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SOMEWHERE BETWEEN HATE AND NOW

A Novel

The Crestfall Series — Book One
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For everyone who came to disappear and stayed to be found.
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Chapter One
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The tire didn't blow so much as give up.

That was how Sloane would describe it later — not a dramatic blowout, no bang, no shredded rubber spraying across the asphalt. Just a slow, dignified deflation, like the car had finally made a decision after long deliberation, and the decision was no.

She coasted onto the shoulder of Highway 31 with the kind of eerie calm that only descends when the worst possible thing has already happened. The rain was coming down in earnest now, the kind of October rain that didn't fall so much as commit, and the town of Crestfall, Michigan — which she'd been approximately three minutes from reaching — sat somewhere behind the tree line like a rumor.

"Okay," Sloane said to the windshield. "Great. This is great."

She sat for a moment, both hands still on the wheel, listening to the rain drum the roof of her Subaru. On the back seat sat four bags, one dying succulent she'd refused to leave behind, and a laptop she hadn't opened in six weeks. In the cupholder was a gas station coffee that had been cold for two hours. She'd been drinking it anyway.

Her phone buzzed. She glanced at the screen.

VOICEMAIL: Mom (2)

She put the phone face-down.

Outside was the shoulder of a rain-slicked highway with no streetlights, the encroaching dark of an October evening, and a rear passenger tire that had decided to become a metaphor. Inside was Sloane Mercer — twenty-nine, formerly @sloaneliving, currently nobody — who had driven four hours from Ann Arbor on the theory that if she got far enough away from her life, she could stop having it for a while.

She got out of the car.

The rain hit her immediately, the way October rain does when you're wearing the wrong thing. She'd packed for a quiet escape to a small town; she had not packed for this, which was a full atmospheric event, and the heels — low block heels, perfectly reasonable — were not the choice they'd seemed this morning.

The tire was flat. Profoundly, committed flat. She crouched in front of it in the rain with her hands on her knees, examining it as though her inspection might reverse the situation through sheer force of attention.

"Come on," she said quietly. Not to anyone.

Then headlights hit her from behind.

She stood and turned, squinting against the glare. A truck — big, dark, the particular shade of dented forest green that suggested it had earned those dents — slowed and pulled in behind her. The hazards came on. The engine cut. She had approximately four seconds to consider whether this was the good kind of stranger or the kind that featured in true crime podcasts before the driver's door opened.

The man who got out was tall in that careless, architectural way, like he hadn't ever had to think about being tall. Dark hair, damp at the edges from the thirty seconds of rain between his door and the back of her car. Broad across the shoulders in a canvas jacket that had no business making her notice his shoulders right now, given the circumstances. He was maybe thirty-two, thirty-three, with the specific kind of jaw that looked like it had opinions.

He looked at her. He looked at the tire. He looked at her shoes.

"You need help," he said, "or are you just experiencing the town scenically?"

His voice was low and unhurried. Not a warm voice — not unfriendly exactly, but with no particular energy toward friendliness either. It was the voice of someone who had asked a question because it needed asking, not because he was particularly interested in the answer.

"The tire," she said, which was not a complete sentence, but she felt it communicated the situation.

He looked at it again. "Yeah."

He went to the bed of his truck without asking anything else, produced a jack and a lug wrench, and crouched beside her tire with the easy confidence of a man who had done this a hundred times. Sloane stood slightly to the side, rain-wet and somewhat useless.

"You have a spare?" he asked.

"In the back. Under the — there's a panel."

He stood, held out a hand without turning around.

"Keys."

She had them in her jacket pocket. She placed them in his hand and registered, in the most purely involuntary way, that his fingers were warm.

For the next seven minutes he changed her tire in the rain and she watched him do it, which felt rude, so she looked at the tree line instead, which felt evasive, so she settled for looking at approximately his left knee.

"You can stand under the truck," he said.

"I'm fine."

"You're getting soaked."

"So are you."

He glanced back at her over his shoulder. There was a brief, flat pause that contained within it the message that is not the same thing at all, and then he returned to the tire.

"I'm Sloane," she said, because the silence had stretched to a length that made her actual skin itch. "Monroe," she added, after a beat, which was not a lie so much as a significant omission. Her middle name. Her mother's maiden name. The name on the rental agreement, the name she'd given the management company, the name she'd been operating under for the last two weeks while she sorted out this particular escape route. "S. Monroe."

He tightened the last lug nut. Rose to his full height.

"Where are you headed?"

"Crestfall. I have a — I'm renting a place. On—" She found the address on her phone, water-spotted screen and all. Held it up. "This street. Do you know it?"

He looked at her phone.

Something happened in his expression. Not much — this was clearly not a face that made a habit of legibility — but there was a very brief stillness, a recalibration, like a man who had been handed new information and was deciding what to do with it.

"I know it," he said.

"Is it far?"

"Ten minutes." He closed the trunk. Handed back her keys. "You should follow me in. The road's unlit past the center of town."

"Oh, you don't have to—"

He was already walking back to his truck.

Sloane stood in the rain with her keys and looked at the back of him. She thought about the four hours she'd driven, the two voicemails from her mother, the six weeks since she'd posted anything, the twelve weeks since everything had collapsed, the way it had felt to pack those bags this morning like she was packing herself up, carefully, in bubble wrap.

She got back in her car.

* * *
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CRESTFALL ANNOUNCED itself the way small towns in Michigan always did — gradually, then all at once. A gas station. A diner with a lit sign. A hardware store. And then, abruptly, a proper main street that someone clearly loved, with lamp-posts wrapped in harvest bunting and a bakery window full of orange lights and a general feeling of we have our act together, thank you.

Sloane followed the green truck down the main drag and then left onto a quieter street that sloped slightly downhill toward something that smelled like water. Lake Crestfall, she knew from the listing — the town wrapped around the east shore, and in summer apparently the sunsets were extraordinary.

It was not summer.

The truck slowed in front of a building that stopped her breath a little, even through the rain and the dark. It was a former mill or warehouse — late Victorian, she'd guess, three stories of dark brick with tall industrial windows, updated just enough to be beautiful without losing the bones. A carved wooden sign over the main entrance read Hartley Brewing. Warm amber light spilled from the ground-floor windows. Window boxes, dead now for the season, flanked the door.

The truck pulled into a side lot. Sloane parked behind it.

She gathered her bag and the succulent — it was the last thing she'd bought before everything went sideways, she was not abandoning it — and met the man on the sidewalk.

"This is the address," she said, looking up at the building.

"Yes," he said.

She looked at the sign. Looked at him. Looked at the sign again. "Hartley Brewing."

"Yes."

"Your name is Hartley."

Something that was not quite a smile moved across his face. It was more like the implication of a smile — the ghost of one, in the muscles around his eyes, briefly visiting and then leaving without committing. "Cole," he said. "Cole Hartley."

He unlocked the main door and held it open. The warmth from inside reached her immediately — wood and malt and something faintly citrusy, the brewery smell warm and complicated and nothing like she'd expected. The ground floor was the taproom, closed for the evening, with its long bar of reclaimed wood and high ceilings crossed with original timber beams. A staircase at the back. He led her up.

The suite was on the third floor, the whole of it
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