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June 15, ­1926—­9 p.m.

Night has fallen, and I’m scared.

So very scared.

Just beyond these thin walls, a storm rages and wails. But it’s not the bad weather that has me so frightened. What’s hiding within it is more terrifying than any storm.

The Darkness.

Its presence can be felt all over this island.

And now it’s waiting for us, the only two people who remain. The Darkness has already claimed the others. I worry I will suffer the same fate.

Likely soon.

Possibly tonight.

For days, I had assumed this was all my fault. That the Darkness was here because I had accidentally summoned it. Now we are about to attempt to banish it from this place. My fear is that it will end in failure. Because I now believe that the ­Darkness—­this seething, vile, evil ­force—­was here long before any of us came to this island.

And that it will remain here long after we’re gone.





One

The island sits in the middle of the lake, a black smudge on the horizon. Although I can see it when the car pulls up to the dock, its details remain elusive, out of reach. Less an island than the suggestion of one.

It doesn’t help that I don’t know the island’s name. Or its size. Or even what awaits me there. The only concrete knowledge I have about the place is that it will be my home for the next five days.

Loretta is waiting for me on the dock, her ensemble as dark as the distant island behind her. Black slacks. Black blazer. Black Wayfarers. Her presence is unexpected. One, she’s the producer and, presumably, has better things to do. Two, I didn’t even know she was going to be here. And, three, I was supposed to be dropped off an hour ago.

Even though the delay was caused by a snarl of traffic near Albany and my driver’s fickle GPS, it’s never good to be late for your first day on the job. Especially one like this. That’s why I spring from the car before it comes to a complete stop, apologies at the ready.

“I’m so sorry! You wouldn’t believe the number of cars on the road at this hour.”



The corners of Loretta’s mouth twitch into a smile that might be sincere or might exist solely to mask her annoyance. “It’s totally fine,” she says. “I’m just thrilled you’re finally here.”

She pulls me into a half hug, finishing with ­air-­kisses to both cheeks. An act that surprised me the first time she did it. I’d always thought that was a Hollywood cliché. And maybe it is. Maybe Loretta Zeverin herself is the cliché, acting the role of ­high-­powered producer because she thinks it’ll help her further climb the ladder.

Fake it till you make it.

Something I have yet to master.

Right now, I actively avoid looking at the people who’ve clocked the black sedan with tinted windows that brought me here and are gathering across the street from the dock. Clearly, word has gotten out that Hollywood has come to town. They clutch their phones, eager to snap a picture of a movie star.

Out of the corner of my eye, I see one woman start to raise her phone. She stops halfway, a strange look on her face that I assume is disappointment because I’m not someone famous.

Yet she continues to watch.

Long enough that I feel compelled to face her full-­on.

She’s pretty, in an unassuming way. Twenties, slight build, brown hair pulled back in a ponytail. Her most striking feature is her eyes. Large and round, they remain fixed on me in a way that no longer registers as disappointment.

It’s envy.

Maybe she also harbors dreams of being in the movies. I suspect I looked just like her a few days ago, when I stopped near the stage door of a Broadway theater on my way to work, angling for a glimpse of the blockbuster actress starring in a play I can’t afford to see. On her way into the theater, the actress locked eyes with me, smiled, gave me a little wave.

I do the same thing now, trying it on for size. My ­finger-­waggle at the girl across the street feels forced and fake, especially once she looks away ­mid-­wave. I turn back to the car, embarrassed.

“Ronan and the others have already been taken to the island,” Loretta tells me as we collect my bags from the car. “They can’t wait to meet you. We’re all so excited.”

That’s another thing I’ve noticed about people who make movies. They’re always so excited! About everything!

“Me, too!” I exclaim, feigning enthusiasm, when in truth I’m tired and slightly carsick from the ­hours-­long ride to Vermont.

And nervous.

So nervous it makes my legs heavy as we head to a waiting powerboat. Weighed down by anxiety and my suitcase, I shuffle across the dock, trying in vain to keep up with Loretta’s long, confident strides. I feel like a child heading to her first day of school. Will I like it here? Will I make friends? Will I belong? Raising the stakes is the fact that this isn’t school but a movie that’s about to be made. Failure is not an option.

“Everything okay?” Loretta calls over her shoulder.

“Just great!” I say, the words obnoxiously loud in the ­early-­afternoon quiet. There’s not another boat on the water, making the lake as smooth as glass. The rest of the dock is also empty save for a man waiting by the boat. He’s a cliché in his own right. An old salt plucked from central casting. Weathered face, gray beard, years of peering at the ­sun-­brightened water giving him a perpetual squint.

“I’m Pete,” he says while taking the suitcase from my hands and hoisting it into the boat. “Welcome aboard.”

“I’m Marin,” I say. “Sorry about forcing you to make another trip.”

Pete sniffs. “Don’t you worry about that. Had to make two trips anyway to get the earlier crew over there. This ain’t no trouble at all. You another one of them actresses?”

“Yes,” I say, and for the first time in my life, it doesn’t feel like a lie.

I am an actress.

Who, as of three days ago, was still working as a waitress. A ­profession I’ll likely have to return to six weeks from now, once filming wraps. How this all came to pass remains a blur in my ­anxiety-­riddled, ­sleep-­deprived memory. It happened so fast that it still feels like a fever dream.

Exactly one week ago, my agent, Veronica, sent me a casting notice for a movie that called for a woman in her late twenties with a “period look.” ­Director-­speak for a specific type: not ugly, but not conventionally beautiful, either.

Someone plain is what they were looking for. Lucky for me, I fit the bill.

Still, I couldn’t help but think it was all some kind of mistake.

“You want me to audition for a movie?” I said when I called Veronica on my break.

“It’ll be good experience for you,” she said, indicating that even she had no illusions I could actually book the part.

“This is, like, some indie thing, right? No budget. Shot on an iPhone.”

“It’s a studio picture, actually. The budget is on the low side, but then again, what isn’t these days? But a theatrical release is planned. None of this straight-­to-­streaming bullshit.”

“What kind of movie is it?”

“Horror,” Veronica said, quickly adding, “Elevated horror. Whatever that means. I assume it’s respectable since Ronan Peters is directing and Violet Wright has agreed to star.”

I gulped down my shock. The Ronan Peters directing the Violet Wright? In a horror movie, no less? An unexpected pairing like that would definitely get people talking. This was indeed a real movie. A potentially huge one.

“Why do they want to see me?” I asked, knowing that there were literally a million actresses who would sell their souls to work with Ronan Peters and Violet Wright. And ­ninety-­nine percent of them had more experience than I did.

“They’re willing to see anyone,” Veronica said.

Ouch.



“I was told it’s a casting emergency. The original actress just dropped out, leaving them in the lurch two weeks before production starts.”

My heart did a backflip in my chest. “Two weeks?”

“Yes,” Veronica said. “They’re desperate.”

Again, ouch.

“Because of ­the . . . situation, they’ve decided to go with an unknown.”

That definitely describes me. No one knows who I am unless we went to high school together or they were unlucky enough to catch the three plays I’ve done ­off-­off-­Broadway. If I look familiar to anyone, it’s because I appeared in a commercial for an eczema drug in which I played a bridesmaid shoved to the back of the wedding photos because of the severe rash on my arm.

With those illustrious credits, it’s no surprise that I have never been in a movie. I’ve never even read for one. And although, like Veronica, I was certain I wouldn’t book the role, the prospect of auditioning for a film had me spinning like a Disney princess around the restaurant’s break room.

Because the role’s description wasn’t exactly a boost to an actress’s ego, I opted to lean into it. Minimal makeup. My brown hair plain and straight. Shapeless tan dress that made me look like an extra from Little House on the Prairie or someone in a Netflix cult documentary. That was apparently a good thing. When I entered the audition room, the casting director perked up in her folding chair and all but purred, “Who do we have here?”

“Marin Keane,” I said, peeling my headshot from my sweaty palm. I handed it to the casting director, who gestured for me to stand in front of a camcorder mounted on a tripod.

“I don’t know what role I’m reading for,” I said. “I wasn’t given any sides, ­so . . .”

I let the sentence trail off into silence, making it abundantly clear I had no business being there.



“Is this your first audition for a film?”

The question came from a man quietly seated behind the camcorder. I’d been so laser focused on the casting director that I hadn’t noticed him. But now that he had my attention, I realized the man wasn’t just some random assistant.

It was Ronan Peters.

The Ronan Peters.

His first film, a ­low-­budget thriller called Mercy, was an indie success that got raves at Sundance and earned him an Oscar nomination for Best Director. His second movie, an adaptation of the Broadway play Shred of Doubt, was a slicker affair that evoked the ­mid-­century work of Alfred Hitchcock. An apt comparison, because, like Hitchcock, Ronan had become a celebrity in his own right, recognizable to anyone who paid even the slightest attention to movies. He appeared on talk shows, graced the covers of magazines, even cameoed in a Super Bowl commercial for Uber Eats.

It helped, of course, that he was gorgeous. One of those rare directors more handsome than most movie stars. James Dean hair, Monty Clift smile, eyes a cool Paul Newman blue that he pretended to downplay by wearing glasses with thick black frames. Like always, he was dressed in his standard uniform of khakis, crisp white oxford shirt, and neckerchief the same color as his eyes. A pretentious look, to be sure, but on him, it worked.

As did his style of directing, which involved totally immersing his actors in the world of the movie they were making. “Method directing,” he called it. And while one or two actors had complained about the intensity of a Ronan Peters shoot, even they conceded that their performances were better because of it.

“Yes,” I said, surprised I could summon even a single word in his presence.

“You’re nervous.”



Even though it was a statement and not a question, I found myself answering with a nod. No point in denying the obvious.

“Don’t be,” Ronan said. “The reason you weren’t given any pages is to eliminate the potential for script leaks. Call me paranoid, but I don’t want anyone knowing any details about this movie until I’m ready to reveal them.”

“Is that why you’re looking for an unknown?”

Ronan arched a brow, seemingly impressed by the question.

“It’s one reason, yes. Another is because movie stars come with expectations. Audiences see them and immediately assume what kind of character they’re playing, if they’re a hero or a villain, if they’ll die or live happily ever after. With this role, I don’t want any of that. I want someone new. A discovery.”

He smiled then. A warm, patient smile that created butterflies in my chest.

“I’m sure you’ve heard that my way of working is unorthodox,” he said. “So don’t even think of this as an audition. I’d like it to be more of a conversation. Just you and me getting to know each other. Does that sound good to you, Marin?”

“It does,” I said, although I have never felt comfortable in my own skin. That’s one of the reasons I’ve always wanted to be an actress. So I could be someone other than my plain, boring self, if only for a little while.

Still, Ronan looked at me like I was the world’s most interesting woman. Leaning forward, he switched on the camcorder and said, “Where did you grow up?”

“Pennsylvania.”

“What was your childhood like?” Ronan’s voice was gentle to the point of soothing. Within seconds, my nerves were gone, making me feel comfortable enough to provide an honest answer.

“Lonely.”



“No siblings?”

I didn’t have a quick answer for that one. To say no would have been a lie. As would saying yes. I ended up splitting the difference with a simple, nonexplanatory “Just me.”

“I’m also an only child,” Ronan said, a misunderstanding that I was all too happy not to correct. “But I always wanted an older brother or sister. Was it the same way with you?”

I gave a small nod, even though I had an older sister. One who was never there except for the times when I didn’t want to see her.

“Growing up, I longed to have another person in the house,” I said. “Someone capable of distracting my parents away from me.”

“Interesting,” Ronan said, sounding like he genuinely meant it. “Most children crave their parents’ attention. Why did you want the opposite?”

“Because I was their sole focus, which was great when I was little, torture when it became clear I wasn’t the daughter they wanted or expected.”

That’s another reason I went into acting. The only time I ever felt like my parents approved of me was when I got cast in a high school production of The Sound of Music my senior year. I wasn’t Maria. That was never in the cards for mousy little me. No, I was Louisa, the von Trapp child with the fewest lines, no solo, and zero personality. Still, on the drive home after opening night, my father looked at me in the rearview mirror and said, “You did good, Mare.”

I’ve been chasing that high ever since.

“What do you think they wanted?” Ronan asked.

“Someone prettier,” I said. “Someone smarter and more popular and more outgoing. Someone ­like—­”

I snapped my mouth shut before I could finish the sentence.

My sister.

I couldn’t believe I’d almost mentioned Molly. To a ­world-­famous director, no less. I reversed course, trying to cover the abrupt pause. “Someone without an overactive imagination.”



“In my opinion, having a vivid imagination is a good thing,” Ronan said. “That’s why we’re holding these auditions at the last minute, as I’m sure you’ve heard. The original actress who was cast suffered from a lack of imagination. And seeing how I’m making a horror movie, which I’m sure you also know, I need someone who has the opposite problem.”

He peered at me, more attentive than ever. “Tell me a story. A ghost story. Something scary. ­Something . . . dreadful.”

My heart rattled against my rib cage, anxious yet also oddly overjoyed. Because I happened to know a ghost story.

A scary one.

At least it was to me.

Also scary was the fact that I had never shared it with anyone. It was too personal to be told around a Girl Scout campfire or in the wee hours of a ­beer-­soaked Halloween party. Yet in that audition room with Ronan, with both the casting director and the camera trained on me having faded to nothingness, it felt appropriate. It felt, in fact, like serendipity.

“A long time ago,” I began, “when I was just a little girl, I saw a ghost.”

Thirty minutes later, I emerged onto a hot, crowded street, blinking against the bright August sun. I couldn’t believe the things I’d said during the audition, if it even was an audition. It had truly felt, as Ronan suggested, like a conversation. One of those rare, fleeting moments in which two strangers are completely honest with each other, likely because they know their paths will never cross again. I certainly never expected to see Ronan Peters again. Not after that.

Yet two hours later, Veronica called, her voice thick with disbelief. “Marin, you got the part.”

I shrieked with joy right there on the sidewalk. It continued as Veronica detailed the contract. I’d be paid a hundred thousand dollars for six weeks’ work. One week of rehearsal, five weeks of filming. But it was more than just the money that had me squealing. It was the fact that I was about to become a working actress. One with a SAG card and a screen credit to my name and the potential for more.



“There’s one catch,” Veronica said. “They need you in Vermont on Monday.”

I let out a shocked huff. It was Friday.

Now, after two days of costume fittings and hair and makeup tests and requesting a leave of absence from my job at the restaurant, I am here, about to be whisked off to an island in the middle of a lake in Middle-­of-­Nowhere, Vermont. The whole time, I’ve been trying to keep my expectations in check. I have yet to see a script, which I’ve been told is because Ronan wanted to revise it to fit me better. That he can do this in a single weekend makes me assume the part is small. Likely minuscule. Someone who isn’t seen past the first act. That would explain the unusual casting process. Ronan probably took one look, found me appropriately ­old-­timey, and in a fit of desperation decided to cast me.

But looming in the background is the tantalizing idea that this could be, if not my big break, at least the start of one. It’s a movie, after all. Helmed by the hottest director in Hollywood and starring the greatest actress of her generation. No matter the part, this is a film that could get me noticed, leading to bigger, better roles. Thinking about that now doubles the nervous weight in my legs, making me all but hobble into the boat.

Loretta has already climbed inside and now sits next to Pete, frantically tapping out a text on her phone. Before stepping aboard, I check my own phone. There’s a text from Veronica wishing me luck, plus another one from a number I don’t recognize.

are you marin keane?

Yes, I reply. Who is this?

the woman you replaced

I suck in a mouthful of lake air, surprised. Why is the actress who had the role before me now sending me a text?



I tap out two words that I hope will appease her: I’m sorry

Three dots appear on the screen, rippling ominously until a response appears: that’s not why i’m doing this

Then why did you contact me?

From the boat, Loretta says, “You ready to go? Ronan just texted. He’s thrilled you’ve arrived and is eager to get started.”

“Sorry,” I say before shoving the phone back into my pocket and stepping into the boat. Once seated behind Pete, I flash Loretta a wide smile, hoping it hides my unease. There’s nothing overtly worrisome about the woman’s texts. For all I know, she could be congratulating me on getting the part and saying that there are no hard feelings.

Yet I can’t shake the sense that’s not at all why she texted.

Pete pushes the boat away from the dock, sending us adrift for a moment before bringing the engine to life. Soon we’re skidding over the lake, heading straight toward an island that, oddly, never appears to get closer. It remains the same size on the horizon, leading me to think the place is bigger than I first assumed. There are certainly no new details to see. It continues to be a dark void surrounded by pristine water.

“How far away is the island?” I ask Pete.

He nods toward the horizon. “Two miles.”

Farther than I thought, even though I looked up Lake Faraday on Google Maps before being picked up this morning. The satellite view showed a long, skinny triangle of water that reminded me of a knife blade slicing through northwestern Vermont, stabbing toward Canada.

Only a few islands dotted the lake, the largest one an ­amoeba-­shaped thing sitting ­smack-­dab in its center. Although it wasn’t labeled on the map, I knew from where I was being dropped off that it was my destination. What I didn’t quite understand was how much water stretched between the two. It all makes me more than a little nervous.

“That’s . . . far.”



“Too far to be making a movie there,” Pete says with a judgmental sniff.

“We’re not filming yet. This is ­just—­”

I struggle to find a way to describe something I don’t fully understand myself. The movie itself will start shooting next week on a set still being built in North Carolina. This week in Vermont is part of preproduction. A boot camp, of sorts, for the five actresses starring in the movie.

“This is going to be a fast shoot,” Ronan said while explaining the schedule to me over lunch with him and Loretta the day after I was cast. “Down and dirty, so to speak. Small crew. Shooting in natural light. Since there won’t be a lot of room for error, I need all of you to have a good grasp on your characters before the cameras roll. I know it may seem a bit extreme.”

“He means obsessive,” Loretta added with an eye roll.

“Hey, this was your idea.”

Loretta patted his hand. “And you ran with it.”

“You created this project specifically with me in mind,” Ronan said. “You told me I was the only person capable of making this movie the right way. And this is the right way. So if that makes me obsessive, then guilty as charged.”

I looked between them, unsure if I was witnessing ­good-­natured banter or real creative tension. “So we’re going to be spending an entire week on an island?”

“Five days, but close enough.” Ronan looked at me across the table, his glasses framing the excitement in his blue eyes. “The only way this story will work is if audiences feel like they’ve been transported back in time. Every detail, from the way your costumes are sewn to the glass in the windows, must be authentic.”

That quest for authenticity, I learned, also extends to the cast. Ronan wants us to spend time on an island in Vermont, just like the women we’ll be playing did. We’ll live the way they lived, including cooking the way they cooked, eating what they ate, dressing how they dressed. That means no phones, no devices, nothing that didn’t exist in 1926. While it all does seem obsessive, to use Loretta’s word, I also know it’s just the way Ronan works.

“It’s a retreat,” I finally say to Pete. “We’ll be living the way our characters did.”

“Will you be talking to ghosts, then?”

I give him a look, surprised he knows what the movie’s about. “You’ve heard of New Avalon?”

Pete nods, his eyes still focused on the island in the distance. “Everyone around these parts has.”

Odd.

I had never heard the story until Ronan and Loretta told me about it during that fateful lunch.

“I’m going to be completely honest,” Loretta said. “I had reservations about giving this part to someone with no experience. But I saw your tape and was very impressed. Also, it’s only fair that Ronan gets his choice of actress, too. We both agreed on Violet, because she’s a legendary talent, but the other three I foisted on him. So when Ronan picked you, I immediately gave him the green light.”

“What, exactly, does the part require?”

“No nudity,” Ronan said. “If that’s your concern.”

Yes, that certainly had been one of them. Over the years, actresses have been expected to say they don’t mind doing nude scenes if it’s important to the plot or the character’s journey. I am not one of those actresses. I don’t even like seeing myself naked in the bathroom mirror.

“There’s no sex whatsoever in this film,” Ronan added. “As for violence, it’s less physical and ­more . . . psychological.”

I nervously straightened in my chair. “I’m afraid I don’t understand.”

“Have you ever heard of New Avalon?”

“Is that the summer camp where those three girls disappeared?”

“No, but they share a common thread,” Ronan said. “New Avalon is an island in Vermont.”



“Not far from where I grew up,” Loretta chimed in. “It used to be the summer retreat of the industrialist Roderick Semple, who got filthy rich making cannons and cannonballs during the Civil War. When he died, his spinster daughter, Ruth Hume Semple, turned it into some kind of commune. Every spring, she would arrive with a small group of women and head off to the island. She’d stay there all summer, with various women coming and going. What they did on the island prompted quite a bit of speculation. Some locals claimed it was a coven of witches. There were rumors of chanting and bonfires and the women dancing naked in the woods. Others swore they were harmless. Just a bunch of rich girls living off the land. No one really knew what went on ­there—­or even how many people were on the island at any given ­time—­until 1926.”

“That’s when they vanished,” Ronan said, denying Loretta the kicker to her own story.

The two of them continued to take turns as they told me how, at first, no one even knew the women were missing. A local grocer hired to bring necessities to the island every week showed up one day and realized no one was there. The women’s own boat was gone, leading him to think they’d left for some reason. And when that boat was found empty on the lakeshore miles away, everyone assumed there’d been an accident and that the women drowned. But no bodies were ever found in the water or on the island itself. Nothing on New Avalon pointed to violence or an accident. Nothing was damaged or disturbed. It was like the women vanished without a trace.

“The only strange thing the local grocer noticed about the empty island were several dresses hanging from the branches of an old oak tree,” Ronan said.

A chill passed through me then, even though we were outside, dining on a rooftop terrace in the August heat. “Why?”

“No one knows,” Loretta said. “It’s the greatest unsolved mystery that few people outside of Vermont even know about.”

“But there was definitely some kind of meaning behind it,” Ronan added. “There were five dresses in that tree. One belonging to each missing woman. And the police only knew that because one of them kept a diary. They found it when they searched the island. In it, she wrote the names and descriptions of everyone staying on New Avalon at the time. She also wrote about what they had been doing on that island.”

“Which was?” I said, fully rapt by that point.

Ronan smiled, pleased to see it. “Holding séances.”

“Apparently, Ruth Hume Semple and the others were mediums of some sort,” Loretta said. “Not a surprise, really. At the time, spiritualism was all the rage. The First World War and the Spanish flu had just killed millions. Everybody lost loved ones. People were grieving. And many of them sought to ease their grief by attempting to contact the dead, including the women of New Avalon. But during one of those séances, something went wrong.”

“Wrong how?”

“They apparently accidentally summoned something,” Ronan said. “A ghost.”

“Or some kind of evil entity that started taking the women one by one until there was no one left,” Loretta added.

Another chill swept through me, strong enough to produce a shiver that went straight down my spine.

“That’s what’s in the diary?”

Ronan replied with a solemn nod. “For the most part, yes. There’s still some debate about that, seeing how the last five pages were torn out. By whom, no one knows. But if the end of the story was written on them, it’s now lost to time. All we’re left with are five women and the unknown entity that is thought to have destroyed them. And that’s the plot of my movie.”

I sat there, speechless, thinking about the previous day’s ­conversation-­that-­was-­really-­an-­audition.

Tell me a story.

A ghost story.



Now, ­forty-­eight hours later, I can’t help but wonder if that’s why I was cast. That Ronan, desperately needing someone to fill an unspecified role, chose me because he thought I’d told the best ghost story. If that’s the case, does it mean he thought what I’d said was true? Which begs a different question: Does he really believe that what happened in New Avalon involved something supernatural?

Curious, I now turn to Pete in the boat. “What do you think happened to those women?”

“Nothing good, I can tell you that.”

“So you know about the diary?”

Pete nods, sniffs, wipes his nose with a handkerchief yanked from his shirt pocket. “I do. I also know some people thought they were witches. Easy mistake to make, I suppose. That’s who was on the island before the Semple clan bought it.”

“Witches?”

“A coven, yeah. But that was eons ago. It’s even mentioned in that diary they found up on the island. How witches used to live there. Everyone knew it, so they kept their distance. Mrs. Semple and her friends should have done the same, seeing how something evil on that island is what killed them.”

“You really think that’s true?” I say.

“I know it’s true,” Pete says, never taking his eyes off the approaching island. “My granddad is the one who realized they’d gone missing. June 16, 1926. That was the day it happened. He talked about it so much that I’ll never forget it. Even if I get so senile that I don’t know my own name, I’ll remember June the sixteenth. Gramps said finding those dresses in that tree was the most scared he’d ever been. Said he could sense something there on the island with him. Something watching. Even up to his dying breath, he believed those women had messed with forces they shouldn’t have been messing with, and they died because of it. Those women didn’t go anywhere. Their bodies are still on that island. And whatever did it? That’s still there, too.”



He nods toward the island ahead of us, and I suddenly understand the meaning of the gesture. That’s the place he’s talking about. Not just an island but the island.

“Wait,” I say. “That’s New Avalon?”

“Sure is,” Pete says with another sniff.

I sit up in my seat, both uneasy and annoyed. Ronan and Loretta conveniently failed to mention that we will be spending the next five days not on some random island, living, eating, and sleeping just like women who vanished a hundred years ago.

We’ll be doing it on New Avalon itself.

The exact spot where they lived and ate and slept, not to mention disappeared. And it’s where, if Pete is to be believed, they and whatever killed them still remain.

My phone pings again and I jerk it from my pocket. There’s a follow- ­up text from the actress I replaced, finally answering my question.

to warn you

About what? I type.

I stare at the screen, anxiously watching the gray dots ripple across the bottom, signaling her imminent reply.

don’t set foot on that island. if you do, i swear, you WILL regret it







Two

I look up from my phone, and suddenly New Avalon is there, looming before the boat, as if it sensed our impending arrival and moved closer to bridge the gap between us. Up close, it seems bigger than the island I saw on my phone’s screen this morning. Wilder, too. A mini wilderness surrounded by miles of water.

From lake level, the island appears eerily asymmetrical. Starting at the southern tip, the ­brush-­covered land gradually rises about fifty feet to a plateau of dense forest that covers ­two-­thirds of the island. Through the trees, I spot flashes of white that I assume to be buildings. When I squint, I can barely make out slivers of walls and the peaks of roofs hidden among the branches.

Instead of another moderate slope back to the water, the northern edge of the island abruptly stops, plunging into a sharp cliff. Below it is a beach studded with boulders, which have been whittled by erosion into jagged points that look like teeth. Not a welcoming sight. Even Loretta seems taken aback by them. Finally looking up from her phone, she eyes the beach with dread, as if she’s worried Pete will lose control of the boat and send us directly into the rocks.

But Pete’s hand remains steady at the wheel as he steers the boat sharply to the left, sending us directly into the island’s shadow. It’s colder there, the change from sun to shade so stark that a shiver zips down my spine. Or maybe the chill is caused by the text I just received, still visible on my phone if I dared to glance at it, which I don’t. There’s no need. Its message is loud and clear.

This is a bad idea.

One the actress who previously had my part likely realized ahead of time and backed out because of it. Probably because she was smart enough to ask for more details. Not me, though. I just blindly went where I was told.

I drop the phone back into my pocket and tap Loretta on the shoulder. “Are we really going to be doing this on New Avalon itself?”

“Yes,” she says. “I could have sworn Ronan and I told you that.”

They absolutely didn’t.

“Or maybe we just assumed you knew,” Loretta adds. “I mean, where else would we do it?”

I want to reply with the obvious answer, which is anywhere else. Literally anywhere. Instead, I say, “Don’t you think it could ­be—­I don’t ­know—­dangerous?”

Loretta cocks her head. “How so?”

“Those women vanished,” I say. “Allegedly killed by something evil. Do you think it’s wise for all of us to spend a week where it happened?”

“You don’t really believe all that, do you?”

I don’t. Not really. Despite the claims of Pete’s grandfather and despite my own past experiences.

Tell me a story.

A ghost story.

It’s more likely that those poor women got lost or drowned or fell into a cave and starved to death. Which is the real reason why this strikes me as a bad idea. This is an island we’re talking about. One miles from the mainland.



“I just worry about being so far from civilization. What if something goes wrong?”

“It’ll be fine,” Loretta says. “I know the island has a reputation, deserved or not, which makes it seem ominous. But people have spent summers here for decades, and not a single thing went wrong. If there was even the slightest hint of danger, the studio lawyers wouldn’t allow it. Besides, Ronan and I will be here with you the whole time. I’m actually looking forward to it. It’ll be just like summer camp!”

There’s that enthusiasm again. I pretend to share it, even though, as Pete guides the boat parallel to the shore, all I can think about is how he’s likely right. Those women are probably still on that island, dead for a century.

That strikes me as another reason to want to avoid the place. It’s like having a picnic in a graveyard. Sure, you could do it, but why would you want to?

Pete steers the boat to the island’s far more welcoming southern end, where a dock juts into the water. Another, smaller boat with an outboard motor is moored to it, gently riding the swells of the lake. A man stands beside it, waving as we pull up to the dock.

The way he’s ­dressed—­T-­shirt, cargo pants, and Red Sox ­cap—­screams Young Steven Spielberg, making it clear he hopes to someday become a director. From the spray of freckles across his youthful face, I suspect he’s right out of film school, hungry for success. He radiates energy as he helps Loretta out of the boat.

“You must be Marin,” he says, ready to do the same for me. “I’m Brad Brillstein, the production assistant. Welcome to New Avalon.”

I pause at the side of the boat, reluctant to take that final step onto the dock. If I do, will I regret it, as that ominous text promised? I’m more likely to regret not getting out of the boat. Refusing to take part in this boot camp will cost me the part, which might be what happened to the actress who had it before me. Are any reservations I have worth losing a role in a movie directed by Ronan Peters and starring Violet Wright?



The answer, of course, is no. Especially when it also means giving up a hundred thousand dollars, a SAG card, a screen credit other than Bridesmaid with Eczema. Filming that commercial was one humiliation after another. Spending an hour in makeup as an unsightly rash was painted onto my upper arm. The way the other actors kept their distance, as if I were somehow contagious. The strange looks I still sometimes get on the subway when people recognize me from that single commercial.

I think about the first time my parents saw it. How they watched in embarrassed silence, my father speaking for both of them when he said, “Well, now I hope you finally realize how stupid that acting dream of yours was.”

This movie could change that.

All I need to do is step off the boat and spend five days on an island where something bad once happened. Which doesn’t mean it will happen again.

As for the texts I received, maybe this actress, whoever the hell she is, is the one full of regret. Maybe she feels stupid for giving up the opportunity I’m now allowed to take. Maybe that’s the reason she sent those texts. To scare me off, hoping that my departure will allow her to squeeze her way back into the movie.

On the dock, Brad clears his throat, waiting for me to make the next move. While I was waffling, Pete had piled my bags onto the dock and now sits behind the wheel of the boat. The way he looks at me makes it clear he senses my hesitation and even seems to understand it. But instead of reassurance, Pete simply shrugs. The choice is mine alone.

I step off the boat, and the dock wobbles slightly beneath my feet. I try not to take it as a sign I’ve made the wrong decision, which of course I do. By then, though, it’s too late. Pete’s already pulling the boat away from the dock, the gap of water between the two widening.

“Are we ready?” Loretta says, standing on the dock with a hand on her hip.



I nod. Ready as I’ll ever be.

“Good. Before we start, I need you to sign these.”

Loretta pulls two documents from her bag and hands them to me. A quick glance reveals several pages of legal jargon that will take me hours to decipher.

“What are these?”

“The first one indicates that you have been notified of and accept all risks associated with spending time on New Avalon.”

“You just told me there weren’t any risks,” I say with rightful annoyance.

Loretta adjusts her sunglasses, irritated. “I told you that everything will be fine. Because it will. This is just a standard waiver the studio makes everyone sign when they go anywhere off the lot. It doesn’t mean the island is dangerous. It just means that, like literally anywhere on earth, there’s the potential for danger.”

“Such as?”

“Beats me,” Loretta says. “Tripping over tree roots? Snakes? You’d have to ask the studio lawyers.”

An impossible task now that I’m already on the island. I hold up the second document. “And this one?”

“That’s an NDA,” Loretta says. “Forbidding you from talking about the next five days without express permission from me, Ronan, or the studio.”

“Why would I need permission?”

“Some directors, Ronan included, think certain aspects of the filmmaking process should remain private. This is a way of guaranteeing that you’ll check with me or someone from the studio before revealing any details about your time here, especially to members of the press.”

“And what if I don’t?” I say.

“Then the studio can sue you,” Loretta replies. “I’m not saying they will, but violating an NDA certainly opens up the possibility of a lawsuit. And trust me, you don’t want that.”



I stare at the documents, wondering more than ever if I should have stayed in the boat with Pete. The answer, despite the legalese on the pages in my hand, remains no. Refusing to sign the ­documents—­just like refusing to set foot onto New ­Avalon—­would end my career before it even begins. I’d instantly be branded “difficult,” a label that never affects men but has destroyed the careers of too many women to name.

“Again, it’s standard,” Loretta says with pronounced impatience. “There’s nothing sinister about either document.”

Having no choice but to trust her, I lay the papers flat against my suitcase and, using a pen borrowed from Brad, sign on the dotted line. Without another word, I hand them back to Loretta.

With that taken care of, Brad grabs my suitcase. I follow him across the dock, taking stock of the island before me. From the ground, it looks less threatening than it did on the water. Remote, yes, and clearly wild, but also pleasing in that way nature can be when experienced in the full embrace of afternoon sun. The long, slow slope to the top is a tangle of green dotted with bursts of wildflowers in shades of purple, yellow, and gold. Trees take over where the land flattens out. A thick wall of evergreens, shimmering birches, maples with trunks as thick as tractor tires.

But amid all that unruly nature are signs of habitation. The same buildings I spotted from the boat can be seen from the base of the incline, their pitched roofs peeking over the foliage. A clear path leads from the dock to the top of the island, zigzagging up the hill before ending in a set of stone steps at the tree line.

The three of us begin our ascent, Loretta taking the lead, me in the rear. Now that I’ve reasoned away my trepidation about the island itself, ­first-­day jitters have returned in full force.

I’m going to be in a movie.

One directed by Ronan Peters.

Starring an honest-­to-­God legend.

Whom I will be meeting in a matter of minutes.

The idea that Violet Wright might be waiting for me at the top of the hill makes my legs tremble as I continue to climb. To distract myself, I pepper Brad with questions.

“Did you just get here today?”

“I’ve been here since Friday,” he says. “Spent the weekend prepping the place for your arrival.”

“All by yourself?”

Brad rounds the sharp corner of the last leg of the path. “Yup. And no, nothing scary or supernatural happened. Personally, I think all of that is overblown. New Avalon is just a regular old island. Pretty comfortable, too, all things considered. It may lack certain creature comforts, but there are worse places to spend a week.”

“Who owns the island now?”

“The state. They bought it from Ruth Hume Semple’s brother, who inherited it when ­she . . .” Brad’s voice trails off, almost as if he’s afraid to say aloud what really happened. That Ruth Hume Semple vanished along with four other women. Even though he claims the stories about the island are overblown, I get the sense that Brad believes at least a little of it.

“Ever since, New Avalon has been a base camp for various scientists,” he says. “They take water samples and monitor migratory waterfowl. Stuff like that. Usually they get here in April and stay until September.”

“They left early this year to accommodate us,” Loretta adds, clearly proud that even science isn’t immune to bending to the whims of Holly­­wood.

We start up the stone steps, which cut through the strip of forest at the top of the hill. A moment of darkness that’s as ­thick—­and as ­brief—­as a solar eclipse. Before my eyes can adjust, we’re out of the woods and back in the bright light of the afternoon. Blinking against the sun, I see a wrought iron arch swooping over the stone walkway. There’s writing inside the arch, the ­bent-­metal letters spelling out the island’s name.

New Avalon.

Standing directly beneath it is Ronan, dressed, as usual, in khakis, white shirt, blue neckerchief. It makes him look like someone stranded here. A shipwreck survivor who refuses to acclimate.

“There she is!” Ronan says, springing toward me like a puppy. I begin my string of apologies about the lateness, the car, the traffic, but he stops me with a raised hand. “Marin, it’s fine. Shit happens. What matters is you’re here now.”

He leans in, and I prepare myself for another round of ­air-­kisses. Instead, Ronan pulls me into a full embrace that catches me off guard. Until now, the most contact we’ve had is a handshake. It makes me wonder if this is common. If it’s normal for male movie directors to hug their actresses, either on set or off. Not having been part of a film before, I have no idea. The director of the commercial I did barely looked at me, let alone touched me.

But with Ronan, it’s welcome, even if it goes on a beat too long. Unlike Loretta, he actually seems happy I’m here.

“Let me show you around,” he says.

We pass through the arch, beyond which is a cluster of buildings surrounding a rectangular green. There are five of ­them—­four tiny, tidy cottages and one large ­house—­all so quaint that they look more like a backlot set than a real location on an island.

The cottages sit in pairs on opposite sides of the rectangle. Each one looks exactly alike, with a little front porch, white walls, and a door painted robin’s-­egg blue. Tiny windows are located on both sides of the door, friendly and inviting. Above each door is a number: 1 through 4.

The house sits at the far end of the rectangle, directly across from the archway. Unlike the ­single-­story cottages, it’s a ­three-­story Victorian that looms over the green, all ornate gables and gingerbread trim.

It would look even bigger if not for the oak tree sitting directly in the center of the green. A massive, gnarled thing, the oak appears to have been split almost in two. There’s a vertical gash in the center of its trunk, about two feet wide at the top and narrowing as it gets closer to the ground, making it look like someone had taken a giant axe to it.



Because of this, the tree forms a large V, a deformity that hasn’t kept both sides from growing until it’s as wide as it is tall. Its limbs, heavy and thick, seem to reach for the nearby cottages, straining to grab them. An unsettling thought that’s made worse when I realize the significance of the tree in New Avalon lore.

“Is ­this—­”

“Where the dresses were found,” Ronan says with a solemn nod. “Amazing that it’s still here after all these years.”

I continue to stare at the oak, disturbed and fascinated in equal measure. Yes, I suppose it is amazing that it still stands after a hundred years. But it’s creepy, too. Because the last traces of five women were found in its branches, the oak also serves as a kind of final resting place. A grave for those without one.

“Let’s get you settled in,” Brad tells me. “Each of you will be living in the same place your real-life counterpart stayed.”

“An incredible opportunity,” Loretta chimes in. “I think it’ll really help give you a sense of who your character was. Not every actor gets a chance like that. Especially on their first film. You should consider yourself very lucky, Marin.”

Maybe so, yet right now I feel more overwhelmed than anything else. There are a hundred questions I’d like to ask, starting with why the actress Ronan previously hired is sending me warning texts. Or maybe a more pressing one is why he’s decided to have us eat, sleep, and live in the same place where five women vanished. Yet overriding even that is a desperate urge for basic information. Can I see a script? What is my part in all of this? Why am I here?

Every single one of these questions must flicker across my face, because Ronan says, “This is a whirlwind for you.”

“A little bit,” I say, in what might be the understatement of the year.

“Well, Brad will take you to your cottage, and you can regroup for a few minutes before the table read.”

My heart hopscotches in my chest. “That’s happening now?”



“Yeah,” Ronan says. “The sun sets ­at—­”

He looks to Brad, who doesn’t even need to think about it. “Six ­fifty-­seven.”

“There’s a lot of script to get through, you see,” Ronan continues. “And we can’t do it after dinner.”

I want to ask why not, but the answer becomes obvious after another quick look around the cluster of buildings. There are no streetlights here, no porch lights, no lamps visible behind the lace curtains at the windows.

“There’s no electricity here, is there?”

Brad shrugs in apology. “Afraid not.”

“How do the bird people or whoever they are stay here?”

“Generators,” Brad says. “Lots and lots of generators. Which they took with them when they left.”

Under normal circumstances, say, on a camping trip or during a weekend power outage, my heart would sink at the thought of being forced to live without electricity. And I’m sure that will happen here, too. Later. But for now, any dread I might have at living in blackout conditions is overridden by a sense of anxious curiosity.

I’m finally going to see the script.

Which means I will at last know who my character is; what she’s like; what Ronan, Loretta, and, yes, Violet Wright expect from me. But first I must drop my belongings in the place where this person once lived.

Whoever she is.

Well, was.

Brad leads me to the first cottage on the right. No. 1. “You’re lucky. You get this place all to yourself. I have to stay in the main house with Ronan and Loretta. Not much privacy there.”

I look to the other cottages. No. 2 sits next to mine, with 3 and 4 across the green. Even though I know the rest of the cast is here and presumably also staying in the cottages, there’s no sign of them. Including the woman I’m most ­excited—­and ­nervous—­to meet.



“Where’s Violet staying?” I ask Brad as we step onto the porch of my cottage.

“Oh, she’s also in the main house.”

I sneak an envious glance at the towering Victorian, peering at the upper windows for a glimpse of Violet herself. Lo and behold, I get one. A dim shape parting the lace curtains of a ­second-­floor window. Although I can’t make out who it is, I assume it’s Violet. Loretta and Ronan have yet to enter the house and are currently talking in hushed whispers beside the oak tree. But whoever’s at the window isn’t looking at them.

She’s looking at me.

Instantly I stand up straighter. If one of the greatest actresses to ever grace the screen is indeed sizing me up, I want to make a good first impression. So I keep my spine rigid, smile, and feign enthusiasm as Brad opens the cottage door and gestures for me to enter.

Not that it matters. Before stepping inside, I return my gaze to the window. The curtains have fallen back into place. If Violet Wright was watching me, she’s now gone.

Inside the cottage, I survey my surroundings, which read college dorm more than a sacred space where I might discover my character. Mostly a single open room, it’s about the size of my Manhattan apartment and organized into two main areas, one for living and one for sleeping.

Any history the place might have contained has now been replaced with white walls and disposable furniture. The only sign of its age are the floorboards, which groan beneath my feet whenever I take a step.

The sitting area at the front of the cottage consists of an armchair from Ikea, a small end table, a fireplace, and a bookshelf stocked with paperbacks left behind by the researchers who usually spend the summer here. I spot several John Grishams and James Pattersons, along with House of Horrors by Ewan Holt and a memoir by that Hope woman. A single poster graces the walls, presumably also left behind by the ­researchers. A Guide to Waterfowl of Northern Vermont, filled with ­Audubon-­esque drawings of ducks, geese, and loons.

The sleeping
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