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AUTHOR’S NOTE

STOLEN FAMILY grew from a single question: what would it take to make a controlled person let go of control?

Sarah Chen-Matthews is someone most of us know—or perhaps someone some of us are. She is organised where she should be present. She is strategic where she should be open. She has confused competence with love for so long that she has forgotten they are different things.

Emma’s disappearance strips away everything Sarah has built as protection and forces her into the one thing she has spent her adult life avoiding: the unmanaged truth.

I wanted to write a thriller that moved through the darkness of a parent’s worst nightmare without abandoning the complexity of the human beings inside it. The antagonist is not a monster. He is a person who was broken by choices not his own, and who made terrible choices in response. Both things are true simultaneously.

This is a novel about secrets: what we protect, what protects us, and what happens when the two are not the same thing. It is also a novel about the work of becoming honest. That work, as Sarah discovers, is never completed. But it is always worth doing.

— Mike Vex

ACT I: THE PERFECT DAY

* * *
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Chapter One
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The morning of Emma's eighth birthday, Sarah Chen-Matthews woke at five-forty-three and lay still for exactly four minutes, cataloguing everything that could go wrong.

The caterer was due at ten. The balloon arch company—she'd said eleven, but she'd sent a confirmation email specifying ten-thirty, and she wasn't entirely sure which time they'd written in their calendar. The forecast showed a twelve percent chance of rain, which was nothing, which was fine, except that the rented chairs were already staged in the backyard and she hadn't confirmed whether the rental company's fabric was waterproof or merely water-resistant. The cake was pick-up, not delivery, which meant someone had to leave by nine-fifteen at the latest. She'd assigned that task to Michael, and Michael had said of course, but Michael's of course had the same reliability as a weather app's twelve percent.

She got up at five forty-seven, before the alarm.

The house was quiet in the particular way that houses are quiet when they hold sleeping people—a pressurized silence, weighted with breath and warmth. Sarah moved through it barefoot, the hardwood cool beneath her feet, and made coffee without turning on any lights because she'd learned, in eight years of parenthood, that lights were the threshold between night and morning, and she wanted twenty more minutes of night.

She stood at the kitchen window with her mug and looked at the backyard.

She had arranged it—or arranged the arrangement: the bistro lights strung from the pergola to the fence posts, the long table draped in the pale pink linen Emma had chosen from a catalog she'd studied with the gravity of someone approving a legal brief. The chairs were white-painted wood, twelve of them, enough for the birthday lunch that would follow the party. The lawn had been cut two days ago, and it lay smooth and green in the pre-dawn dark, interrupted only by the cedar play structure at the far end where Emma liked to sit on the platform and read.

Sarah had built that structure from a kit three summers ago. She'd done it herself over two weekends while Michael was at a conference, following the instructions with methodical precision, checking each bolt twice. When Emma first climbed the ladder and sat on the platform, she'd looked out over the yard with an expression of pure satisfaction, and Sarah had felt something close to joy—not the joy of watching her daughter, exactly, but the joy of a thing correctly completed.

She was aware the distinction said something about her. She was not sure what.

The coffee was good. She'd bought the beans from the small roaster in Madison Valley, the one with the chalkboard menu and the tattooed barista who always called her by name, though she'd only been three times. She'd once billed two hundred and forty dollars an hour for her labor. She still couldn't bring herself to pay nine dollars for a cup of coffee, so she bought the beans and made it at home, and the result was almost the same and the ritual was entirely different. The ritual was hers.

She went through the checklist in her head again—cake, chairs, caterer, balloons, guest list, dietary restrictions (Lily Huang was allergic to tree nuts, and she'd emailed the caterer twice about this, and she'd emailed once more this morning at five-fifty-one just to be certain). Emma's gift was wrapped and waiting on the dining room sideboard: a set of professional-grade watercolor paints, the kind used by actual artists, in a wooden case with her name engraved on the lid. Emma had not asked for this. Emma had asked for a hamster. Sarah had determined, after research, that hamsters were nocturnal, which meant noise, and harbored bacteria, which meant risk, and required a level of care that was realistically going to fall to Sarah, which she had not budgeted for. She'd bought the paints because Emma was talented—talented, her art teacher had said so—and the paints would last for years and the hamster would not.

She didn't let herself think too long about whether Emma would be happy with the paints.

Of course she will, she told herself, and rinsed her cup, and went upstairs to shower.

* * *
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Michael was awake when she came out of the bathroom, or mostly awake—he lay on his back with his eyes at half-mast, the way he sometimes did in the morning, suspended in that blurred country between sleep and consciousness. He looked younger like this. Softer. She'd fallen in love with his face before she'd properly known him, which she understood now was not the same as love at all, but at twenty-three the distinction had not been obvious.

"Morning," he said.

"It's six-forty. Cake pickup is nine-fifteen."

He moved his arm to check his watch, then dropped it again. "I know."

"Do you need me to write it down?"

"Sarah." His voice had the patient, worn quality of a word used too many times. "I know."

She turned to the mirror and began to apply her moisturizer in the deliberate way she'd learned from a YouTube video three years ago, pressing rather than rubbing, circular motions from the center outward. Behind her in the reflection, Michael had sat up and was reaching for his phone on the nightstand. She watched him in the mirror. He looked at the screen, and something passed across his face—not quite a wince, not quite nothing. Then he set the phone face-down and stretched his neck to one side.

"Is Emma up?" he asked.

"Not yet."

"She's going to be so excited." He said it with the warmth he always had when speaking of Emma, a different quality of warmth than he directed at most things. "She was barely asleep when I checked on her last night. She kept calling out to me to ask questions."

"What questions?"

"Whether it was midnight yet. Whether her friends had arrived yet." He smiled. "I told her friends don't arrive at midnight. She informed me that technically, if the party was the next day, they already should have."

Sarah found herself almost smiling. "She argued you into a corner at eleven o'clock at night."

"She absolutely did. She gets that from you."

"She gets that from herself."

Michael looked at her. There was something in his expression she couldn't read—fondness, maybe, or something that resembled fondness but was arranged differently. "Yeah," he said. "She does."

She finished the moisturizer and began to dress. Behind her, she heard his phone buzz against the nightstand, a muffled percussion. She heard him pick it up. The small sound of silence that followed—the held-breath quality of someone reading something they didn't want to share—was something she'd noticed before without examining too closely, the way you notice a small pain in your knee and decide it will probably go away.

"Who is it?" she asked, without looking.

A beat. "Work thing. Colm with a question about the Hendricks portfolio."

"On a Saturday?"

"Colm doesn't observe weekends." He set the phone down again. She heard it land. "I'll deal with it after cake pickup."

"Fine," she said, and meant it, and went to wake their daughter.

* * *
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Emma was already awake.

She was sitting upright in her bed with the covers pulled to her chin, her dark hair a wreck of tangles from sleep, her expression one of barely contained anticipation, as though she'd been waiting—had perhaps been awake for hours—waiting for someone to come through the door and confirm that yes, today was real, that it was happening.

"Happy birthday," Sarah said from the doorway.

Emma's face broke open. "It's today," she said, with the gravity of a scientist confirming a hypothesis.

"It's today." Sarah crossed the room and sat on the edge of the bed, and Emma immediately crawled forward and tucked herself under Sarah's arm, and Sarah held her. The weight of her was familiar and particular—the density of this child, this exact child—and for a moment Sarah let herself hold it, without cataloguing or planning or managing.

Emma smelled like sleep and the strawberry shampoo she'd insisted on for the past six months.

"I'm eight," Emma said into her mother's shoulder.

"You are."

"Do I seem different?"

"Profoundly."

Emma pulled back to look at her. "Really?"

"No. You seem exactly the same. You seem like Emma."

Something flickered across her daughter's face—pleasure at being known, maybe, or the uncertainty of a child who isn't sure whether being exactly herself is the right answer. It lasted only a second. Then Emma bounced. "Can I see the backyard?"

"After breakfast."

"But I want to see it now."

"Breakfast first, then the backyard. We have three hours before anyone arrives."

"Three hours is forever."

"Three hours is nothing," Sarah said. "Trust me." She kissed the top of Emma's head and stood. "Come. Pancakes."

Emma scrambled out of bed, then stopped in the doorway and turned back. She was wearing a nightgown printed with small watercolor foxes, and she looked, in that moment, unbearably young—a thing that happened to Sarah sometimes, unexpectedly, where she would look at Emma and the fact of her would arrive all at once, the whole eight years of her, the IVF and the terrifying pregnancy and the birth and the long, necessary, daily work of knowing her. It arrived in a wave that had no adequate expression.

"Mom," Emma said.

"Yes."

"I love you."

Sarah stood still. "I love you too," she said. "Go get your father."

She waited until Emma's feet had thundered down the hall before she pressed her fingers briefly to her eyes, then composed herself, and followed.

* * *
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Chapter Two
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The first guests arrived at eleven-seventeen.

The caterer had set up beautifully—Sarah had to admit it, though she'd spent twenty minutes checking the table arrangement and asking about the nuts. The pergola was draped with trailing greenery that Emma had specifically requested ("like a fairy forest, Mom, but also still elegant"), and the balloon arch at the garden gate was pink and gold and properly anchored. The weather had capitulated entirely to Sarah's will: blue sky, moderate temperature, a breeze off the water that kept everything pleasant without threatening the napkins.

Sarah stood at the center of it and felt, briefly, something approaching satisfaction.

The families arrived in clusters. The Huangs, Marcus and Diane, came with Lily and her younger brother, who had been brought despite not being on the guest list but who Sarah had anticipated and for whom a place had been quietly set. The Okafor twins arrived next, Amara and Adaeze, and then Chloe Whitfield with her father, who seemed surprised to discover that the gathering was catered and the house was this large. Sarah watched him take it in—the house, the yard, the quiet demonstration of taste and money that every choice represented—and she felt neither pride nor shame about his reaction, only a distant awareness of it, the way you're aware of weather without being in it.

Emma moved through her party like a small ambassador—greeting each arriving friend with the focused delight of someone who has been planning a diplomatic summit. She introduced people to each other with an eight-year-old's earnestness. She asked questions and listened to answers. She laughed freely, with her whole body, the way children laugh before they learn to calibrate it.

Michael circulated among the parents, easy and charming in the way he always was in social settings, the way Sarah was not. He had a gift for this—for finding the thing a person wanted to talk about and making them feel, within four minutes, that he'd always been curious about it. She'd admired this quality when they met. She still admired it, though it sometimes felt to her like watching a technique rather than experiencing a person.

She moved through the party on parallel tracks: the external track, in which she was warm and present and occasionally funny, in which she topped up drinks and thanked people for coming and accepted compliments about Emma with the right measure of pride and deflection; and the internal track, in which she was monitoring seventeen things simultaneously—the caterer's pace, the noise level, whether the Okafor twins were getting enough attention, whether Emma had eaten anything, whether the chairs were being mistreated.

It was, she sometimes thought, like running two computers at once. You could do it, but the resources were split.

"She's incredible," said Diane Huang, appearing beside her. "Really, Sarah. She's so—present. So kind. You can't teach that."

"You can try," Sarah said, and Diane laughed as though this were a joke.

Sarah smiled and let it stand.

Across the yard, Emma was crouching beside the smallest child—the uninvited Huang brother, who was four and had been abandoned by his sister in favor of the older girls—and was showing him something in her cupped hands. Sarah couldn't see what it was. Emma was talking to him, very seriously, and the boy was listening with complete attention.

That, Sarah thought, is entirely her own. I didn't teach her that.

The thought arrived with something that was not quite pride and not quite guilt and not quite grief, but was adjacent to all three.

* * *
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She found Michael at twelve-thirty near the pergola, glass in hand, talking to David Whitfield. When she approached, he glanced at her and his expression rearranged itself in some small way—an almost imperceptible gathering, as though she'd arrived and he'd collected himself—and then he was smiling at her, easy and warm.

"David was just saying Emma's been helping Chloe with her reading."

"Emma loves books," Sarah said. "She'd probably alphabetize someone else's library if they let her."

"Absolutely," Michael said, and laughed. He touched Sarah's elbow in passing—a social gesture, the kind of touch that says we are together, this is our party. His hand was warm. She noticed the warmth the way you register temperature: accurately, without feeling.

David Whitfield said something about the school and the new literacy program, and Sarah engaged with appropriate interest while scanning the yard for Emma's dress—pale pink, her choice, three weeks of deliberation—and found her at the far end near the play structure with the Okafor twins and Lily. They were doing something in the grass that involved a lot of crouching.

"They've been at that for twenty minutes," Michael said quietly, appearing at her shoulder as David was claimed by his daughter. "I asked Emma what they were doing. She said they were building an ant civilization."

"Are they harming the ants?"

"She assured me they were providing infrastructure."

"She would," Sarah said.

Michael was quiet for a moment. He was watching Emma too, and his expression was the uncomplicated one he wore for their daughter—the one Sarah trusted, perhaps the most of any expression he wore, because it was the one that never seemed like a technique.

"She's having a good time," he said.

"Yes."

"Are you?"

The question landed with more weight than it should have. Sarah turned to look at him. He was watching the yard, not her, and she couldn't read his profile.

"Of course," she said.

He nodded, once, and said nothing. Then his phone buzzed in his pocket and he reached for it—not obviously, not dramatically, just the automatic reach that people do—and glanced at the screen, and his expression did the thing again. The small, private rearranging.

"Colm again?" she asked.

"Mm." He pocketed the phone without answering it. "I'll deal with it later."

She watched him for a moment. He kept his gaze on the yard. The afternoon light was generous on his face, the gray at his temples, the slight thickening of his jaw that she'd noticed over the past two years, the forty-three-year-old version of the face she'd first loved at twenty-three.

"Michael."

"Yeah."

"Is everything all right?"

He looked at her then. His eyes were clear and warm and there was nothing in them she could specifically name as wrong. "Everything's fine," he said. "I'm great. Today's great." He nodded toward the yard. "Look at her. How could anything be wrong?"

Emma had stood up from the ant civilization and was now attempting to teach the Okafor twins something that involved putting one foot precisely in front of the other. She was very serious about it. Amara kept breaking into laughter and Emma kept patiently resetting her.

Sarah looked at her daughter and felt the complicated love that had no adequate language. "Yes," she said. "Okay."

She told herself the thing in his expression was nothing.

She was very good at telling herself things.

* * *
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Chapter Three
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Jamie arrived at one-fifteen, forty-five minutes late, with wine she wasn't drinking and a gift wrapped in newspaper covered in hand-drawn stars.

Sarah saw her from across the yard—her sister, two years older but somehow perpetually newer-looking, in the way of people who have survived hard things and come out with a kind of earned ease. Jamie wore a linen dress the color of sea glass and her hair loose and she walked through the garden gate with the unhurried quality of someone who was never quite on time but never quite wrong about when to arrive.

"You're late," Sarah said, when Jamie had crossed the lawn.

"I brought wine."

"You don't drink."

"For the others." Jamie held it out. "And this." She presented the newspaper-wrapped gift. "For Em."

"She'll love the wrapping."

"I know she will. She gets the important things from me."

Sarah took the wine and the gift and did not hug her sister, and her sister did not reach for a hug, and the distance between them held its usual shape—familiar, specific, something they'd both grown around the way trees grow around fences. Jamie leaned in and pressed her lips to Sarah's cheek and Sarah accepted it, and then they were beside each other, watching the party.

"Beautiful," Jamie said.

"Thank you."

"I mean Em. She's beautiful." A pause. "The party's also beautiful. Very on-brand."

"What does that mean?"

"It means it's perfect. Which is completely you." She said it without edge—or with an edge so familiar it had lost its cut. "Where is she?"

Sarah pointed. Emma was now helping distribute small cups of lemonade from the beverage station, which was not a task Sarah had assigned her—she'd decided it needed doing and was doing it with great seriousness.

"Oh," Jamie said softly.

"I know."

"She's a real person."

"I'm aware she's a real person, Jamie."

"I mean—she's not yours. She's her own." Jamie glanced at her. "I don't mean it critically."

"I know how you mean it," Sarah said.

They stood in silence that was not entirely comfortable. Jamie reached for a glass of sparkling water from the passing caterer and sipped it, and Sarah watched Emma complete her lemonade distribution and submit to a hug from a friend with the mildly resigned air of someone who has decided physical affection is acceptable today specifically.

"How are you?" Jamie said.

"Fine. Busy. The Harmon deposition is next Thursday and I'm—"

"I don't mean work."

Sarah paused. "I'm fine."

"Sarah."

"I'm fine, Jamie." She softened her voice, which had gone crisp without her noticing. "I'm tired. We've been planning this for two months. I'll be fine when it's over."

Jamie was quiet for a moment. She had the therapist's quality of waiting, of not filling silences, which Sarah found both useful and infuriating depending on her mood.

"Michael looks tired too," Jamie said finally.

"Michael's always tired."

"He's looking at his phone."

Sarah followed her sister's gaze. Michael was across the yard, near the fence, and yes, his phone was in his hand. He was reading something. His face was turned away from her, slightly.

"He has a difficult client," Sarah said.

"On a Saturday?"

"Difficult clients don't respect weekends."

Jamie said nothing. This was also a therapist habit—the productive nothing, the space that invited you to keep talking and say the thing you hadn't quite meant to say. Sarah was familiar with the technique. She did not volunteer anything further.

"I'm glad you came," she said instead.

Jamie looked at her, and something moved across her face—surprise, maybe, or a careful pleasure. "You are?"

"Don't make it weird."

"I'm not making it weird. I just—" She smiled, which rearranged her face into something younger. "Yeah. Okay. I'm glad too."

Across the yard, Emma had spotted her aunt and detached from the group with the speed of a child who has been tracking adult arrivals and was waiting for this specific one. She came across the lawn at something between a run and a controlled gallop.

"Aunt Jamie!"

"There she is." Jamie crouched to Emma's level, which was an instinctive thing she did that Sarah had always noticed—the way Jamie went to people, literally, brought herself down to their height. "Happy birthday, eight-year-old."

"I'm practically nine," Emma said.

"That's not how birthdays work."

"Mathematically, I'm closer to nine than I was yesterday."

"You are technically correct," Jamie said gravely, "which is the best kind of correct." She held out the newspaper gift. "From me. I made the wrapping myself."

Emma took it with both hands and studied the hand-drawn stars with the seriousness the situation deserved. "These are actual constellations," she said.

"Orion, Cassiopeia, and the Pleiades."

"I know Orion. The belt." She looked up. "Is this how you see them? Like, accurately?"

"As accurately as I could manage with a Sharpie at eleven o'clock on a Friday night."

Emma hugged the gift to her chest. "I'm going to open it last," she said, "so I have something to look forward to."

Jamie glanced up at Sarah over Emma's head, and Sarah looked away.

* * *
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She did not let herself examine what she was looking away from.

The afternoon continued its measured perfection. The lunch arrived; the food was good, and the children ate more than expected and the parents drank more than expected, which was how these gatherings always went. The cake arrived from the car—Michael had remembered, on time, without needing to be reminded twice—and Emma's face when she saw it was worth the three hours Sarah had spent on the phone with the bakery. It was white, with hand-painted watercolor flowers in pale blues and pinks, as Emma had described wanting, and Emma looked at it with an expression that was pure, uncalculated joy.

She made a wish. She didn't say what it was.

The gifts were opened one by one. The watercolor set elicited the response Sarah had anticipated—Emma's face moved through several expressions in quick succession: recognition (she knew what this was), consideration (was this what she wanted?), and then genuine delight (it was, actually, something to want). She ran her fingers over the engraved lid. Emma Matthews. Her name in the wood.

"You can put it away and keep it perfect," Jamie offered, "or you can use it and make something."

Emma looked at the set, then at her aunt. "Both," she decided. "First I'll keep it perfect for a week. Then I'll use it."

"That's a very Sarah approach," Jamie said.

Emma looked at her mother. "Is that a good thing?"

"It's a very organized approach," Sarah said, which was not quite an answer, and Emma accepted it with the particular tolerance of a child who has learned to read between the lines of adult language.

Later—much later, she would think about this—Sarah would remember that this was the last entirely normal moment. Emma in her pink dress with her wooden paint set across her lap, the afternoon light going golden, a ring of spent birthday wrapping on the grass, her husband and her sister and a yard full of people she knew.

She would remember that she had been standing slightly apart from it all, as she often was—watching, cataloguing, managing the invisible machinery of it—rather than inside it.

She would remember that she had not been entirely present.

* * *
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Chapter Four
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By four o'clock, the party had reached its late-afternoon gravity—the point at which the food was gone and the energy was slowing and children began to drift toward screens and parents began to check their watches and calculate drive times.

The Okafor twins left first, then the Whitfields, then two other families in quick succession. By four-twenty, only Lily Huang remained, playing with Emma in the backyard, the two of them deep in some project involving the contents of Emma's craft bin, which had been brought outside and distributed across the lawn with the abandon of a small natural disaster.

Jamie was inside helping the caterers break down, which she'd offered to do without being asked. Michael was at the back fence with Marcus Huang, finishing a conversation Sarah could hear in fragments—something about the markets, something about a trip to Portland.

Sarah was clearing the gift table, stacking cards neatly, when she heard her name.

It was Anne Whitfield—she'd come back through the garden gate, David's keys in her hand. "So sorry to intrude—David left his jacket."

"Of course." Sarah went to get it.

In the house, she passed through the kitchen, where Jamie was stacking serving trays, and paused. "Anne Whitfield forgot a jacket."

"Guest bedroom closet? Michael put coats in there."

"Right." Sarah went to get it, and on the way back she stopped in the hallway, because she could hear—dimly, through the walls—the sound of Michael's voice in the backyard, and the tone of it was different. Lower. More precise. Not his party voice. She stood very still.

"—I told you not to call this number."

A pause.

"Because I'm—yes, I know. I'll call you Monday."

She moved to the window. Michael was facing the fence, away from the yard, his back to the house. Marcus Huang was gone—he must have gone to find his wife. Michael had his phone pressed to his ear with one hand; the other was in his pocket.

"It's not a good time. I have to go."

He hung up. Stood there for a moment. Then turned and looked back at the party—the remnants of it, Emma and Lily in the yard—and his face was different from the face he'd worn all day. Tighter. As though he'd had to locate the easier expression and put it back on.

Sarah turned away from the window.

She went and found the jacket and brought it back to Anne Whitfield and said all the right things about what a wonderful time they'd had and she'd see them at school pickup Monday.

She told herself what she'd heard was nothing. Colm, probably, calling again. A demanding client. He'd said so.

She was very good at telling herself things.

* * *
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The guests were gone by five-fifteen.

Emma and Lily played until Lily's parents collected her at five-thirty, and Emma walked her to the gate with the ceremony of a hostess conducting a state farewell. Then she came back into the yard, where the detritus of the afternoon lay scattered—deflated balloons, napkins, a plastic fork Emma's art project had somehow incorporated—and looked around at it all with the retrospective satisfaction of a completed event.

"Good birthday?" Sarah asked.

Emma considered this with appropriate gravity. "Top three," she said.

"You've only had eight."

"I know. It's still top three."

Sarah smiled—, without assembling it. "Go change your dress. Then you can help with the craft bin."

Emma went inside. Jamie appeared with a trash bag and they worked in comfortable silence for a while, collecting napkins and paper plates, and the yard slowly returned to itself.

"She's wonderful," Jamie said.

"You keep saying that."

"Because you don't say it enough." Jamie tied off the bag and looked at her sister. "Do you know that? You talk about her accomplishments. You talk about her development. But you don't just—say she's wonderful."

"I don't need to say it. She knows."

"Does she?"

Sarah stopped. "Of course she does. I'm here. I show up. I've spent two months on this party."

"I know," Jamie said quietly. "I know you have." She picked up another bag. "I'm not criticizing you. I'm—" She stopped. Started again. "I love her, Sarah. That's all. And I love you. And I want you both to know it."

The afternoon light was going amber now, slanting through the cedars at the back of the property. Somewhere in the house, Emma was changing. Michael was inside too—she'd seen him go in ten minutes ago, head down, phone in hand.

Sarah looked at the play structure at the far end of the yard. The platform Emma liked to sit on. Empty.

"I know she knows I love her," she said. But the words were flatter than she'd intended, and she heard it herself, and she didn't know what to do with that.

"Okay," Jamie said, and left it there.

* * *
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The evening should have been simple. It almost was.

Michael ordered pizza—Emma's specified birthday dinner, despite the lunch and the cake—and they ate it in the living room on a blanket, which was Emma's other specification, because eating pizza on a blanket in the living room was, according to Emma, "the most special possible dinner." Jamie stayed. They watched the first forty-five minutes of a movie Emma had pre-selected and then Emma fell asleep on the blanket with a piece of crust still in her hand, which was so complete a picture of a happy child that Sarah felt it somewhere she didn't know she could still feel things.

Michael carried her upstairs. Sarah heard him talking to Emma in the low, easy voice he used at bedtime—she couldn't make out the words, only the rhythm of them, the cadence of a parent at the end of a good day.

She sat with Jamie in the quiet of the living room, the movie paused, the pizza boxes stacked.

"Are you really fine?" Jamie asked.

"We've done this already."

"I know. I'm asking again."

Sarah looked at her hands. "Michael's been—" She stopped.

"What?"

"Distant. I don't know. Preoccupied." She shook her head. "It's probably work. It's always work."

"When isn't he preoccupied?"

"Jamie."

"I'm not trying to—I just want to know what's actually happening. Not the version you want me to hear."

The house was quiet. Upstairs, she heard the murmur of Michael's voice die away, and then the sound of footsteps crossing to the master bedroom.

"I don't know what's actually happening," Sarah said. "That's the honest answer. I don't know."

Jamie looked at her for a moment. "Okay," she said again. "Okay."

But Sarah heard the concern in it, the careful not-pushing, and she felt suddenly and precisely alone in the way she often felt in rooms full of people who loved her, and she didn't know how to explain that this was largely her own doing.

She picked up the pizza boxes. "You can stay if you want," she said. "The guest room's made up."

Jamie considered it. "I'll stay."

Sarah nodded and carried the boxes to the kitchen, and Jamie followed, and they cleaned up together in the ordinary, unremarkable way of two sisters who had long since stopped needing to fill the silence.

* * *
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Chapter Five
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She woke in the night.

No particular sound had woken her—the house was quiet—but Sarah was suddenly alert, that particular midnight alertness that has no adequate explanation and is sometimes nothing and is sometimes not. She lay still. Michael was asleep beside her, his breathing slow. Three-fourteen in the morning.

She got up.

She went down the hall to Emma's room and pushed the door open a few inches, as she always did, as she had done every night for eight years with a reliability that was also a kind of prayer. Emma was asleep on her back, one arm flung out, the watercolor paint set on the nightstand where she'd put it before bed—she'd wanted it nearby, she'd said, to look at.

Sarah stood in the doorway and watched her daughter sleep.

The strange, wordless ache of it. The love that didn't have language, that was too large for language, that had always been too large. She'd always been better at demonstrating love through action—through the party, through the paint set, through every correctly bolted rung of the play structure—than through the simple act of saying so, of being present in the ordinary moment without a task attached.

Emma breathed. The curtains moved in the faint night air.

I love you, Sarah thought. I love you I love you I love you.

She pulled the door to, gently, and went back to bed, and lay there until sleep eventually came for her, and in the morning she woke early and began again.

* * *
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The morning after the party was a Saturday of recovery. Sarah let Emma sleep in, which was rare. Michael made eggs and didn't check his phone at the table, which was also rare. Jamie joined them for coffee before leaving at eleven, and hugged Emma goodbye with the unselfconscious fullness she hugged all people, and told Sarah she'd call during the week.

"Text," Sarah said.

"Fine. Text." Jamie kissed her cheek. "Love you."

Sarah accepted this. "Drive safe."

She watched her sister's car leave the driveway and stood for a moment in the sun before going back inside.

They had two weeks until school resumed. Sarah had scheduled a quiet summer—a few day trips, Emma's art camp, some overlap with her own lighter July caseload. She'd booked a week at the family's place on Hood Canal in August: four bedrooms, kayaks in the boathouse, Emma and the water and long quiet evenings.

She'd planned all of it carefully, and she'd planned it for Emma, and she believed—she really believed—that it would be enough.

* * *
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The weeks passed.

Sarah worked. Michael worked. Emma went to art camp and came home with paintings that she explained at length and that were,, striking—compositions that had a quality Sarah couldn't name and couldn't have taught. Emma read constantly. She started a book club with Lily Huang that had a membership of two and a very formal set of bylaws. She tried to keep an ant farm, which Sarah permitted in the garage, and which lasted eleven days before Emma determined that ants were, in her words, too committed to dying.

The summer had a pleasant rhythm that Sarah tried to inhabit fully and mostly succeeded, except for the moments when she noticed Michael's phone, or the quality of his silences, or the way he sometimes stood in a room as though he wasn't entirely there. She told herself these were the accumulated pressures of a difficult market year. She told herself she'd ask about it properly after the Hood Canal trip, when things were less busy, when the moment was right.

She was always waiting for the moment to be right.

* * *
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Emma's birthday party had been in mid-July. The second birthday party—the one for her school friends, who hadn't been included in the family gathering—was scheduled for a Saturday in mid-August, two weeks before the start of third grade. It was this party, the second one, that had been planned for twenty-two children and their parents, with the inflatable obstacle course in the backyard and the professional face painter Sarah had booked in February.

It was this party that was the last ordinary day.

It was this party Sarah would spend the rest of her life reviewing.

* * *
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Chapter Six
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August fourteenth.

The obstacle course company arrived at nine and took ninety minutes to set up, which was thirty minutes longer than their guarantee, and Sarah noted this without saying anything because the piece of her that wanted to say something was overridden by the piece of her that was already managing sixteen other things.

The face painter—a cheerful woman named Dani who smelled of lavender and had the patience of a saint—set up her station at the side of the yard with a laminated menu of designs. Emma selected a butterfly immediately and sat through the application with uncharacteristic stillness, watching herself become something winged in the mirror Dani held up.

"Beautiful," Dani said.

"Thank you," Emma said. She looked at herself in the mirror for a long moment. "I'm going to be a face painter when I grow up," she announced. "Or a marine biologist. I haven't decided which."

"Why not both?"

Emma considered this as though it were a serious professional question. "I think you'd have to specialize eventually," she said.

Sarah, passing with a tray, heard this exchange and almost stopped. She kept moving, because there were napkins to check.

Jamie arrived first, on time this time—or rather, fifteen minutes early, because she'd brought her car loaded with extra folding chairs from a rental place, because Sarah had mentioned in passing last week that she was worried about seating, and Jamie had fixed it without being asked. Sarah accepted this with gratitude she
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