be so upset she missed you. So upset. It’s why we’re even here in the first place. She wants to do the Lagoa do Fogo loop like the kids in X Marks the Spot. And today she went to Vila…” Her nose wrinkles. “Vila something about a camp?” When I don’t answer, she adds, “It’s from your book.”

“Vila Franca do Campo,” I finally say.

The area where Sydney disappeared. But I don’t add that.

“There’s a cove, isn’t there?” the woman asks. “That Addie wanted to—”

“Yes. Well, many places on this island appear in my books. But listen…” I check my phone, then feign surprise at the time. “I’ve gotta get going.”

“Oh! I’m sorry, really sorry, to keep you,” she says, not sounding sorry at all. “But since we’ve met—here of all places—and our daughter is really your number one fan, can you sign—Gene,” she says sharply. “Do we have a napkin or something?”

He sighs and gives up his grip on her elbow, then riffles around in their backpack. “No. No napkin.”

“Gene,” she says in that tight, icicle voice I used to hear my mother use with my father.

“There’s nothing to sign, Laura.” He also has the resigned voice of my father, before Sydney and then my mother died in one fell swoop, leaving him free to marry young, hot Daniella and slot into his ready-made new family.

“Rip out a page from your war book!”

“It’s not a war book,” he protests. “It’s by Daniel Silva, quite good in fact, about the head of—”

“Gene,” she says again, still icicle cold. “If you want Addie to ever speak to you again, rip out a page.” She rolls her eyes at me, as if I’m about to commiserate. “I told him it was ridiculous to bring that heavy book with us, but he insisted. He’d rather be in foreign worlds. Never the one right there in front of him.”

I recognize the words of a long-suffering wife. It’s a pattern I observed in my own parents. When one partner is constantly trying to slip away, the other inevitably transforms to a predator. And then only two options present: either predator devours prey, or prey escapes for its life.

A ripped cream book page is proffered to me. It feels wrong to accept it, wrong that it’s been ripped out of something that used to be whole. Back when I was a kid, the pages inside books felt like they cocooned me in imaginary homes. Books don’t do that for me anymore. They aren’t home. Now I write them. They represent financial security—and a place to put my rage.

I place the paper on my thigh and accept the pen that Laura pushes toward me as well.

“Make it out to—”

“Adeline. Yeah, got that.”

I scrawl out my standard message. Dear Adeline, Maybe you’ll be the one to find the treasure. Don’t forget, X marks the spot! Olivia Azulay

Then I doodle the thing I always do, what’s become my symbol of sorts. It’s a pair of lips open wide, with three lines emanating out from between. At fleeting glance it looks like a kiss, like the xxx marks Europeans add to texts.

But it’s not, and only I know: it’s my version of a silent scream.

I hand the paper back to Laura. She scans it, looking pleased, aware this will buy her cool parent cred. But then she crinkles her nose. “What’s that drawing? It’s on the spine of all your books, but it’s not a kiss, is it? It’s like a scream or something. Is it a reference to your sister? You’re angry that she died? Or angry that you…”

“It’s fiction,” I tell her, something hot flaring in my throat. No one’s ever figured it out before. Figured a part of me out. And I don’t owe it to this stranger to explain that, in general, I am obsessed with angry women. That my apartment has sketches of women in various poses and manifestations of fury. A psychiatrist would have a field day. Probably Superintendent Flores on this very island would as well. She tried so hard after that summer to prove my guilt, to amass enough evidence for my arrest. I’m glad the island is big enough that my chances of running into her these next few days are low. Though I have a lifelong habit of being in the wrong place at the right time.

“Is there really a treasure still out there?” I’m jolted back, surprised but not surprised that this annoying woman is still standing before me. Not taking the hint.

“You never know. But I have to—”

“Is it true what they say?” she presses on eagerly. “That the books have clues to the real killer—I mean, the real person who killed your sister?”

I shrug. “Well, that assumes the killer isn’t me now, doesn’t it? Because it’s unlikely I’d incriminate myself in my own books, right?”

I almost laugh at the abject shock on her face. But come on, I’ve been called the Sister Killer for ten years now. My publishers have capitalized on it. Millions of readers are riveted by the rumors of clues—to both Sydney’s disappearance and to the phantom treasure—residing within my pages. The police have parsed my words over and over again, to naught.

I was never charged. And as I finally leave Laura standing there wide-mouthed, and I hurry along, I feel a burning in my chest, the familiar urge to add, “Fuck you, lady. Stop treating me like an animal at the zoo. I don’t exist for your viewing pleasure.”

But I do, don’t I? I didn’t ask to be infamous, but I’ve accepted—capitalized on, really—the fact that I am.

Sydney once said in her taunting way that deep down I wanted her to die so I could finally get out of her shadow.

Well, certainly no one would argue that I haven’t emerged quite squarely from my sister’s shadow.



Dad is waiting for me outside the synagogue, his tall, impeccably dressed frame leaning against the red brick, his still-thick, now fully gray hair lit by a shard of sunlight spilling onto his face and making him squint.

“Dad,” I say, coming close enough that I smell his woodsy cologne.

“Livvie.”

We hug, our usual thin embrace, over as quickly as a rubber band snaps back.

He scrutinizes me with his blazing blue eyes, the ones that I noticed as a child could wink just so to make any waitress or service person bowl over to serve him. “You look beautiful.”

I glance down at my baggy bleached overalls over a striped blue button-down, white Salomons, and green jacket with patchwork quilt sunbursts that Tomika affectionately calls grandma core. Even though I’m no longer gawky, even though my baggy clothes and nineties bob with curtain bangs are currently fashionable, there’s no way Dad actually thinks I look beautiful. Especially considering his definition of beauty means Sydney—my curvy, tanned, loved-to-dress-up sister—and Daniella, the most turned-out, stereotypically plastic Barbie trophy wife.

Not that I’ve set eyes on my stepmother in ten years. Dad I see occasionally, when he returns to Boston for work trips and swings down to meet me in Brooklyn for pizza, making irritating jokes about how far outside Manhattan I live, as if Crown Heights is the boonies. At the beginning it’s always awkward silences and resentments, but then we ease back into us, and for a couple hours it’s almost like when I was a kid, when we liked and understood each other. We’ll talk about politics and climate change and abortion, about how antisemitism is skyrocketing and whether it’s safe to wear a Star of David anymore, subjects that rouse our mutual passions. You wouldn’t look at Dad and be, like, that guy is a feminist and social justice warrior. And I mean, he’s not one hundred percent feminist, let’s be honest; he does have several blind spots, my stepmother being a giant one. Sure, on the surface he’s a staid businessman, and in a traditional marriage in a Portuguese culture where the man is still considered the king, but he’s also a progressive in many ways. Mom was a social worker, even though she was wealthy enough from her family inheritance not to need to work. But Daniella no longer works; she lives between Lisbon and the island, supporting her daughter Cass’s Olympic training. Those dinners in Brooklyn with Dad—I enjoy them more than perhaps I let on. He might have betrayed me, but he’s not a bad person. Not in his core. But now he’s with Daniella. So who knows how thoroughly her influence has permeated.

God, even the fleeting thought of Daniella brings a sour taste to my mouth. For ten years I’ve managed to avoid her, and now I’ll have to face her this weekend. Along with the rest of my “new family,” or “second family,” or whatever people call it when your sister disappeared in the most horrific, high-profile way, and then your mother killed herself, and your father married someone new and has a whole new life with people you’d rather spend the rest of yours dodging.

Except Reuben, my stepbrother. He’s mostly fine.

“Really, you look so wonderful,” Dad says.

“Mmm. Right,” I say, batting off his compliment. We both know he’s only saying it obligatorily, because Sydney was the one he always called beautiful, beautiful, beautiful, in his melodic voice, with my admittedly beautiful sister lapping it up. Frankly, I wasn’t the daughter with the looks, the vocal cords, or the athleticism. Being a talented writer was never a thing Dad doled out top marks for.

“How’s… Tobiko?” Dad asks.

“Tomika, Dad. God. My girlfriend is not a sushi condiment.”

Dad reddens. “Sorry, gosh. Tomika. Of course, I know that. She’s a wonderful girl, Tomika.”

“She’s a woman,” I say through gritted teeth. “Please don’t infantilize her.”

“Sorry.” His cheeks color deeper. “You’re right. How is Tomika?”

“She’s fine,” I finally say, because it’s what we’re both good at, after all, burying things.

“Great.” Dad clears his throat and nods his head toward the entry. “Well, shall we?”

“Guess so.”

We walk into the tiny building where a security guard sits in the alcove. His eyes flash in recognition at Dad. “Boa tarde, Senhor Azulay!” They zoom off into a flurry of Portuguese, bits of which I pick up. Not because of the summer I spent here, or because my father now lives here full-time, but because of book research, of course. I know, for instance, that mesa means desk, which the non-Jewish guard uses incorrectly to describe the bimah Dad has funded in Sydney’s honor, the reason behind this memorial weekend for which we’ve all gathered. And I know that the guard’s accent is different than mainland Portuguese. Azoreans use front-rounded vowels—sounds more readily found in French and German; I gleaned that factoid from some article I read to help give my characters color. I can recognize it now, the way the guard just offered Dad fruta from the bowl on the welcome desk, with the u more pronounced. It’s funny; my readers think I’m native Azorean and lived the things I write. But I’m not, and I don’t, not completely at least. I guess I’ve always been talented at the smoke and mirrors.

Eventually the small talk ceases and the guard leads us past the plexiglass markers that represent the mikvah, the ancient purification baths. Then we ascend the stairs to the upper floor, where the small museum documenting the Jews of São Miguel greets us. Dad played a huge part in the restoration of the synagogue and the museum, and it is indeed lovely and moving. The room is flooded with natural light, and glass cases of ancient artifacts abound. There are old Torahs and bronze Seder plates and Kiddush cups, relics of the Jews who escaped the Inquisition in both Portugal and Morocco and landed on this island. My distant ancestors—and unlike Sydney, who was on our heritage trip exclusively for the boys and the fun, I’ve always been sentimental about this place. The island has felt like an invisible bruise on my body, even before my sister disappeared. The bruise is only part of what I know to be a deep reservoir of pain—the cries of my ancestors who were forced to convert, who were exiled, accused, and persecuted for simply being Jewish. Ironic how none of that persecution exists anymore but still feels incredibly alive in my bones.

It sucks to be so sensitive, though admittedly it’s an asset to a writer. Syd was sensitive, too, but more outwardly so. She didn’t keep things inside, like me, but instead screamed and cried and sometimes used her fingernails and fists. As kids, I often wished I were more like her. Stronger. Louder. Willing to risk actually being seen, instead of just pouring my feelings into fictional stories.

The guard ushers us past the towering glass cases with more artifacts. I pause, my eyes fixed on the bottom row, where handkerchiefs are rolled up, and talitim, too, the shawls men don when they are praying. They’re not pristine; the cloths are visibly worn. Soiled. And something in that makes my heart clench. I avert my eyes and walk into the sanctuary, where the Jews of this island used to pray. The walls are painted a cheery sky blue and the cherrywood bimah is located in the center in the Sephardic way, surrounded by ornate pews.

Dad goes immediately to the bimah. Sydney’s bimah, as we’ve now come to call it. The synagogue restoration project was immense, and because there wasn’t enough money to do it all at once, certain things had to be done piecemeal. So while the museum was completed years ago, the synagogue took longer. The bimah is the final piece, the memorial to Sydney. It’s a fitting tribute to my sister because Dad used to be a volunteer cantor for our local synagogue in Boston, and Sydney was part of the children’s choir. I can still picture the two of them, singing “Avinu Malkeinu” over the High Holidays. Sydney, the pride of the whole synagogue, the apple of our parents’ eyes.

But many things have changed since then, and this bimah isn’t only paid for with Dad’s dollars. His guilt, I suspect, has seeped into the wood.

“What do you think?” Dad asks.

“She’d love it.”

“You think?”

“Yeah,” I say honestly. “I do.”

After all, what wouldn’t my sister love about all of this? Everyone making the trip back here, a party of sorts in her honor. The bimah in the center of this room dedicated to Sydney, the star. Surrounded by longing and regret and remonstrations. The only thing she wouldn’t love is that she isn’t here to bask in it all right along with us.

“I’m going to make a speech,” Dad says. “Maybe you’ll take a look at my notes?”

“I’m sure whatever you wrote is nice,” I say, hoping he’ll read between the lines. I don’t want to edit his speech to my dead sister. I draw the line at that.

“Maybe you’ll give a speech too?”

“I think that would draw attention we don’t want. The local media will be there. You know how they’ll pounce on anything I have to say.” I don’t add that whatever I have to say I’ll save for the documentary.

“I suppose. I just want it to be perfect for her.”

Dad stares longingly at the bimah, as if somehow it might open up and resurrect Sydney. Like she’ll beam out and slide into her white choir robe, singing “Lecha Dodi,” angel wings sprouting from her back.

“I should be going,” I finally say. “I need to get up north, settle in before dinner.”

“Right. To the Ananda, yes?” I nod. “It’s nice of Eli to put you all up.”

“Yeah.” Even though I could well afford the hotel’s pricey tab, I know some people can’t. Jules and Aiden. Maybe Reuben as well, despite the outward markers of his success.

“I’ll see you later then,” Dad adds.

“Oh. You’re coming to dinner?”

Dad nods. “With Daniella and Cass. Eli invited us. Reuben is in town, too, as you know. Not so often we get all the kids home.”

“Oh.” I take in that unexpected information. I thought dinner would only be us former friends and counselors.

“So will you be staying to film the documentary after?” I ask, knowing I’m only saying it to goad him, because obviously he isn’t. “You realize dinner isn’t going to be some long-drawn-out thing. It’s passed appetizers, a simple reunion. Jules wants to start filming after dinner since we’re all only here for a few days.”

Jules was our counselor on the Azores summer trip, with Aiden, our supervisor. They were both sixish years older than us, twenty-three to our seventeen then, but let’s just say—boundaries were crossed. The age differential wasn’t a barrier to… well, a lot of things. Aiden played to type, a real-life Brad Pitt, with a mysterious, literary, bad-boy vibe. It was all but guaranteed that Sydney would fall for him. Jules was more innocuous; she was a bit insecure, but genuinely sweet, capable of deep listening and compassion, of becoming an indispensable, unthreatening ally. To me. We got close. And I felt… well, I felt a lot of things toward her. Which Sydney resented. So of course she had to threaten us in the end. Threaten our bond. I’m curious if Jules is going to bring up that in the documentary.

Maybe I’m just jealous, even after all these years. It’s what everyone has said, ever since I was thirteen months old, when Sydney made her grand arrival. Sometimes it doesn’t matter what the truth is. The truth becomes the thing everyone says and believes, by virtue of it being said and believed over and over again. A well-trodden path that stamps out any vestiges of the real truth that existed before something shiny and artificial was imposed in its place.

Anyway, Jules dabbles in filmmaking; she dabbles in a lot of things, none of which have made her much money. She pleaded with us all to participate in her documentary, dangling platitudes like closure and teasing out the truth at last and the world’s insatiable appetite for the truth of Sydney’s story. Said that the documentary will be powerful, that she’s the only one who can do it true justice. Then she appealed to base emotions—pity. Saying she’s down on her luck, that she’s in massive debt. But I know Jules has deeper motives still. I’ve felt resentful, to be honest, that Jules hasn’t much cared to stay in touch over the past decade but comes running back all friendly and trying to get in my good graces to get me to sign on the documentary dotted line. The rest of them all dropped out of touch, too; it’s not like I was invited to Lexa and Eli’s “wedding of the century.” Well, understandable, I guess. The Sister Killer comes with a certain level of repulsion, and I sort of lost it that summer, even before Syd disappeared.

But being back here—and for the documentary—I have a stake in it too. And I vacillate between fear—what Jules will expose, what all of us will—and relief. Hope, even, that maybe the truth will come out and it will all be over at last.

“You can’t be serious.” For the first time today, Dad looks at me. Really looks at me with his oceanic eyes. Identical to Sydney’s. “Livvie, tell me you didn’t agree to do the documentary.”

I launch my shoulders back. “I did. And you should too. You were there; you were also on the island when she disappeared.” The police investigated everyone who had an opportunity, of course—including Dad and Daniella—but they were cleared early on.

“For work! I was working. I had nothing to do with—”

“I’m not implying that you did. But it’s time, Dad. Ten years later… it’s time for the truth to come out. I can’t live like this anymore.”

“The truth,” Dad hisses, coming so close to me that his spit lands in my eye. “The truth is my family was destroyed. My daughter is gone. A documentary isn’t going to bring her back or change any of what happened after. And I can tell you one thing for sure: I will not participate in the documentary. In my opinion, it’s a colossal… problem for you to help with it.”

“Yes, your daughter is gone. And apparently, I did it. So who better to talk about what happened the day Sydney disappeared than me? The Sister Killer. God forbid you’d want to try to exonerate me!”

Dad’s eyes dart around, like the security guard might have caught that. “Please don’t say that,” he pleads. “Please don’t call yourself that.”

“It’s the only way to take the power back. They can’t weaponize a phrase that I call myself.” I hear the feigned lightness in my voice, but my chest betrays how turbulent I am, how much of my energy it still takes to keep myself so tightly bound.

“The documentary is a horrible idea. Livvie, promise me that you’re not going to say…”

I stare at him defiantly, daring him to continue. But Dad breaks the eye contact first. Looks off toward the plaque that I know talks about the doctor who was burned at the stake in the 1800s for being Jewish.

“You know Reuben is doing the documentary too,” I say pointedly. Reuben—my stepbrother, and my fellow camper on the trip from hell.

Dad opens his mouth, then closes it. I almost hate the flood of satisfaction I feel, that I’ve knocked Dad off-kilter. “No, you’re not serious. What a stupid thing to agree to. This is dangerous, Livvie. You don’t know what you’re starting. Both of you.”

From the limited view to which I’ve been privy, Reuben and my father have an antagonistic relationship. Like mine with Daniella. Though it’s a bit more nuanced.

“Is Daniella doing it too?” I continue on, though I know the answer. I’m not proud of it, but goading him feels like some sort of salve now, with everything hanging in the balance on this trip.

That woman is dangerous. Sydney said it to me offhand about Daniella, a few days before she died. One of my biggest regrets in life is that I didn’t press her on it. Because I remember the look in Sydney’s eyes, and it was off. Something was so hugely off.

“Don’t start, Olivia.” At the mention of my stepmother, Dad’s eyes flicker with fury. Suddenly he’s so close to me I can smell his sour post-coffee breath. “I mean it. Stop with all of this. Daniella and Cass aren’t doing the documentary. I can promise you that.”

Of course. Of course, they wouldn’t. Dad would forbid it. Though technically speaking, both were there that summer. Daniella led us on a few remote hikes that required a local’s expertise, and my stepsister, Cass, who was eleven at the time, would sometimes tag along. Cass is an Olympic medalist gymnast now. A champion. The threat of bad press and dropped endorsements would be an easy out not to agree to the documentary. Still, Jules would want her in; no doubt Casia Bensabat would be an added attraction. A guaranteed way to make sure it would be a smashing success—and rake in all the money. Jules needs money, desperately. I do know that.

“They were there that summer,” I finally settle on saying, deliberately agitating him further. “I’m only asking. I know Jules wants you all to participate.”

His defiant eyes stare back at me, mirrors of my own, and I am aware we are both keeping a lot back from this conversation.

I was on antianxiety medicine that summer. I’m still on it now. Before our Azores trip then, I was having panic attacks and endless intrusive thoughts about my sister being sick and dying—and also my fears of coming out. I was being bullied, by my sister, too, which is hard to admit. And I didn’t know then that during high-stress moments, the medication can lead to confusion and even blackouts. Can make you wonder whether events actually took place or if you imagined them. The police found it convenient that I didn’t remember a lot from when Sydney disappeared.

In fact, I did have some memories, hazy ones, which I chose not to share with the authorities. They were choppy. Flashes, really. I’ve never known if they were real or by-products of the medication. The only person with whom I shared them, once, was my father. Once was more than enough.

“What the hell do I care what it would mean to Jules? We have our own family to worry about, and for our family, it would mean rehashing things that we’ve tried to put to rest.”

“Well, I’m glad you’ve managed to put things to rest,” I say hotly. “Because I haven’t.”

Finally, Dad’s tanned face softens, flattening out his deep worry lines, and he says in a hoarse voice, “I haven’t gotten over my daughter’s disappearance, if that’s what you’re implying. I only want to honor Sydney, Livvie. She deserves that much from us.” His us cuts me, makes me certain he still thinks I did it. “This documentary, it stomps on her memory. It makes a mockery of her death. I’ve forgiven. I want you to know—” He grips my forearm with strength that startles me. “I want you to know that I’ve forgiven whoever killed her. You have to do that. You have to forgive yourse—the killer. Otherwise, the guilt, the anger, it eats you alive.”

I register his slip, of course. Nailing the point home. But I just stare back at my father, all the guilt and anger indeed churning in me. He’s right—fucking hell. It is. It’s all been eating me alive. The success, the wonderful girlfriend. None of it really matters, does it? I’m still frozen in time from the summer Sydney died.

“I have to go, Dad.” I feel tears threatening, but I force them back.

Dad releases my arm. His features rearrange themselves again into his greatest acting role—concerned, loving father. “Seat belt on tight, okay?” I roll my eyes. “I’ll see you tonight then.”

“Right. Okay.” I turn then and flea, barrel down the stairs, mumbling a goodbye to the guard before ducking back out into the day.

As I bake again in the cool summer sun and look around for a cab to take me north, all the emotion is constricting in my throat. I replay my conversation with Dad, and what it could mean. So he’s not going to participate in the documentary? Not exactly surprising. He’s always been private, holding things close to the vest. And of course, he’d have told Daniella and Cass not to participate either. Instructed them, as the head of their household. Still, I feel a tiny bubble of relief that I’ve told him my plans. The beginnings of them, at least.

After all, it’s my first time back on the island since Sydney died. But I didn’t come to research a new book, or even for my sister’s memorial, for which this camp reunion has presumably been organized.

Truth is, I loved my sister, no matter what happened. No matter what anyone thinks. We might have fought, we might have hated each other at times, but we could also send each other the perfect GIF to punctuate an awkward family moment. And sometimes one of our parents would do something ridiculous, like how Dad would walk backward on the treadmill because he claimed it was good for his calves, and we’d catch eyes and both keel over laughing. Laughing so hard I could no longer breathe.

For ten years, I’ve had no one to laugh with like that. Not much in the world that’s felt very laughable at all. And so I came here for the documentary—and everything I hope will finally domino from that.



I’m in a cab, turning past the stone archway on Rua do Brum, when I catch a glimpse of my sister. In the decade since Sydney disappeared, I’ve thought I spotted her a million times. But this—this is different.

I tell the cabbie to stop, undo my seat belt, and slide across the seat toward the window from which I spotted her, pressing my face up against the glass. Her honey blond hair is long and in loose, flowing waves, and she’s wearing heart-shaped sunglasses and a flouncy white sundress. But that’s not all. I swear I can make out little braids in the front of her hair, just like Sydney used to have.

“Pare! Agora, por favor!” I urge as the cab finally slows.

I watch my sister veer down a side street, pulling out a phone from her tan studded bag, and that’s when I catch a glimpse of a familiar white beaded necklace. I squint, questioning my own sanity. But it looks like… it could really be… Sydney’s exact necklace she was wearing the last time I saw her.

“Pare! Por favor,” I say with more urgency. I riffle in my wallet for a few bills, then jiggle at the door handle, but the child lock is still on.

By the time I’ve managed to pry open the door, I run and search and scream her name until I’m hoarse. But Sydney is gone. Again.





CHAPTER THREE Lexa

I BURST THROUGH the eco-chic suite, all the bamboo and blond wood and cryptomeria, I think, is what the cedar wood is called. The manager said it, spouting off facts about the terrain when he drove us in a golf cart through the expansive, manicured property of the Ananda to get here. The edge of the world, it feels like, journeying from the airport toward Ribeira Grande across the rural island, in whose expanse you see far more cows than people.

The hotel grounds are enormous; they once were home to a precursor hotel, now abandoned a bit inland, with shattered windows and an eerily empty swimming pool. The locals refer to it as the Ghost Hotel. The Ghost Hotel is a funny amalgamation of being an eyesore and also a teen make-out spot, and we haven’t torn it down because it’s far enough removed that it doesn’t mar the Ananda’s perfect ocean views. It’s rugged coastline up here, cleaved by ancient volcanic forces, with towering rock faces that plunge into the Atlantic. The southern coast is the gentler one, more protected, with rolling hills that gradually descend to the sea. Ironic, as the southern coast is where Sydney died. Or should I technically say—disappeared.

The infinity pool is riotous in the wind, sloshing onto the teak deck, and beyond it the verdant green landscape slopes down toward the black sand beach, the ocean roiling as far out as I can see. I’ve been on islands before, of course, but none as remote as the nine-island Azores archipelago. They’ve been called the most strategic islands in the world, poised midway between North America and mainland Portugal. A thousand miles from the mainland. I remember how claustrophobic and small it made me feel, and alternately how powerful, the summer I spent here ten years ago.

That summer changed everything for me.

Jules once told me that she spent the entire year longing to get out of the Azores for our summer at camp in New England, and then while at camp, she spent the entire summer longing to be back here. I get it. I do.

I stop at the edge of the pool. “I’d forgotten how unreal the view is up here.”

The Ananda is the most luxurious hotel in the Da Costa Group portfolio—the company owned by the wealthiest family on the island. The family I married into three months ago.

It hasn’t gotten old yet, signing Alexandra da Costa on all the paperwork. Hearing the trill of “Mrs. da Costa.” The shining faces wanting to meet my every need because I’m both the chief marketing officer and the wife of the heir of the company that employs them.

“My view is the unreal one,” Eli says, wrapping his arms around my waist. I sigh and turn my head to stare at him. My gorgeous husband. He’s been mine for nearly ten years now, but only a few months officially so, in the eyes of the law. His wispy, light brown hair sticks out in tufts beneath his baseball cap, and his left eyebrow is almost an upturned v, higher than the right, giving him a look of perpetual mischief. I reach out to graze my fingers across his cheek, up toward his ears with their slightly pointy tips. Then I face forward again and lean back against his chest.

“I love it here. This place is amazing. Almost makes up for what we have to do this weekend.”

“I love how excited you get about nice hotels. Even after all this time.”

A twinge in my chest—but then his arms, his cozy warmth, the sweeping nature. I relax. “Oh, is that—” I crane my neck. “The pool extends next door?” With creeping unease, I take in the plexiglass divider and verify that on our right, the pool isn’t edged in the same basalt stone that borders it on the left.

“Yeah, all five junior suites share the pool. I booked the rest of the group into the adjacent rooms—give ’em a little treat, you know?” I hear the pleasure in his tone; Eli loves nothing more than playing Santa Claus. “Aiden, Jules, Liv—”

“And Reuben?” I feel my stress mount. “You put Reuben in with us too?”

“Yeah. Reuben too.”

I take that in. “I thought we had a private pool. Not a shared one. There’s not a presidential suite we can move to?”

“It was booked out apparently.”

“We own the hotel!” I try to sound light about it, but it carries a bite. Normally I’d have taken charge of the reservations, but Eli insisted on handling things because of all the work stuff I’ve had on my plate. What a fucking help—though what’s the point in getting angry now?

“Well, doesn’t mean we’re going to cancel a paid reservation. I think we can slum it in a junior suite for three nights, don’t you think?”

“But—people can swim over and spy on us.”

Eli laughs. “I don’t think anyone’s going to be looking at us. What are you so afraid of—”

“They’re all coming here, E,” I say sharply. “I don’t want—”

“Lex,” Eli says calmly. “Everything’s going to be fine.”

Nothing infuriates me more than a person painting over a bad situation with indifferent calm. My husband rubs his chin; he’s perpetually trying to grow a beard, but all that ever results in are a couple patchy spots. He’s at it again on this trip; I’m going to have to ask him to shave, one of the few things he really pushes back on. He’s tried some new hair growth supplement that targets beards, apparently, and the only actual argument we got in before our wedding was about whether a supplement could even target a beard. Honestly, I’m right; how do your cells know that you want the pill shuttled to your chin, and not to your leg hair?

“Nothing’s fine,” I tell him. “And the fires I’m putting out at work, I—”

“You’re working way too hard. You’ve been texting nonstop since we got here. I thought we agreed we’d actually take a break and delegate stuff.”

“It’s the Toronto launch. People are fucking things up left and right! Honestly, I should be there now. Not here.”

“Want me to talk to my dad?”

“No, I don’t want you to talk to your dad,” I erupt, then take a deep breath. None of this is actually on Eli. “Sorry. Work stress is the stress I can deal with. It’s a known quantity. It’s this… reunion. Far too many unknowns.”

“Oh. Well, I think you’re worried for nothing. It’s gonna be fun.”

He flips his navy hat backward, which only adds to his boyish vibe. Normally I find all this exceedingly cute. Adorable, really. Because I’ve basically been an adult since I turned six. I don’t even remember what it was like to be a child without cares, and yet Eli has lived that way his entire life. The differences between us normally endear me to my husband. Like how I wake at five thirty, but he sleeps in another two hours. He’s the calm to my restless. The happy to marinate in the status quo to my deep-seated ambition. The slightly messy to my militantly ordered. The nerdy-adjacent to my chic. But today I resent Eli’s cavalier, lighthearted ways. I wish he had a full beard. I wish he hovered heads above me, on the lookout for any falling objects. I wish he could be the one to take everything on his shoulders. I inhale sharply. Instead of me.

I finally allow my husband a smile. “Sorry, I’m wound tight. It’s just… being back here after so long. It’s trippy. And seeing everyone again. It’s going to be, I don’t know—”

“Bizarre.”

“More than bizarre. You know it’s way bigger than bizarre,” I say pointedly. “Last time we were here—”

“Sydney was alive,” he fills in.

I grimace. “Not only that.”

A flash in my brain, which I never invite but shows up for the party nonetheless. Syd dancing with Eli around the campfire, their hands finding each other’s again and again like some sinuous dance. Another flash—her telling me, ordering me, really—to come join a game of euchre. I see myself walk over all robotic, automated to follow her commands. Later, when Syd and Eli lose against me and Jules, Syd says she’s not feeling well, but I suspect she’s just feigning it to avoid losing another round. She grabs her journal and hunches over with a flashlight, scribbling furiously. When I come behind here to pat her back, to make sure we’re still okay, she flinches and jerks away, blocking her words so she’s sure I don’t see.

I blink back to now. “The last time we were all together, you were Syd’s boyfriend,” I finally say, not making eye contact with Eli.

His face pinches, pain in those innocent, teddy-bear eyes. When Eli emotes, it’s written all over his face. He can be sensitive, prone to emotional outbursts, but he has this inexplicable skill of quickly getting himself back to his baseline Happy Baby mode. I coined the descriptor when we first started dating, nine and a half years ago. Six months after that nightmare summer. We do yoga together, and I always tease him that he’s a real-life Happy Baby, the state of which is reserved for the point-one percent. Those lucky souls endowed with the absolute belief that all their needs will always be swiftly taken care of. The men, in particular, who women love taking care of. Even when Eli should be concerned about something, freaking out like me, he adopts a carefree attitude I can only assume is characteristic of the born-with-a-silver-spoon set. He figures snafus will work out. With endless money, there is usually a way.

Eli’s face eases back to Happy Baby. “I was Sydney’s boyfriend a lifetime ago, Lex. You were with Reuben.”

“I know.” Reuben is everything Eli isn’t—brash, self-centered, and a bit cold. Dodged a bullet there. I remember hugging him, and how thin the embrace felt, the way he’d quickly set me back into place, protective of his borders. Reuben kept himself so closely held, whereas Eli is open and easy. His hugs are tight. We could stay wrapped together an entire night, if I’d let him. And Eli needs me. I like being needed, it turns out. Reuben could always fend for himself.

“People grow up,” Eli says, and I realize he’s still talking about him and Sydney. “Realize what they truly want.”

“Or someone dies. Forces their hand.” It’s a dark thing to say, but I’m feeling exceptionally dark. Suddenly doubting whether we should have come here at all. Certainly, whether Eli should have paid for everyone’s hotel stay, thereby encouraging some people to show up who might not otherwise have. We didn’t invite them all to our wedding, certainly not Reuben, or even Olivia. Only Aiden and Jules, our former counselors with whom we’ve kept in perhaps unlikely touch. This reunion is different; we didn’t control the guest list.

“Stop.” His tone is light, but I can tell that I’m veering into territory he doesn’t feel like retreading. “We’re not going down this road. It goes nowhere good. We’ve been together nearly ten years. Everything else is ancient history. We’ve said our vows, Lex. You know that I only want you.”

He’s right. We did just say our vows, in Provence. But I don’t tell Eli that even then, Sydney’s ghost was right there with us under the chuppah. I’m not usually insecure, at least not anymore. But when it comes to Sydney, I always feel dragged back to who I was as a teenager. Chasing after the popular girls, ever in Sydney’s shadow.

Still, I loved her. I really did love her. And I’ve lived with a longing—and no shortage of regret and guilt—ever since she disappeared.

“Don’t worry. Really, honey. Everything’s going to be fine. We got this.” Eli’s back to sunny, back to a person who lives in an incontrovertibly benevolent world.

I nod and smile, because my husband needs me to.

“Maybe we shouldn’t do the documentary though,” I say, rehashing a topic we’ve discussed ad nauseum.

“We’re doing it for Jules,” he reminds me. “She needs it. And we didn’t kill Sydney. We don’t have anything to worry about. Plus, it will look suspicious if we’re the only holdouts.”

“Who cares if it looks suspicious? We’re public-facing. The company has shareholders to answer to. We can say it’s not prudent to be involved. And I want to do this for Jules, too, but…”

“If we don’t do it,” he finally says, “we won’t be there when they record it. We won’t know what’s said. We won’t be able to manage it if things crop up.”

Silence, because I know he’s right. Even if he doesn’t understand how right. “Better to be involved and know what we’re up against.” I try to smile.

“We aren’t up against anything,” Eli says. “We didn’t do anything wrong.”

I cock my head at my sweet husband and think what a luxury it must be to walk through the world with such naivete. He opens his arms, like it’s all done and good, and I sigh and wedge myself into his shoulder crook. It requires me to contort a bit, fold down, because I’m actually two inches taller than Eli, five eleven to his five nine.

I notice he’s staring at his phone around my back. “What?” I ask.

“Nothing. My dad.” But his voice has a scowl wrapped around it.

“Oh. Anything important?” Eli runs his family’s charitable foundation. His father would have loved for Eli to want to rise in the company ranks, take things over one day, but that’s never been his path. He always says that he’s happy for his wife to run the empire, while he makes the world a better place.

“Ever an emergency with him.” He says it lightly, but father- son tension percolates beneath it. Eli’s father can certainly be demanding, exacting. A hard act to follow as a kid, I’m sure, but as a daughter-in-law, I’ve felt like I’ve won the lottery. Maybe it’s that my own father was mostly absent after my parents divorced. It’s been nice to have a dad again in some way. And Eli’s father epitomizes a stable, secure dad. The kind who takes charge, the kind you can rely on. The kind who believes in me enough that last year, he promoted me to CMO.

“What should I wear to dinner?” I ask, my voice muffled in Eli’s navy tee that smells of the intoxicating Le Labo Thé Noir 29 I got him for our wedding. “My brown midi dress with the cutouts at the waist, or maybe baggy jeans and that off-shoulder—”

“The cutouts.” He perks up. I stand up straight so we’re looking at each other more or less straight on, and I watch Eli’s hazel eyes torch with interest. “I vote for the cutouts.”

I smile, feeling relief that something in my life, in this trip, is predictable. In my twenty-seven years, I’ve learned that men are fairly base creatures. Unpredictable in some elements, but quite predictable in most.

I head back into the room, riffle through my suitcase, and find the Staud dress rolled in the packing cube in which I placed all my midi dresses. Invariably Eli makes fun of me when we pack for trips—how I need four suitcases and thirty packing cubes, how particularly I roll and fold up my clothes. But I grew up in chaos—fights and creditors and my mom’s tchotchkes strewn in every corner. Eli can joke that I’m the Clean Machine all he wants, but there is a method to my madness. I simply like things orderly and neat. I like to be prepared. I don’t leave things to chance. In real life, plans don’t simply sail off into the sunset. They move seamlessly because your ducks are all accounted for and in an orderly row.

The dress is a bit wrinkled from the plane, but nothing steam from the shower can’t smooth out. The maid had already offered to unpack my suitcase. She’d reached for my overnight bag, atop which I’d tossed my phone, but I snatched it away from her, rushing out a perhaps overly harsh I’ve got that. Eli had arched an eyebrow at me, understandable because normally I’m all for the maid steaming and pressing my clothes while I fling myself onto the terrace with my laptop, then return to a closet that looks pleasingly like a Paris atelier. But not today.

I grab my phone and spot a message on the home screen. The message does something to my nervous system that my body has become accustomed to, a constricting feeling. I grab the dress and tuck my phone inside it.

Eli is unpacking his suitcase, sliding his jeans into one of the dresser drawers. Then he holds up Azul.

“Brought it, in case we have time.”

We’re a board game couple: Rummikub, Catan, now Azul. We love playing in the evening, splitting a bottle of wine, a fire roaring.

Since the wedding, during our game times, Eli’s been talking kids—when we’ll have them, how our girls will look like me. Girls. As in assuming my vagina would be delighted to push out multiples. I haven’t had the energy to say what I actually feel, which is that I’m not ready for kids. Not anywhere in the near future. Maybe not ever. Finally, things are almost perfect in my life. It took so long—so much work—to get here. After this trip, the struggle will all be over, the dangling threads finally snipped. And then all I want is to enjoy this life that I sculpted. The thing no one says about kids is that no matter how much help I will be able to afford, kids mean signing up a huge chunk of the rest of your life for a wild card. Who will these little people be? Will you enjoy being a mom or not? Doesn’t matter. You get off birth control and spread your legs and then the rest of your life goes up for grabs.

To a person like me, who thrives on being in control, that sounds entirely unappealing.

“We’re not going to have time for games this weekend.” I laugh off my anxiety. “The schedule is packed tight.”

“You’re afraid because I’m on a winning streak.”

“Okay then, tonight after the documentary stuff, you’re on, da Costa. And I like how confident you are. It will make it so much more fun when I destroy you.” I laugh and find myself feeling lighter, despite everything.

In the bathroom, the lightness dissipates. I run the shower, then hang the dress over the glass. I open my phone and draw a deep breath, then scroll to the last page of my apps to Signal. I open it and see a series of messages from him. You got this. Love you. Followed by a red heart emoji.

My heart pounds as I write back and then quickly exit the app.

Everything’s going to be fine, Eli said moments ago.

And it is, I swear to myself. It’s going to be fine, because this trip I’m going to make it fine.

I stare at myself in the mirror as the steam fogs it up. I force myself to smile with teeth, a reassuring smile that might look a bit deranged if an onlooker—or Eli—were to walk in. Thing is, when I was a teenager, I pretty much never smiled with teeth. I had crooked teeth and an overbite and those things were low on the priority list of where to allocate our limited money. A couple years after Eli and I got together, he surprised me with veneers for my birthday. He said he actually loved my natural smile, which he only ever saw when I laughed involuntarily
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