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To John, who built houses for my mom and me with his hands

and a home for us with his heart.
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CHAPTER ONE
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One Life Ends, Another Begins

––––––––
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The moonless night is my ally. 

I shove the canoe toward the river over tall grasses, then pebbles, the plastic boat grating against stones. The cinder block, rope, and oars inside the vessel slide forward, scraping the boat bottom when I stop.

I pant and my heart pounds at the effort. Almost there. Every day, exertion becomes a little harder. I skitter to the front of the canoe and tug it under a sprawling shrub, over the top of discarded condoms, past empty beer cans. The branches, tender with leaf buds, conceal the canoe.

I drop down onto the rocky shore to catch my breath. The river water moves like sludge. Eddies writhe and swirl around the concrete bridge supports. The breeze lifts what’s left of my hair, the thin, lifeless strands whipping sideways. I wrinkle my nose as I breathe in the stink of algae and rotting fish. 

My joints ache. I rub my shoulder and pain ripples over me. The tumours beneath my skin are larger than they were yesterday.

And this damned hunger is getting worse by the hour.

I have to slough off this body and its unravelling DNA. If I wait too long, the hunger and instinct will override my plans. If I don’t take Maggie as my victim, I’ll take someone else. Resisting is impossible. God knows I’ve tried.

I have no age. 

I’m in a body that is thirty-five years old. 

Thirty-five was a mistake. I was taken in by thirty-five’s stability and the lure of a family. Thirty-five has needy husbands and children who are too easy to love and too hard to leave when my year is up. And too much guilt. Oscar warned me—choose the young. Their lives are in flux, pliable, easy to separate from families and without encumbrances. 

Oscar was a monster. He made me one too. There’s more guilt attached to killing the young—they lose so much more than anyone else. There was a time when I justified the killing by telling myself they’d die anyway. But not anymore. Treatment could save them. 

I’m a murderer. A murderer who will be twenty-one years old again tomorrow.

I’ve already chosen a new body—one I’ve studied for weeks, following her to her university classes, watching her from the back of the bus, ordering coffee from her at the coffee shop where she works. I’ve imagined the sensation of her glossy black hair between my fingers and the way her skin will feel over her flesh. 

Her life will end and mine will begin.

Again.

I wrap my arms around my legs, close my eyes and rock to the sound of the flowing water and the pulsing wind. I don’t want to do this. Not again. I’ve done it over a hundred times and yet it never gets easier. I’ve wished to be able to see them as Oscar did—as dying inferiors, as animals. But, for me, they’re still people. People with families and hopes and dreams for the future like I once had. Every one of my victims is a stain on my soul, which by now, must be as dark and filthy as this polluted river.

I check my watch. 2 a.m. She’ll be asleep by now. I need to stop procrastinating and do this before I run out of time. I remove my watch and drop it into the canoe; it belonged to my last victim, and I can’t leave any evidence behind. 

I open my leather satchel and skim my hand over the contents to ensure the stolen keys, the scalpel, the plastic sheet and the syringe are still there, then walk the path to her dormitory and up the front steps. Each step pushes my heart rate higher. I unlock the glass door and step inside. Muffled music swirls down the stairwell along with the sharp smell of ammonia. 

I climb three flights of stairs and turn into her hallway. Two intoxicated girls shuffle past. It doesn’t matter if they see me. By tomorrow morning, this face and the tumours riddling this body will be a bad memory. 

I find her door and lean against the wall outside her room, listening. Music hums faintly beyond the door. She always sleeps with her music on—an idiosyncrasy I’ll have to imitate until I can separate her from the people who know her—separate me, I mean.

After ensuring the hall is empty, I press my ear to the door for one last listen. I turn the doorknob, open the door just enough to ease my body inside, then gently close it behind me. I twist the lock, something she should have done, not that it would have stopped me. 

I follow the line of her slender arm to her hand and her long cherry-red fingernails. Her hands drew me to her—her tapered fingers, rounded fingernails, the way the acidic orange nail polish she wore the first time I saw her set off her bronze skin. She used those perfect hands to stuff a designer scarf up her shirt. Even when my family and I were destitute, I never resorted to theft. When she tugged her blouse down, that’s when the sweet, oh so familiar and mouth-watering scent wafted my way. In that instant, my decision was made.

I followed her out of the department store that day. I trailed her for weeks to learn her routine, her friends, her habits. She never noticed me, her gaze always locked on her phone, thumbs always tapping. I learned to mimic her walk, the sway of her hips, the swing of her arms, the way she twisted her long black hair and draped it over her shoulder.

My pulse climbs higher. Soon those hands will be mine. What will they feel like?

I turn to the black window and practice her expressions. 

Her name is Margaret Silva, but her friends call her Maggie. She has a boyfriend, a maggot dressed in designer labels I’ll sweep at the first opportunity. I watched from the rhododendron bush outside her dormitory as the idiot with the white Mercedes slapped her around. She took it. She cried after he left. That night, I stood in her room while she slept. 

One day on the bus, an elderly woman, probably in her nineties, shuffled through the folding doors, pushing her walker. Maggie was too lost in her text conversation to think of giving up her seat. She’s self-absorbed and a thief. At least, that’s what I tell myself. Finding faults, real or imagined, in my victims dulls my guilt just a little. Enough so I can live with myself in the days following their murders. 

In the weeks I watched Maggie, I never saw any family. I overheard her tell someone she was Hawaiian, so she is far from home. Her family is already accustomed to her absence—another guilt ease. A few phone calls and I can cut ties with them altogether. I know enough about her to slide into her life and then take it as my own. 

I kneel beside her bed, listening to her breathe, listening to her heart thump in her chest. I have to be careful. If she screams, my plans will be ruined. 

My first victim screamed and begged for mercy. Oscar laughed at me. He didn’t have the decency to give me anything with which to kill her quickly. I shudder at the memory and the hate that envelopes me every time I think of him and what he did to me. 

I pick up the strand of hair that covers her neck. I’ve never touched it before. I’m pleased by its softness. I drop the strand onto her pillow and swallow hard. Don’t lose control.

The way I crave her cancerous flesh sickens me.

She rolls onto her back. Her head lolls sideways as though inviting me in. This close to her, the scent that compels me is intoxicating. I lick my lips and swallow the saliva pooling in my mouth. I lean in and savour the smell for a moment before opening my satchel and removing the syringe.

My thumb on the plunger, I suck in a breath then jab the needle into her neck. Her eyes shoot open. I slap my hand over her mouth and depress the plunger. A muffled squeal . . . then silence. Her eyes roll back in her head. 

I unfold the plastic sheet, wrap the bedsheet around her, and roll her limp body onto the plastic then raise her arm and lift her shirt. Pressing into her armpit, I find the lumps in her lymph tissue. Right where I sensed they’d be. The scalpel clenched between my fingers, I dig the blade into her skin. Blood streams onto her bedsheet. 

Instinct overrides all morality and disgust. I tear into her. Handfuls of tumour-infested flesh, flesh that could have eventually kill her but will give me new life. Hungry. So hungry. Swallowing warm, delicious globs. A blur of blood and pleasure and orgasmic satisfaction.

I dig and search and devour until I can’t find anymore. I lean back, look at her. Dead white now in a puddle of crimson. 

I can already feel my cells changing—one by one, becoming her. Already, my muscles tingle with nutrients. I feel stronger. Good thing because I have a lot of work ahead of me and I need to get it all done before the transformation process takes hold. 

* * *
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CHAPTER TWO
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Transformational Sleep

––––––––
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I shove a clean pair of Maggie’s pajamas inside my satchel, then open her window and peer down at the rhododendron below. My head spins at the height and I draw deep breaths in and out to calm my racing heart. Of course, Maggie has to live on the third floor. 

I wrap her body in the plastic sheet, pick her up, and heave her out the window, wincing as she lands behind a rhododendron with a thud. I climb onto the windowsill, press my eyes closed and blow out a tremulous breath. I jump and land on my feet, a fall that would’ve injured a human. Concealed behind the shrub, I check one more time for witnesses. 

I lift her over my shoulder and, keeping to the shadows, sneak toward the river where the canoe waits, my supplies tucked inside. Carefully, I lay her into the bottom of the canoe, shove off, and paddle down river to a bridge. 

Hidden behind a pier, I strip off my clothes then hastily shove her limp limbs into my pants and shirt over top of her pajamas. After tying a rope around her waist and then to the cinder block, I shove her mangled body out of the canoe. She hits the water with a splash. I toss in the concrete block and it pulls her down into the murky water. Her black hair lilting like seaweed is the last thing I see of her. 

“Rest in peace, Maggie Silva,” I whisper. And for a moment I envy her—her life is over, while mine must continue.

Forever.

Everyone wants to live forever—until they can.

If it were up to me, I would’ve found a way to kill myself rather than murdering others, but as Anjuli takes any and every opportunity to remind me—there are lives that depend on my ongoing suffering.

I pull on the clean set of pyjamas. My current body nearly bursts out of them, the seams straining, but by morning they’ll be a perfect fit. 

I paddle back to shore, get out of the canoe, and sling my satchel containing my few possessions—a bank card and a cameo necklace—over my shoulder. I throw the oar into the water then give the canoe a shove and watch them both float down river. Standing on the muddy shore, I watch until they vanish under the blanket of night.

It’s done. 

I return to her dorm room and lock the door. I sit on Maggie’s bed with my phone in hand, the heavy weight of sleep tugging me toward unconsciousness. I type a text for Anjuli. I give her my address and my new name. I hit send and collapse onto my pillow. 

___________

I wake in her bed. My bed. I lift my arms. Maggie’s fingers wiggle before my eyes. The change is complete. I press my eyes closed, forcing away tears of guilt. I stuff that emotion deep down inside me. The past is gone. I am Maggie Silva now, and there’s nothing that can undo that. 

I roll out of bed and shuffle to the mirror mounted on the back of the door. My first look in the mirror. The first time seeing a new face is always a shock, although less now than it used to be, less than the first time when I covered my bedroom mirrors so I didn’t have to be reminded of what I’d done.

I touch my face. The skin is so soft. I run my fingers over my plump lips. “Beautiful,” I say. Then I touch her stomach. The real Maggie had a small scar on her abdomen, maybe an appendectomy scar. Only traits carried in her DNA transfer to the new body. I’ll have to remember that and avoid bikinis. 

I open her closet. My clothes. After grabbing a bathrobe from a hanger, a towel from a shelf, and her bag of bathroom accoutrement, I set off for the bathroom. I want to wash this body, style its hair, dress it. I want to paint its nails in the same brilliant shade Maggie wore the first time I saw her.

“Hey, Maggie,” says a girl standing at the mirror, brushing on mascara. 

I know her name. Last week, I took a mental note when Maggie called out to her after one of her classes as she walked toward the dorm. I am thrilled to use my new voice to say the name. “Hey, Taylor.” Ooh. That was nice. Such a nice high tone yet full and powerful. 

I step into the shower and shiver as the warm water pours over me. I wash every inch of my new body with a purple loofa and some body wash that smells like vanilla. Washing my hair is more difficult than I’m used to. It takes some doing to work the shampoo through her—no—my thick mane. I towel dry my hair then wrap the towel around me. After rushing down the hall to my room, I close the door, drop the towel, and gaze in the mirror. 

I need to know every inch of this body—its moles, what size of clothes it wears, any imperfections. The longer I stare at it, the more I like it. She’s so shapely—rounded hips, full breasts. I love the way the skin on her stomach stretches from hip bone to hip bone and the shape of her belly button, like a full moon.

I rifle through her closet, tossing items that interest me on the bed. I try on half a dozen outfits before settling on one. She . . . I look great. I blow dry my hair and run a straightener through it, which takes longer than I anticipate. I don’t need much make-up but apply some anyway just for fun.

I rehearse walking toward the mirror and away from it, trying to match my gait to hers. I practice twisting my long hair and draping it over my shoulder like she did. I practice my pouty face. I can do a mean pouty face with these lips. Ooh, and puppy dog eyes. Is there anyone alive who would be able to resist her . . . me?

I feel lighter than air. I want to walk around campus. I’m a college girl again! Don’t know why I ever stopped being one. So much independence. So much room to move. And her flesh feels fresh and vibrant. I may lament losing this body at the end of the year. Who am I kidding? This body will be forgotten like all the others.

As I’m in the midst of trying on a few more expressions, a knock resonates from the door. Probably one of her friends. Maggie’s shorter than I’m used to being. I have to lift up on tiptoe to peer through the peephole. A man I’ve never seen before stands at the door. He’s pleasant to look at—black hair, warm brown eyes, a cowlick at his bangs that exposes his forehead. He glances up and down the hall, blows out a heavy breath and knocks again.

I back away from the peephole and gaze at the mirror. If I ignore him, he’ll go away. I try on my pouty face again.

“Open up, Mags,” he yells. 

He knows me. 

I press my palms to the door and look through the peephole again. He curls his hand into a fist and pounds the door. It vibrates against my palms. 

“I know you’re in there,” he shouts. 

I step back from the door. 

“Open up or I’ll knock this door down!”

Who the hell is he? In the weeks I followed her, I never saw him. I touch my teeth together, debating, and then disengage the lock and twist the doorknob. I open the door a smidge and peer through the crack. My eyes reach the level of his chest, muscular beneath his blue T-shirt. He presses his palm to the door and pushes it open wider. I stumble backward and the door swings open. 

“You ready to go?” He walks inside, carrying the scent of sawdust with him. A few tiny flakes of wood cling to his pant legs. 

“Go?” I ask, stunned. Who is he and where does he want me to go? No. I won’t be going anywhere with anyone unless I want to. 

He tosses his head and rolls his eyes. “You’re not seriously doing this. Get your stuff.”

“No. I can’t go. I’ve got something up. I’m really busy. Maybe another time.” 

His cheeks flame and his lips press into an angry line, although it only makes him look more beautiful. I catch myself staring at him and force my eyes to the floor. I need to tread carefully. He has my same colouring—could be a brother—that would be awkward, being caught mooning over a relative.

“You’re going,” he says.

I release a sarcastic chuckle. “No. I’m not.”

“You know. I told them you’d try this. They said ‘no, no, she’ll be here.’ I’m here to make sure of that. You’re not going to miss your dad’s fiftieth birthday. I may not be blood, but I care about those people like family, and I’m not going to let you act like they don’t exist.”

Not my brother. Excellent. But, Maggie said she was from Hawaii. And I don’t do family. Family is a minefield, and I know nothing about them. I wouldn’t even know her mother if I saw her. “I’ll give him a call and wish him happy birthday, but now’s not a good time.”

“The hell it isn’t.” He strides over to my bed, drops to his knees, and his calloused hands lift my blankets out of the way. He reaches his arm underneath the bed and drags out a duffle bag.

“What are you doing?” I demand.

He marches to my dresser, opens a drawer, and pulls out a handful of socks and underwear. 

I move to his side. “Stop!” 

“Then, you pack. If I have to carry you out of here kicking and screaming, I will.”

I fold my arms and glare at him, taking in his determined eyes and tensed jaw. He doesn’t break my gaze. I snatch the bag out of his hand. “How long do I have to stay?”

“I can bring you back in the morning.”

I pucker my lips, evaluating my next move, then look inside the bag. “I don’t need twelve pairs of underwear for an overnighter.” 

“Get what you need. We’re gonna be late.”

I shove a set of clothes and my toiletries pouch into the duffle bag and zip it. He grabs the bag out of my hand and slings it over his shoulder before walking out of my room and down the hall. I have to jog to keep up.

* * *
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CHAPTER THREE
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Maggie is a Dirty Rotten Liar

––––––––
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He drives us west out of the city in a refurbish orange Ford with a lumber rack over the truck bed. He grips the steering wheel, white-knuckled. I wait for him to relax, to say something, even look at me, but he keeps his eyes on the road. I watch the road signs to keep track of where he’s taking me. I want to ask how much longer, but that’s information the real Maggie would know. 

I need to get him talking so I can get at least a couple clues as to what awaits me at this birthday party. Making a show of peering through the windshield at the blue sky, I say, “Nice day for a party.”

“Yep.”

Great. A one-word answer. I decide on a different approach. “How about those Blazers? They’re really tearing it up this year.”

He shakes his head and then cranks his neck, an irritated glower pinching his face. “Seriously, Mags? Small talk?” He twists the radio knob and music fills the truck cab. He twists the knob until it’s too loud for conversation.

After an hour, he takes an off-ramp and drives south for another half hour. My anxiety grows with every passing mile. I process what I know. This guy, whoever he is, is taking me to my dad’s fiftieth birthday party. Hopefully, an intimate dinner with a handful of people. I’m used to bluffing my way through situations like that. No problem. 

We pass a series of tiny, dilapidated shops with Hispanic names before he turns right onto a residential street lined with small, old houses. Children zig-zag the road on bicycles. They seem oblivious to the presence of a vehicle, so he idles down the street behind them. He cranks the steering wheel and eases the truck onto a driveway, gravel crunching beneath the tires. 

He gets out of the truck. My mouth pops open. I sit frozen on the seat, staring at the house and the crowd of people coming and going through the front door. 

No, absolutely not.

He retrieves my bag from the back then stands in front of the truck and tosses his head toward the house. I shake my head. 

He throws me a glower, marches to my door, and flings it open. “Come on, Mags.” 

I allow honest words to slide past my lips. “I can’t do this.”

He rolls his eyes. “Get. Out!” 

This has to be the rudest, most impatient guy I’ve ever met. If he was my brother, I’d understand, but he’s just some guy. Where does he get off telling me what to do? And yet his brown eyes steal my will to resist. 

“Don’t be like this. These people care about you even though you don’t give a shit about them. You’re going in and you’re going to be nice. Got it?” 

He wraps his hand around my upper arm and the most pleasant electric zing travels up it. He pulls me from the truck and releases my arm as soon as my feet hit the ground. 

I follow him as he jogs up the creaky wooden steps to a crooked front porch with small bar-clad windows on either side of the front door. He opens the door, and I swallow hard. People. Tons of them. Everywhere. How did all these people get inside this tiny house? 

He goes inside and holds the door for me. My legs refuse to budge. He glares at me again. I force myself to step inside. So many smells—roasted beef, cilantro, cumin. Illness.

No one notices me at first, then slowly gazes fix on me and the orchestra of conversation quiets. I step back but the rude guy is behind me. I knock into his chest and he nudges me forward. 

“Margarita!” a woman’s voice calls from somewhere in the crowd. People move aside as a middle-aged woman with long black hair gathered into a braid presses her way toward me. A smile lights her face; she throws her arms wide and pulls me into an embrace. She rattles off something in Spanish, I think. I recognize one word, “Bonita.”

Maggie was a liar. She definitely wasn’t Hawaiian. If she wasn’t already dead, I’d kill her all over again for the deception.

The guy clears his throat and nudges me again. I wrap my arms around her. She’s soft and smells of fried onions. Maggie’s mother? Something about her embrace is familiar. I want to linger there and enjoy this warm recognizable feeling. 

I press my eyes closed and an image flashes in my mind. Another woman, this one with an Irish accent—lifetimes ago. She held me like this. I had been her Rachel. Tears pluck at my eyes. Weird. I blink them away. 

The woman pulls back, clasps my face between her hands and asks me a question, again in Spanish, her eyes sparkling with delight. I have no idea what she asked. I stand there and stare at her. Her dancing eyes still, disappointed. “I’m sorry. No Spanish. How’re you doing?”

The guy who drove me here steps forward and squares his shoulders. “Don’t apologize to her for that, Rosa.” 

I force a half-smile. “I’m fine.” 

She throws her arms around the guy. “Thank you, Javier, for picking her up.”

Javier. Finally, a name.

“My pleasure,” he says.

Rosa picks up my hand. “Come say happy birthday to Papa.” 

The crowd parts again as she leads me toward the back of the small living room. An overwhelming tumourous scent hits me. A man sits in a recliner, his legs covered with a blanket. His high cheek bones protrude over sunken cheeks. He extends his trembling hand to me—skin over bone, bulging at the knuckles. I take his hand. 

Pure relief settles over his features. “Ahh, Margarita, my treasure.”

For a moment I can’t breathe. A long time ago, someone else called me his treasure. A lump forms in my throat but I swallow it away.

“So good to see my beautiful daughter,” he says, his voice strained. He’s as cold as a corpse, but his eyes are so alive, almost worshipful of me. 

This man’s body—so much malignancy. How is he still alive? I place my other hand on top of his to warm him.

Rosa stumbles forward and her skirt wrinkles, drawing my gaze to tiny arms around her legs. Wide brown eyes peek out from behind Rosa—Maggie’s mother. My mother. 

“April, your sister is home! Give her hugs,” Rosa says, trying to peel the little girl’s arms from around her legs. When April shakes her head a tendril of long black hair falls over her shoulder.

Not more kids. I thought I escaped children by taking this body.

“Silly girl.” The mother shoves April in my direction. April’s cheeks blush, rosy beneath her brown skin. She peers up at me, a thousand questions in her innocent eyes. Her arms circle my waist then release me in the quickest hug I’ve ever experienced. She dashes back to our mother, returning to her hiding place behind Mother’s skirt.

The poor child. About to lose her father and she’s already lost her sister. I force away the guilt tearing at my heart like I tore at Maggie’s body. 

The rumble of conversation resumes and, one by one, strange faces greet me, hug me. “How’s the college girl?” about ten people ask. “Why don’t you ever come around anymore?” Roughly twenty people ask that one. And then a couple questions in Spanish that have me panicking. I say “yes” to one and “no” to the other. I could’ve been agreeing to clean the toilets for all I know. I’m thankful when Mother begins to set food on the table. With the scent of corn tortillas and seasoned chicken heavy in the air, people forget about me and focus their attention on the spread of Mexican delicacies.

Arms grab me around my waist, lift me off my feet, and force the air from my lungs with a screech. I claw at the arms. Whoever holds me begins to spin. I kick my legs. “Put me down!” I shout, ready to decapitate whoever has hold of me.

“Diego, put your sister down!” Papa demands in a weak voice.

The arms release me. I drop, nearly fall over, but I catch myself. I spin around aiming a murderous glare at this Diego—my brother, apparently.

“Hey, Maggie!” He laughs.

I grind my teeth. “Don’t ever do that again!” 

“Missed you, too.” He waves his hand. “Naw. Not really.”

Still laughing, he catches sight of the food-laden table and hurries away.

The spot on the sofa beside Javier empties and I drop onto it. I want to put my head between my legs and hyperventilate, but instead I sit there trying to control my galloping heart. Javier glances over at me then looks away. The muscles at his jaw tighten. He draws a breath through his nose. “I put your stuff in your room,” he says, as though speaking to me pains him.

“Thank you.”

He stands and walks away. Probably to get some food but it feels different. He isn’t walking toward the food; he’s walking away from me. If he hates me so much, why did he pick me up?

Rosa appears in front of me with a plate of food. “You’re getting too skinny. Here. Eat.”

I smile and take the plate from her. “Thank you.” I pick up an empanada and take a bite. The moment it hits my stomach, I realize some of my jitteriness is because I haven’t eaten yet today. As I chew down another bite, I feel eyes on me. I search the crowd for the watcher. April leans against the far wall, her worried gaze locked on me. 

I offer her a weak half-smile, but she doesn’t smile back. In fact, she looks . . . almost scared. Weird kid. I bite off another piece and look away. Mother’s a good cook. I clean my plate in short order, the food calming my buzzing nerves. I can do this. I’ve dealt with a new family before. 

Though I try to ignore her, little April continues her vigil. She slowly moves closer. She sits next to Papa and stares and then sits on the end of the coffee table and stares. I watch other people but her eyes seem to radiate heat. I always feel where they’re aimed. 

She walks a wide circle around me then approaches near the rolled arm of the sofa. She stops a stride away, too close for me to ignore, and scrutinizes me. Maybe if I talk to her, she’ll go away. “Hi, April.” I lift my eyebrows and smile.

She steps closer and climbs up on the couch’s arm and stares again. What’s this kid’s problem? Maybe there’s something wrong with her. After several awkward minutes, she points her index finger and eases it toward my face. She pokes me in the cheek. “You look just like her.” 

“Like who?” I ask.

“Like Margarita.” 

Every muscle in my body freezes, including my heart. And then it begins again with a heavy glut of a beat. “I am Margarita.”

She tilts her head, puzzled. “No, you’re not.”

I peer into her eyes. “What makes you think that?”

“Your eyes talk different than hers.”

“April,” Mother calls from across the room. “Go get the other children. Javier will help you with the piñata.” April grins then scrambles off the arm of the sofa. 

___________

It’s late and my nerves are shredded by the time the house empties. April fell asleep under the coffee table. Javier gently helps Papa out of his chair and down the hall. A couple minutes later, Javier returns and begins moving furniture around. I go to the kitchen to find Mother scrubbing a frying pan, a mountain of dishes still in the sink, and another lady from the party drying them after Mother places them in the dish rack.

“Can I help?” I ask.

Both heads turn, stare, blink a few times. “Sure. You wipe the table.” Mother dips a washcloth in the foamy dishwater, wrings it out, and hands it to me. I take the cloth to the dinette and begin washing down the table, brushing crumbs and bits of meat together. 

Javier carries two chairs from the living room and tucks them under the table. He furrows his brow. “That doesn’t ruin your manicure?” 

A bolt of anger hits my system. After all I’ve been through today, my patience is about as thick as panty hose. “What’s your problem?”

He smirks and stalks back to the family room. I’m wiping the food off the table into my hand when Javier returns with a couple more chairs, these different from the other two. Diego strides into the room in an oversized grey hoody, his hair slicked back. 

“We’re going to the bridge. You wanna come?” Diego asks Javier.

“Yeah, I’ll go. Just give me a minute. I need to move the loveseat.” Javier marches out of the room again.

When Javier returns, Diego yells, “Mama, we’re going.”

“Where are you going?” she shouts from the kitchen.

“To the bridge.”

“Who’re you going with?” 

“The guys. Javier.”

“Did you invite Margarita?”

He narrows his eyes at me. “She doesn’t want to slum it with us.” 

Umm. I’m right here. How does he know I don’t want to go? I stop scrubbing the table.

“Take your sister,” Mother says.

Diego huffs out a breath. “You wanna go?” His voice takes on a disinterested tone.

Javier folds his arms and looks away. I can tell he doesn’t want me to go which makes me want to defy him. “Yeah, I’ll go.”

“Really?” Diego asks, wrinkling his nose.

“Yeah.”

“Mama, Maggie’s going, too. We’ll be back late,” Diego shouts.

* * *
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CHAPTER FOUR
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An Urge to Break my Own Rules

––––––––
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I retrieve a sweatshirt from the duffle bag in my room and walk down the front steps. Javier sits in his truck, his arm slung over the seat, waiting. The door groans as I heave it open. I bounce onto the vinyl seat and slide across the bench toward him. He pulls his arm off the seat as soon as I’m near enough to touch it. Diego emerges from the garage. He hunches over a bulge in his loose sweatshirt that makes him look like he’s in his third trimester. 

Javier throws me a wary glance from the corner of his eye.

Diego climbs into the truck beside me. Javier shakes his head. “Your funeral.” 

Head tilted, I search Diego’s expression. Eyes wide, like a child, chocolate on his face, denying he’s eaten a cookie. I drop my gaze to the bump in his shirt. What’s he hiding? Whatever it is, Javier seems to think I’ll make a big deal of it. I shouldn’t disappoint. “What are you hiding, Diego?”

He jolts with faux surprise. “What?”

I toss him a do-you-think-I’m-stupid glower. “Either I’m about to be a proud aunt or you’re hiding something under your shirt.”

Javier chuckles, cranks the key, and the engine roars. “Put it back, Diego. I want to get there before sunrise.”

“Shit,” Diego says.

“Watch your mouth,” I say. Seems like something I might’ve said to my real brothers if they used language like that.

He reaches under his sweatshirt, draws out a six-pack of beer, climbs out of the truck, and slams the door. Javier taps his index finger on the steering wheel while we wait for Diego to return. I want to say something, make small talk, but he’s made his feelings about small talk clear. 

Diego returns, red-faced, fists clenched. The moment his seatbelt clicks, Javier throws it in reverse and steers off the driveway. 

He drives west through the small town. Cracked sidewalks and garbage collected in narrow alleys between buildings slide past. Javier turns on the radio to a country station as we leave the last of the buildings behind and drive past fields braided with rows of seedling strawberry plants. Moist evening air, hinting of earth and fresh-cut grass blows through the open windows. The truck speeds around curves, up and over perfectly mounded hills. Masses of blackberry bushes climb from the ditches. 

The smell of water—moss and algae—drifts into the truck. Javier engages his turn signal, slows and turns onto a gravel road. Stones crunch beneath the tires. The truck bounces over potholes, kicking up a cloud of dust behind us. He slows as he drives up a ridge. When we reach the top, water, glimmering in the moonlight, appears below us. More cars and trucks are parked near the river’s edges. Music wafts to my ears—hum and tinsel from this far out.

Javier navigates the truck down the hill and parks alongside a maroon Buick, circa 1976. I drove one in a past life. 

Diego has his leg out of the truck the moment the speedometer reads zero. A group of guys his age turn around and grin. One puffs on a cigarette. Margarita probably wouldn’t approve. Diego looks back at me once, and I make sure to express my disapproval. He shakes his head and mumbles something under his breath that I probably don’t want to hear.

Javier gets out of the truck and leaves me sitting by myself at the middle of the bench. My heart rate climbs. Why did I agree come to come along? Irritating a guy I barely know suddenly doesn’t seem like a valid reason. This is exactly the type of situation I try to avoid, and yet I flung myself into the center of a social tornado. Maggie is probably supposed to know these people’s names. 

“You getting out?” Javier says through the open window.

“Um. Yeah.” I scoot over to the passenger door. My arms turn to noodles. It requires all my strength to shove the door open. I can do this. I’ve had to improvise before. I get the impression that people may consider Maggie a snob so I can be aloof and no one will think anything of it. 

After shutting the truck door, I pull in a deep breath, let it out, and walk around the front of the truck toward Javier. Halfway past the hood of the old Ford, I spy someone next to him—a girl, a little older than Maggie. She leans against Javier and kisses him. I stop. My legs refuse to go further. My chest tightens as if Javier just kicked me in the chest. Who is she? 

I stare at them, sorting my thoughts. Of course, Javier has a life. He clearly doesn’t like Maggie. Why would I have thought this indicated some sort of undeclared crush?

“You remember Jennifer, my fiancée?” Javier says as I slink closer.

“Of course.” I force the corners of my lips upward. For a moment, my eyes fixate on her left hand and the large solitaire diamond on her ring finger. An expensive ring. How did he afford a ring like that?

She smiles. A genuine smile. “Hi, Maggie. Nice to see you again.”

She seems nice. 

I hate her. 

Keeping my smile in place, I say, “Nice to see you, too. So, when’s the big day?”

Javier throws me a puzzled glance.

I tuck my hands in my pockets. “I know you told me, but with school and everything, I just can’t keep dates straight.” 

“June twentieth,” Jennifer says.

A few months. Great. 

“Heyyyyy, Maggie,” a voice booms. A boy whose pants hang somewhere around his knees wobbles toward me. “Princess came to visit the regular folks. Your highness.” He sweeps his arm and bows. Javier breaks out in hysterics. 

I fold my arms and glare at him—whoever he is. “I’m going to take a walk.”

I leave their cackles behind, picking my way down to the river. What in the hell am I doing here? I glance back at Javier. Jennifer is on his lap, one arm looped around his shoulders. I stumble over one of the cantaloupe-sized smooth stones littering the riverbank. Beside the water, the large stones give way to pebbles. I walk downstream until the music and voices fade into a background din. Stooping down, I pick up a flat stone and fling it over the water. It skips three times, skims the surface for a couple of feet, and then sinks into the water. 

Why didn’t I tell Javier to take a hike the moment I opened my dorm room door? That would have been the right thing to do. Instead, I’m here with these people who clearly have no affection for Maggie. My new brother can’t stand me. Javier is preoccupied with his fiancée. I sneer the word in my head. And the knee-waisted kid clearly has an issue with me. No wonder Maggie told everyone she was Hawaiian. She obviously sought a different life for herself. College. A white boyfriend. I’d seen it before, felt it before—kids embarrassed by their immigrant parents—the accents, the food, the foreign customs. 

There was a time, long ago, when my mother’s Irish brogue made me blush. I’ve spent well over one hundred years regretting my embarrassment and wishing I could hug her and tell her how much I love her.

I release a long breath. I need to get out of here. When Javier takes me back to the dormitory, I need to break ties with this family. Start over somewhere new where I can be myself again. Why do I try to integrate into families I don’t belong to? I’ve tried and failed many times before.

Besides, these people would probably be happy to hear she’s rotting at the bottom of this very river miles upstream. 

A cool breeze blows off the water and raises goosebumps on my arms. I walk back toward the party. Jennifer is still on Javier’s lap but now in front of a roaring fire. Diego has a silver can to his lips and quickly shoves it behind his back when he spies me. I look away. He isn’t my problem. He has parents. I shuffle over to him. “I’m walking home.” He can let Javier know.

“It’s a long way,” Diego says.

“I don’t care.”

I round the back of the vehicles, the fire casting a flickering shadow in front of me. 

I follow the gravel road back toward the pavement. Stopping at the edge of the two-lane road, I think over which way we came from. I turn right and speed to a jog. This body runs strangely. My flesh bounces in places I’m not used to. I stop, not because of fatigue, but because I’m uncomfortable. If Maggie doesn’t own a sports bra, she will soon.

A couple of miles down the road, a pair of headlights glow behind me. I walk farther onto the shoulder. The vehicle rumbles toward me, slowing as it grows closer. I sidestep a few more steps. Just pass. I’m not going to jump onto the road. A truck rumbles up beside me. If this is some serial killer on the prowl, he’s in for the surprise of his life. A hint of enthusiasm sparks in me at the thought of ridding the world of another piece of scum. I dispatched Oscar. Someone should’ve given me a medal for that.

“Hey, Mags. What are you doing?” 

I peer into the truck. Javier. “Walking home.”

“You’re going to walk fifteen miles?”

“Yep.” I fold my arms.

“Get in the truck. I’ll give you a ride.”

I keep walking. “I’m fine.” Javier’s truck chugs alongside me.

“Don’t be ridiculous. Your mother will have my ass if I let you walk home.”

“I’ll tell her I wouldn’t let you. Your beloved Jennifer is waiting for you.” Uggh. Why did I say that? I sound jilted  

“Okay then, I guess I’ll drive beside you the entire way to make sure you get home safe.”

I shrug. “Your gas mileage.”

I quicken my pace, and the truck chugs along next to me. Minutes eke by. 

“Mags, quit being stubborn. Get in the truck.”

“No.”

“Get. In. The. Truck.”

“Leave me alone.”

The truck halts and the transmission grinds. I walk faster. Rusty hinges complain. Footsteps thump behind me. I break into a run and glance over my shoulder. He’s right on my heels. He catches me around the waist and pulls me to a stop.

“Let go of me. What’s it to you if I walk?” I struggle to free myself.

“Are you going to come on your own or do I have to help you?” 

I elbow him in the gut. A gust of wind bursts from his lips but he doesn’t loosen his grip. He spins me around and my world flips as he hoists me over his shoulder.

“Put me down!” I don’t want to hurt him, but if he keeps pushing me—

He heaves the passenger door open, slides me off his shoulder onto the truck seat, and slaps the locks down before slamming the door. He climbs into the driver’s side and shoots me a smug grin. “Put on your seatbelt.”

I fold my arms and turn away from him to stare out the window. Him telling me what to do. What a joke. I’m a hundred years older than him and no car accident will kill me, and even if it could—all the more reason to go without a seatbelt. 

He releases a heavy sigh. “What are you? Three years old?” He reaches across me, grabs the seatbelt, drapes it over me, and buckles it. He puts the truck in drive and takes off. Out of the corner of my eyes, I see he’s still grinning. Half of me wants to remove that grin by force; the other half wants to remove it with my own lips. If I unlatch my seatbelt, would he reach his arm over me again? 

It should matter to me he’s engaged. One of the few moral codes I have left is not to interfere in established relationships of my non-victims. Most of the time, I’m glad not to have attachments. What is it about Javier that makes me so eager to break all my carefully developed rules?

“So what about Diego? You’re just going to leave him there?” I ask.

“No. Jennifer’s taking him home.”

“That’s nice of her,” I say with a hint of sarcasm.

Plastic squeaks under his hands as he tightens his grip on the steering wheel. 

“You don’t like Jennifer?” He fights a smirk.

“She’s great. Really nice. Everyone likes her.” 

He laughs. “Yeah, everyone does like her. I mean, who wouldn’t? She’s one of the nicest, most genuine people I’ve ever met.”

“Hence the proposal. Thanks for the list of her admirable qualities. Perhaps she can give me lessons.” Acid pulses through my system. Why am I acting like a jealous teenager? I’m over a century old for heaven’s sake!

For some reason, hearing he’s engaged drove a knife into my back and now he’s twisting it. I direct my gaze out the window, and the rest of the ride home is thick with awkward silence. He drops me off and backs down my driveway. I watch him drive away, not far though. He pulls into a driveway five houses down on the other side of the street. A neighbour. 

I go inside the dark house, find my room, and dive under the blankets. Get away from this place, Rachel. Get away from this place as fast as you can.

* * *
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CHAPTER FIVE: MINNESOTA 1894
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The Miller’s Daughter

––––––––
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“Rachel!” Mama’s voice carried into my bedroom. I groaned and peeled my eyes open to searing sunlight. 

“Rachel!” 

“Coming, Mama.” I tossed the patchwork quilt aside over the top of my younger sister. “Erin, time to wake up.” 

“Mmm,” she hummed then rolled over.

I shuffled over the rough floorboards to the row of hooks beside the door. I peeled off my nightgown, slid into my skirt, and buttoned my blouse. A round dinner-plate-sized mirror hung on the wall. I brushed my brown hair and twisted it into a bun and pinned it into place. 

When I emerged from my and Erin’s room my brothers—all five of them—sat at the table before a steaming cast iron pot of porridge. One by one, they dug in and plopped spoonfuls onto their plates. 

I marched to the kitchen. 

Mama hugged me and kissed my cheek. “Good morning, Rachel.” I hooked my apron over my head. Mama handed me a wooden spoon, the youngest, finally another girl, riding on her hip. Missy’s cheeks were red and wet with tears. “Mind the sausages. I need to feed the baby.”

The fire blazed in the stove, driving out the morning chill. The grease began to smoke so I removed the sausages, dumped them onto a plate, and carried them to the table. Papa sat in his usual seat at the head of the table, blowing on a spoonful of porridge. His eyes brightened when he looked at me. “Morning, Mo Stór.” My treasure.

“Morning, Papa.” I smiled.

“Sausages!” Joseph sang. The boys dove at the sausages as though they hadn’t eaten in a week. I sighed. Probably wouldn’t be any left for me. I sat at the far end of the table and dished my breakfast. I hated porridge, probably because I’d had porridge every morning for as long as I could remember. 

Mama returned with a much happier baby, sat down, and helped herself to some slop too. 

My bowl empty, I gulped down a cup of milk before helping Mama clear the table. She filled a basin with water and began washing dishes while I slung the egg basket over my arm and then made my way across the yard to the chicken coop.

I scattered some chicken feed inside the pen, then opened the slatted coop door and shoved a chicken out of the way with my foot as I ducked inside. Sunlight spilled between the boards, creating gold stripes on the hay that lined the roosting boxes. I picked the eggs two at a time, still warm from the nests. Most of the chickens were out in the pen pecking the ground for dried corn but not Lucifine. That was the name I gave her. The most evil chicken ever hatched. She never ate with the other chickens. No. She waited for me. 

I reached my hand toward her. Squawk! She jabbed her beak at my hand, but I yanked it out of the way. “Shoo! Shoo!” I shouted, waving my hand at her. She wasn’t fazed. I thrusted my hand at her side and reached under her. She spun and pecked at me, caught the back of my hand as I withdrew it, two eggs in my fist. “Ow! You dumb chicken.” She flapped her wings, stirring a cloud of dust and sending me into a coughing fit. 

I stumbled from the chicken coop, spat out the dust and patted it off my blouse and skirt. A symphony of laughter broke out over the squawking of chickens. The five boys stood before me in stair-step order, lunch pails hooked at the ends of their arms. I pressed my lips into a tense line. “Ready for school?”

The four oldest ran ahead. They didn’t need me to walk them anymore. Every morning they raced, the smaller ones always trying to outdo the older ones. I rubbed my hand where the chicken had attacked. 

Six-year-old Matthew hurried to my side. “Did the chicken bite you again?”

“Yes. She’s a mean old hen.”

His dark hair dangled over his forehead, suspended from a stiff cowlick as he looked up at me. His eyebrows lifted, eyes wide and glassy. “Does it hurt?”

I crouched and smiled, attempted to smooth down his hair. “Not anymore.”

I straightened up, slung my basket of eggs over my arm, and extended my hand to Matthew. He took it and we set out after the other boys. 

“Rachel,” Mama’s voice called behind me.

I turned. She jogged toward us, lifting her skirt over her shoes with one hand and clutching a lunch pail in the other. Who forgot this time?

“Papa forgot his lunch. Please bring it to him.”

I took it from her and she hurried back to the house.

Walks with Matthew were anything but quiet. His mouth ran nonstop. Questions. Questions. Questions. “Why do rabbits have such big ears? Why do birds tweet instead of growl? Why can’t trees walk? Can people walk on clouds?” Sometimes he didn’t even allow me to finish one answer before he interrupted with another question.

The other boys were already dashing around the schoolhouse with boys from town when Matthew and I arrived. Matthew caught sight of one of his friends, hugged my leg and said, “Bye, Rachel.” He ran off to join the others.

I sold my eggs at the mercantile then took the road that ran east out of town. A mile down that dusty, rutted road sat the lumber mill. A fancy carriage with broad black wheels, red brocade curtains, and an upholstered leather seat sat in front of the mill. Usually alive with the deafening buzz and screech of saws, the place was quiet except for an enthusiastic voice. Where was everyone? 

I followed the voice around the back and found a mass of men gathered around a young man, shouting above them. He swept his hand through the air, exclaiming, “Expansion, prosperity,” his blond hair slicked and his eyes aimed down his nose, sweeping over the men as if they were his subjects. 

His narrow face, high cheek bones, and perfectly pressed suit spoke of rigidity, perfectionism. His icy gaze locked on me for a split second before he continued his oration. Must be the new owner. A couple of months ago, the mill owner had died and his son didn’t want the business. Papa had been worried about it shutting down and him losing his job. It was a happy day when Papa came home and announced a man from New York had bought it. 

I lifted to tiptoe to try to find Papa. My gaze swept over the crowd. A set of blue eyes under strawberry-blond hair caught mine. Daniel. My cheeks heated. 

An older man at the back of the crowd turned around and smiled. “Hello, Miss Rachel,” he said in hushed tones. “Are you looking for your pa?”

“Good morning, Mr. Ingvolstadt. I just need to give him his lunch,” I said. 

“He’s up at the front. I can give it to him if you want to get home.”

“Thank you.” I handed him the pail and took one more long glance at Daniel’s blue eyes before turning around and walking back the other way.

I came to the road and threw a hopeful glance over my shoulder. Instead of taking the road that led back to town, I turned the opposite way. I crossed the footbridge, my heels knocking on the boards, then followed the trail into a stand of birch trees. The path snaked around trees, winding deeper into the green canopy. The warm breeze swayed the trees and the sun peeked between leaves, sparkling above me.

Footsteps padded the path behind me, growing closer. My heart rate sped. I slowed, listened to each step—boots on hard packed earth. I stepped off the path and tucked myself beside a tree’s peeling white paper bark. The breeze stirred the fallen leaves about my feet, carrying the sweet scent of pine. 

The footsteps silenced. I peeked out from behind the tree. The path was empty. I poked my head farther into the sunlight, searching up and down the trail. No one. Had I imagined the footsteps—wished for them until my mind constructed them? I stepped onto the path, sighed, and felt my mouth curl downward. 

“A lady shouldn’t be walking alone out here.”

I gasped and spun around. Daniel stepped toward me, took my hand, and drew me closer. The wonderful smell of sawdust and pitch that clung to him filled my senses. My body warmed at his touch. 

“I didn’t intend to be alone,” I said. “How long do you have?”

“Just a few minutes.” He wound his arms around me, and I brought my arms up about his shoulders, heat radiating from my chest. Fires lit everywhere his body met mine. “Two more months,” he said.

“Two? That long?” I asked, despair tinging my voice.

“I talked to my father last night about buying a parcel of land from him. A few more months and I’ll have enough money to build us a house. Then, I can ask your father for your hand.”

I’d counted every passing day. A year and three months already. The mill didn’t pay much, and Daniel didn’t want to marry me without the prospect of having a place of our own. “It seems like so long.” My bottom lip slipped out against my will. 

He touched my chin and brushed his thumb over my plumped lip. “We’re almost there. A couple more months . . . and then forever.” His lips pressed to mine. I clutched his collar and held him there. His arms constricted around me, my body against his. He tried to pull away, but I held on. I wanted more. I wanted what marriage had to offer. 

He kissed my neck. “Rachel, I have to get back to work.”

“I don’t want you to go.”

He chuckled. “We’ll never be able to get married if I lose my situation.”

I released a heavy sigh and loosened my grip. 

“I love you,” he whispered in my ear before he stepped back and his hands dropped to his side. He walked back toward the mill. A few steps down the path, he stopped, spun around, and strode back toward me. He lifted me into his arms, pressed me backward until my back came to rest against a tree. His mouth struck mine like lightning. I gasped for air as his hand brushed down my side. He pulled away again. “Maybe two months is too long,” he said between heavy breaths.

When he released me, I stumbled sideways, dazed and out of breath. He walked away and disappeared behind a stand of trees. Propping myself against the tree, I hoped he’d come back one more time but this time he didn’t return. 

I gave him a few minutes’ head start. It wouldn’t do for someone to see us emerging from the woods together. I wandered back toward the mill. The saws were calling out their usual screech as I crossed the bridge. I inhaled the scent of pitch and sawdust. Mmm, Daniel. I spied Papa sending a board into a spinning saw. He didn’t see me, and I hurried away before he could.

I started down the road toward town, my egg basket light and my head back in the stand of birch trees with Daniel. I wanted to skip along the road like I did when I was a little girl but propriety restrained me. The clip-clap of horse hooves and grating of gravel beneath wagon wheels drew my attention behind me. 

A single horse, towing the fancy carriage, high-stepped toward me. I moved over to the side of the road to allow the carriage to pass and kept walking. The carriage slowed beside me. The man who had been addressing the workers at the mill removed his bowler hat and said, “You’re Lochlan Dunn’s daughter, are you not?”  

I stopped and he tugged back on the rains, halting his carriage. “Yes, sir.”

“Your father is very knowledgeable. An asset to the company.”

“Thank you, sir. My father is a good man.”

“It’s a shame you should have to walk. Where are you headed?”

I slid my basket to the crook in my elbow and fingered the strands of willow. “We live a couple miles south of town.” 

“You know, I’m new here and anxious to learn the lay of the land and to meet a few people. How about I give you a ride home in exchange for conversation?” He smiled and peered into my eyes. I looked down at my shoes, scratched my fingernails over into the grooves on the basket handle. Nerves pinched my stomach. I didn’t want to climb into the carriage with him yet didn’t want to offend my father’s new boss. “That would be very kind of you.” 

He offered his hand. I placed my hand on his; he tightened his grip and helped me into the carriage. I settled in at his side and smoothed my skirt over my legs. A cloud of sharp, citrus-scented cologne surrounded him. I stifled a cough.

“My name is Oscar Grantham.” He smiled.

“Rachel Dunn. Pleased to meet you.”

* * *
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CHAPTER SIX: THE PRESENT
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The Ultimate Creeper

––––––––
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I lie awake in Maggie’s bed staring at the stipple, waiting for sleep to find me. My body is exhausted, my emotions frayed, but my mind’s a live wire. Maggie’s life is wriggling its way under my skin. The girl at the bottom of the river infuriates me. She left so many questions. Why can’t her life be straight forward, devoid of mystery, like most other lives? 

Her father’s illness. And Javier. What is his connection to this family? And what is his connection to Maggie? A family friend? But, then, why the animosity toward her? 

I toss onto my side, punch my pillow a few times, and close my eyes. Cutting out the visual world only turns my thoughts brighter. Blue eyes beneath a mop of strawberry blond hair. They transform into brown eyes beneath black hair. I jolt upright in the bed. No! Those thoughts are not allowed. I crawl out of bed. Once I solve this little mystery, my mind can rest. Certainly, this room harbours at least a couple clues. Somewhere.

Dropping to my knees, I lift the comforter and peer under the bed. I yank out lumps of clothes and a pair of running shoes, not sure what I’m looking for. Pictures? A diary? Nothing. I shove the heap back under the bed and go to the closet. A few dresses hang to one side—a purple number that looks like a prom dress. A floral
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