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            FOR MY COUSINS BILL AND KAREN CORSI—

            Always there for me,

            Always upbeat,

            Always loving and dearly loved.

             

            For my husband Mark,

            And for our March birthday boys, Morgan and Brody.
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            Prologue

         
         
            July 1666

            Hudson Valley, New York

         

         The crowd jeers, and Jeremiah Mundy grips his younger sisters’ hands, steeling himself for the unthinkable tragedy about to
            unfold.
         

         
         Thou art a man now, he reminds himself, echoing the last words his father, James, said to him weeks ago, before he and Mother were taken away.
         

         
         At fourteen, Jeremiah felt in that moment, and feels in this one, like a mere child. Yet he promised his parents that he would
            accept his manly obligation, taking charge of his sisters and the household in their absence. He just never dreamed the absence
            would endure for weeks, let alone . . . forever.
         

         
         But forever it shall be.

         
         James and Elizabeth Mundy are sentenced to die today at the hands of the black-clad, hooded hangman who, like the others present,
            recently arrived in this year-old colony perched on the Hudson River’s western bank. They were due last fall, having traveled
            from England with sorely needed supplies. But a harsh winter froze the river before the reinforcements could make their way
            north from the port of Manhattan. The Mundy family and their fellow settlers were left to fend for themselves for nearly five
            months.
         

         
         Day in and out, Jeremiah trudged with his father through a swirling white maelstrom to chop wood and feed a fire that did
            little to stave off the bitter cold. They could not hunt, nor could they forage. For a long time, there was no way to feed
            the relentless hunger. The family nearly starved to death.
         

         
         But they did not. They were the lucky ones. They found the means to salvation—horrific means, and yet, as Jeremiah overheard
            his parents saying, what choice did they have?
         

         
         Starvation does peculiar things to a person. The hunger is unbearable, a living, breathing monster growing within your gut,
            its ferocious growls drowning out the voice of reason. You will do anything, anything within reason—and eventually, anything
            well beyond the realm of reason—to feed the beast. And when you have—when you’ve done the unthinkable, and the agony has abated—you’ll
            fear not just for your life, but for your sanity.
         

         
         There will be no turning back.

         
         When at last the supplies and reinforcements arrived in May, only the Mundys remained of the three dozen original English
            settlers.
         

         
         “Look there! Satan himself blazes in the Goody Mundy’s eyes!” a man proclaims from the crowd behind Jeremiah.

         
         “Ay, and peculiar eyes they be,” comes the reply, and he recognizes the rasping voice of the Goodwife Barker, whose brother
            was among the first of the winter’s casualties.
         

         
         Peculiar . . .

         
         Jeremiah closes his own eyes: one a piercing shade of blue, the other a chalky gray.

         
         Years ago, back in England, he caught a glimpse of himself in his grandmother’s looking glass and was startled to see that
            he, like his mother, had one pale iris and one fully pigmented.
         

         
         “’Tis a rare gift,” his beloved grandmother told him, and he believed it . . .

         
         Until now.

         
         Rare, yes. Not a gift, but a curse.

         
         The subject of his mother’s “peculiar” eyes came up at the trial—offered as additional evidence of Elizabeth Mundy’s guilt,
            lest there be any claim that her initial confession had been coerced through bodily torture.
         

         
         A stalwart Jeremiah had witnessed that torture, a public spectacle that unfolded on the riverbank on a gray spring day. The
            entire colony turned out to watch, bristling with anticipation like an amusement-deprived London audience flocking to post-Restoration
            theater.
         

         
         His father was first to be strapped to the ducking stool as Jeremiah, helpless, stood apart from the gawkers and gossipers.
            Their voices and the chirping chatter of woodland creatures were drowned out by violent splashing as James Mundy was repeatedly
            submerged in the murky current. Each time he sputtered to the surface, he defiantly proclaimed his innocence, determined to
            let them drown him—until the moment they assured him that his wife would be spared the same punishment if he confessed.
         

         
         And so he did.

         
         Jeremiah’s fists clenched as he listened to the confession. Either way, his father would die: drowned in the river, or sentenced
            to death for murder. At least James Mundy had preserved his wife’s dignity and her life . . . or so he believed.
         

         
         They had lied.

         
         Jeremiah’s mother had her own turn on the ducking stool. A pair of burly men—the same men who escort her to her doom this
            morning—held Jeremiah back when he tried to rush to her side. She endured nearly three hours before confessing to the heinous
            crimes of which she and her husband had been accused.
         

         
         The trial, now a mere formality, was swift; the verdict unanimous; the sentence so inevitable that the platform was being
            built beneath the sturdy branches of an oak tree even before the trial had concluded.
         

         
         The crowd assembled at sunrise, as eager to know that the devil had been banished from the settlement as they are thirsty
            for diversion from daily drudgery.
         

         
         Eyes squeezed shut to block out the horrific sight of the crude wooden structure, Jeremiah scours his memory for the image
            of his mother’s face as it once was—serene, affectionate, exhilarated by the promise of life in this New World. But he can
            envision it only pale with worry, and then—oh, and then contorted in feverish wrath as starvation took hold.
         

         
         At the telltale pressing of the crowd around him, he opens his eyes to see that it has parted, allowing the procession into
            the clearing.
         

         
         Flanked by pairs of the settlement’s strongest men, Mother and Father appear even more frail than they were a few days ago,
            when they were sentenced to death after they confessed to murder—and worse. Far, far worse.
         

         
         Twelve-year-old Charity, the elder but smaller of Jeremiah’s sisters, begins to whimper. Priscilla, eight, remains as silent
            and stoic as her brother, grasping his hand firmly.
         

         
         The magistrate reads the charges in a booming voice and orders that the death sentence be carried out immediately.

         
         Jeremiah shifts his gaze toward the forest on the far end of the clearing as an escape fantasy takes shape. His parents shall
            break away and run toward the trees. They’ll disappear into the dense woods and find their way to the water, eluding their
            captors and the executioner’s twin nooses, and—
         

         
         A gleeful roar disrupts the comforting daydream. Elizabeth Mundy has fainted. The brutes yank her upright again and drag her
            toward the gallows beneath the oak.
         

         
         Priscilla remains steadfast at Jeremiah’s side, but Charity tugs his hand. “I cannot bear to watch.”

         
         “We must.”

         
         With a plaintive wail, his sister wrenches herself from his grasp and flees, capturing the crowd’s interest.

         
         Jeremiah will comfort her when the ordeal is over.

         
         Someone touches his shoulder, and he turns to see Goody Dowling, whose husband and sons are building a home on land adjacent
            to the Mundys’.
         

         
         Her expression is not unkind. “I shall see to the girl.”

         
         She hurries away, leaving him dumbfounded.

         
         He’s scarcely wondered what might become of him and his sisters after today, but when he does allow himself to speculate,
            he assumes the other settlers will shun them, forcing them to leave this place.
         

         
         Where will they even go?

         
         When they fled England a year ago, they were destitute, evicted by their landholder with nowhere to turn in an overpopulated
            country. Their only hope of salvation lay across the sea. The British had recently wrangled control of the New Netherland
            colony from the Dutch and renamed it New York, luring settlers like the Mundys with the promise of opportunity, freedom, and
            abundant land.
         

         
         Even if Jeremiah and his sisters could afford to pay for passage back to England, they’d be as alone there as they are here.
            Grandmother was struck by the plague before they left. When she passes on, Aunt Felicity will join them in the New World,
            perhaps already having begun the journey. They have no other family to speak of.
         

         
         Here, they may not have relatives or friends, but they do have a home—if home can be defined as land, shelter, and food. The
            last has finally come in abundance with crops in the fields, fish in the river, game in the forests.
         

         
         What little Jeremiah knows of the world beyond this settlement is formidable and fraught with danger. Mountains and forests
            teem with feral creatures and unfriendly natives. Neighboring settlements are few and far between, populated by the Dutch,
            no ally to the English.
         

         
         Having glimpsed the teeming port of Manhattan last year and found it rife with strangers and filth, he has no desire to make
            his way back accompanied by two vulnerable little girls.
         

         
         Thanks to a stranger’s unexpected benevolence toward the imminent orphan and the crowd’s murmuring of sympathy as Charity
            fled, Jeremiah wonders whether he and his sisters may be permitted to stay on in their parents’ home. It isn’t the ideal scenario,
            yet it’s the only one he can fathom.
         

         
         Now, however, isn’t the time to plan for the future. Somehow, he must find the strength and courage to focus on the present.

         
         Thou art a man now.

         
         His parents stand on the scaffold, side by side, hands bound, facing the crowd.

         
         Father’s jaw is set, his gaze fixed straight ahead. Mother searches the crowd as the hangman wraps a length of rope around
            her skirt, binding her legs.
         

         
         Her gaze lands on Jeremiah. There is no evidence now of the madness that gripped her last winter in the throes of famine.
            In his final glimpse of her peculiar eyes, he sees a frantic question.
         

         
         Then the hangman blindfolds her with a length of cloth and commands the prisoners to bow their heads for the nooses.

         
         Sunlight glints against the gold ring on his mother’s hand, and Jeremiah swallows a rush of bile.

         
         Priscilla’s grasp tightens on his hand.

         
         The hangman nods, satisfied that the nooses are fixed. An expectant hush falls over the crowd as he descends a rickety ladder
            creaking under his weight.
         

         
         The command is given, and in that moment, Jeremiah finds his voice at last. “Fear not!” he calls out, and to his own ears,
            his voice is shockingly strong and sure. “I shall protect my sisters and we shall make you proud and—”
         

         
         His final message is lost in a roar of approval from the crowd as the platform drops.

         
         Mercifully, the taut rope snaps Elizabeth Mundy’s fragile neck, killing her instantly. But James has the brawny build of a
            man who has spent his thirty-three years enduring long hours of physical labor. His muscular neck sustains the fall and he
            is left to strangle at the end of the rope, his body contorting with futile efforts to breathe.
         

         
         His agonizing gasps render the assemblage mute in collective horror. They had turned out to the promise of entertainment,
            only to bear witness to a grotesque scene that will forever after haunt their nightmares. They scuttle away until just the
            hangman and the Mundy siblings remain beside the scaffold, accompanied by a flock of fat gray geese that has alighted nearby
            like scavengers.
         

         
         Watching his mother’s corpse sway gently beside her husband’s agonizing spasms, Jeremiah remembers another death. Brutal as
            the arctic air on that February day, it left a numbness that has yet to subside. Perhaps it never will.
         

         
         Priscilla’s sturdy little body wracked with silent sobs, she buries her face against Jeremiah’s chest, dampening his shirt
            with her tears. He holds her fast against him, refusing to budge his gaze from their father until at last his struggle has
            ended.
         

         
         He watches as the hangman cuts his parents’ bodies down from the branch to be hauled away for unceremonious burial.

         
         Priscilla pulls back to look up at him, her blue eyes raw and swollen. “What will happen to us now?”

         
         “We shall return to our home and never speak of this again to anyone but each other and Charity. No matter what happens, for
            the rest of our lives. Do you understand?”
         

         
         “I do.”

         
         Satisfied, he looks over at the hangman, loading their dead father onto a cart like a sack of grain.

         
         “Wait here for me, Priscilla. I shall return momentarily.”

         
         She slumps against the oak’s broad, sturdy trunk as he walks over to the man.

         
         “Sir,” he says, “may I have a moment with my mother?”

         
         The man regards him for a long moment, then nods.

         
         Jeremiah crouches on the grass and reaches among the folds of his mother’s skirt. Her hands are bound with a strip of cloth,
            fingers clasped as if in prayer. To the man standing above, it may appear that he wishes to touch her hand one last time in
            farewell.
         

         
         But Jeremiah’s fingers close over the gold gimmal ring she’s wearing. He tugs. Her finger is bent, and it fits her snugly,
            difficult to remove.
         

         
         I must have it.

         
         He tugs harder, and feels the sickening crack of bone as he removes the ring.

         
         Closing it in his fist, he bends to press his lips against her forehead.

         
         There, he whispers the final message she hadn’t heard above the roar of the crowd. Nor, God willing, had anyone else.

         
         “We shall never tell.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         
            July 20, 2016

            Los Angeles, California

         

         We shall never tell.

         
         Strange, the thoughts that go through your head when you’re standing at an open grave.

         
         Not that Emerson Mundy knew anything about open graves before today. Her father’s funeral is the first she’s ever attended,
            and she’s the sole mourner.
         

         
         Ah, at last, a perk to living a life without many—any—loved ones: you don’t spend much time grieving, unless you count the pervasive ache for the things you never had.
         

         
         The minister, who came with the cemetery package and never even met Jerry Mundy, is rambling on about souls and salvation.
            Emerson hears only We shall never tell—the closing line in an old letter she found yesterday in the crawl space of her childhood home. It had been written in 1676
            by a young woman named Priscilla Mundy, addressed to her brother, Jeremiah.
         

         
         The Mundys were among the seventeenth-century English colonists who settled on the eastern bank of the Hudson River, about
            a hundred miles north of New York City. Their first winter was so harsh that the river froze, stranding their supply ship
            and additional colonists in the New York harbor. When the ship arrived after the thaw, all but five settlers had starved to
            death.
         

         
         Jeremiah; Priscilla; their sister, Charity; and their parents had eaten human flesh to stay alive. James and Elizabeth Mundy
            swore they’d only cannibalized those who’d already died, but the God-fearing, well-fed newcomers couldn’t fathom such wretched
            butchery. A Puritan justice committee tortured the couple until they confessed to murder, then swiftly tried, convicted, and
            hanged them.
         

         
         “Do you think we’re related?” Emerson asked her father after learning about the Mundys back in elementary school.

         
         “Nope.” Curt answers were typical when she brought up anything Jerry Mundy didn’t want to discuss. The past was high on the
            list.
         

         
         “That’s it? Just nope?”
         

         
         “What else do you want me to say?”

         
         “How about yes?”

         
         “That wouldn’t be the truth,” he said with a shrug.

         
         “Sometimes the truth isn’t very interesting.”

         
         “Life is easier when things aren’t interesting.”

         
         She had no one else to ask about her family history. Dad was an only child, and his parents, Donald and Inez Mundy, had passed
            away long before she was born. Their headstone is adjacent to the gaping rectangle about to swallow her father’s casket. Staring
            at the inscription, she notices her grandfather’s unusual middle initial.
         

         
         
            Donald X. Mundy, born 1900, died 1972.

         

         X marks the spot.

         
         Thanks to her passion for history and Robert Louis Stevenson, Emerson’s bookworm childhood included a phase when she searched
            obsessively for buried treasure. Money was short in their household after two heart attacks left Jerry Mundy on permanent
            disability.
         

         
         X marks the spot . . .

         
         No gold doubloon treasure chest buried here. Just dusty old bones of people she never knew.

         
         And now, her father.

         
         The service concludes with a prayer as the coffin is lowered into the ground. The minister clasps her hand and tells her how
            sorry he is for her loss, then leaves her to sit on a bench and stare at the hillside as the undertakers finish the job.
         

         
         The sun is beginning to burn through the thick marine layer that swaddles most June and July mornings. Having grown up in
            Southern California, she knows the sky will be bright blue by mid-afternoon. Tomorrow will be more of the same. By then, she’ll
            be on her way back up the coast, back to her life in Oakland, where the fog rolls in and stays for days, weeks at a time.
            Funny, but there she welcomes the gray, a soothing shield from real world glare and sharp edges.
         

         
         Here the seasonal gloom has felt oppressive and depressing.

         
         Emerson watches the undertakers finish the job and load their equipment into a van. After they drive off, she makes her way
            between neat rows of tombstones to inspect the raked dirt rectangle.
         

         
         When something is over, you move on, her father told her when she left home nearly two decades ago. She attended Cal State Fullerton with scholarships and maximum
            financial aid, got her master’s at Berkeley, and landed a teaching job in the Bay Area.
         

         
         But she didn’t necessarily move on.

         
         Every holiday, many weekends, and for two whole months every summer, she makes the six-hour drive down to stay with her father.
            She cooks and cleans for him, and at night they sit together and watch Wheel of Fortune reruns.
         

         
         It used to be because she craved a connection to the only family she had in the world. Lately, though, it was as much because
            Jerry Mundy needed her.
         

         
         He pretended that he didn’t, that he was taking care of himself and the house, too proud to admit he was failing. He was a
            shadow of his former self when he died at seventy-six, leaving Emerson alone in the world.
         

         
         Throughout her motherless childhood, Emerson was obsessed with novels about orphans. Treasure Island shared coveted space on her bookshelf with Anne of Green Gables, The Secret Garden, The Witch of Blackbird Pond . . .
         

         
         She always wondered what would happen to her if her father died. Would she wind up in an orphanage? Would a kindly stranger
            take her in? Would she live on the streets?
         

         
         Now that it’s happened, he’s down there, in the dirt . . . moving on?

         
         She’ll never again hear his voice. She’ll never see the face so like her own that she can’t imagine she inherited any physical
            characteristic from her mother, Didi—though she can’t be certain.
         

         
         Years ago, she asked her father for a picture—preferably one that showed her mother holding her as a baby, or of her parents
            together. Maybe she wanted evidence that she and her father had been loved; that the woman who’d abandoned them had once been
            normal—a proud new mother, a happy bride.
         

         
         Or was it the opposite? Was she hoping to glimpse a hint that Didi Mundy was never normal? Did she expect to confirm that
            people—normal people—don’t just wake up one morning and choose to walk out on a husband and child? That there was always something
            off about her mother: a telltale gleam in the eye, or a faraway expression—some warning sign her father had overlooked. A
            sign Emerson herself would be able to recognize, should she ever be tempted to marry.
         

         
         But there were no images of Didi that she could slip into a frame, or deface with angry black ink, or simply commit to memory.

         
         Exhibit A: Untrustworthy.

         
         Sure, there had been plenty of photos, her father admitted unapologetically. He’d gotten rid of everything.
         

         
         There were plenty of pictures of her and Dad, though.

         
         Exhibit B: Trustworthy.

         
         Dad holding her hand on her first day of kindergarten, Dad leading her in an awkward waltz at a father-daughter middle school
            dance, Dad posing with her at high school graduation.
         

         
         “Two peas in a pod,” he liked to say. “If I weren’t me, I’d think you were.”

         
         She has his thick, wavy hair, the same dimple on her right cheek, same angular nose and bristly slashes of brow. Even her
            wide-set, prominent, upturned eyes are the same as his, with one notable exception.
         

         
         Jerry Mundy’s eyes were a piercing blue.

         
         Only one of Emerson’s is that shade; the other, a chalky gray.

         
          

         Beyond the plate-glass window, midtown Manhattan is moist, dark, and dirty, wriggling with fat-bellied tourists looking up
            at skyscraper spires, and pissed-off New Yorkers looking down as they scuttle for subway steps.
         

         
         Rush hour, and the pub is busier than usual. The regulars, mostly Long Island or Jersey-bound Penn Station commuters, are
            jammed alongside Billy Joel fans heading over to a sold-out show at Madison Square Garden a few blocks away.
         

         
         NYPD Missing Persons Detective Sullivan Leary and her longtime partner, Detective Stockton Barnes, arrived well ahead of the
            crowd and grabbed a pair of stools beneath the specials chalkboard. Two-for-one drafts till seven, along with free mini buffet—Swedish
            meatballs, lentil samosas, and crab rangoon in tinfoil chafing dishes.
         

         
         After days like this, happy hour is anything but for Sully and Barnes. Yes, they solve the vast majority of their missing
            persons cases. Some reports are false alarms, filed due to misunderstandings or missed connections. Some people disappear
            deliberately, despite their families’ insistence that there must be foul play. Spouses have affairs, kids run away, deadbeat
            parents abandon children.
         

         
         Those things happen every day. The missing either eventually find their way home, or resurface in far-flung locations.

         
         There are abductions and accidents, of course, and a few cases do end tragically. Usually, you can see it coming; steel yourself
            for the inevitable.
         

         
         That’s how it was today, on the case they just closed with the usual heap of paperwork before adjourning to the bar. It began
            forty-eight hours ago with a missing, possibly suicidal teenager and was resolved early this morning when someone discovered
            his body, wrists slit by his own hand, decomposing alongside goat carcasses behind a Chinatown restaurant. Sully anticipated
            it would end that way, but the kid’s parents did not. The note in his pocket was addressed to them—grief-stricken immigrants
            whom he blamed for a variety of slights, most, according to his siblings, imagined by a troubled young man.
         

         
         “This isn’t like you. Stop dwelling,” Barnes tells her when she wonders, not for the first time since they sat down, how the
            bereaved parents are going to sleep tonight—and for the rest of their lives.
         

         
         “I’m not dwelling. I’m just speculating.”

         
         “Bad idea. Move on, same as always.”

         
         Move on. Funny you should say that, Barnes . . .

         
         He’s provided her with the perfect opening to say what’s on her mind, but even now, she can’t quite bring herself to do it.

         
         “Excuse me, is this seat taken?” A statuesque brunette gestures at the vacant stool next to Barnes.

         
         “If it were taken, someone would have been sitting there,” Sully mutters to Barnes after he tells the woman that it’s open.
            “Anyway, I’m sitting here.”
         

         
         “What does that have to do with anything?”

         
         “Never mind.”

         
         She watches the woman swivel her stool toward Barnes, ready to start a conversation.

         
         There was a time when Sully was irked by the assumption that she and Barnes are a couple. These days, it’s the opposite.

         
         Is it so hard to believe that a drop-dead gorgeous African-American man who can have his pick of nubile beauties might be
            romantically attached to the scrawny, middle-aged likes of Sully, with her Chee-tos and cream complexion?
         

         
         Apparently, it is. The brunette asks Barnes, “So, do you come here a lot?”

         
         Lame.

         
         Sully sips her barely touched Jameson, glad she swore off dating fellow cops after she divorced one.

         
         And it’s not as if she and Barnes have anything in common beyond the job. He’s worldly, gregarious, and charming. She prefers
            familiar places and faces and is . . . well, not so charming.
         

         
         “Hey, Sully, you want another drink?”

         
         “I just got this one,” she snarls at Barnes.

         
         Unruffled, he orders another for himself, and a chardonnay for the brunette.

         
         To his credit, he curtails the small talk with her and turns back to Sully. “Extra prickly tonight, aren’t we?”

         
         “Hell, no. I’m a freakin’ marshmallow.”

         
         “You? A marshmallow?” He throws back his head and laughs.

         
         Yeah, Sullivan Leary is no marshmallow—not tonight, not ever. Not after more than a decade as an NYPD detective, and not before,
            either.
         

         
         Raised in a no-frills, rowdy New York family, she’s quick-witted and quick-tempered, with a fierce sense of justice. She likes
            everything strong: her tea, her Irish whiskey, her men . . .
         

         
         Ah, but the strongest men in her life have shared her blood and her law enforcement vocation. Others, particularly her ex-husband,
            proved weak.
         

         
         Barnes is not weak, and he isn’t family, which makes him . . .

         
         “I’m serious,” he says. “Something’s getting to you. Is it the case?”

         
         “This case? Today? No.” She scowls.

         
         “Then what?”

         
         Her cell phone rings before she can say what she’d been about to say when the brunette barged in.

         
         Looking down at her phone, she recognizes the 518 area code and Mundy’s Landing exchange, though not the last four digits.
            Earlier this month, she and Barnes devoted the better part of their Hudson Valley vacation to a missing persons investigation
            linked to a century-old unsolved murder case.
         

         
         Sully excuses herself and strides toward the door with her phone. Beyond the air-conditioned pub, cigarette-smoking bar patrons
            pollute a steamy, neon-lit canyon shadowed by concrete and steel towers. She sidesteps Helga, a neighborhood homeless woman
            who’s sleeping soundly on the sidewalk beside the closed metal gate of a notions and trimmings store. Her blanket is a torn
            garbage bag, her pillow a cardboard sign crookedly lettered with just two words: Help Me.
         

         
         Sully tries, often bringing her a sandwich or handing over what little money she herself can spare. It isn’t much—loose change,
            occasionally a dollar or two.
         

         
         “Good evening, Detective Leary,” a familiar voice says in Sully’s ear. “This is Miss Ora Abrams, curator of the Mundy’s Landing
            Historical Society.”
         

         
         She smiles, picturing the dainty elderly woman who wears her snow white hair in a Disney princess bun. “Nice to hear from
            you. How are you?”
         

         
         “Quite well, my dear. I’m calling with some news. You may recall that the society has offered fifty thousand dollars to the
            person who solves the Sleeping Beauty murders?”
         

         
         “You mean the Mundypalooza reward? I mean, for your event?” she amends, aware that Ora isn’t a fan of the colloquial term.

         
         Every summer for twenty-five years, the historical society extends an open invitation to amateur detectives to try their hand
            at solving the village’s century-old Sleeping Beauty murders.
         

         
         “Yes, I’ve just come from a meeting with the board of directors,” Ora goes on, “and we’ve decided that you deserve the reward.”

         
         Sully gasps a lungful of tobacco smoke and rotting Dumpster garbage. “But, Miss Abrams . . . I mean, I didn’t solve it.”
         

         
         “You were much closer than anyone else over the years, other than that dreadful person.”

         
         The dreadful person, of course, is Holmes, the Sleeping Beauty Killer’s twenty-first-century counterpart, who’d unlocked the historic case and then set out to duplicate
            the crimes.
         

         
         “If you’d had one more day,” Ora goes on, “you’d have figured it out.”

         
         One more day, and more innocent lives would have been lost. Two local families found a happy ending, but several others weren’t
            as fortunate.
         

         
         Fifty thousand dollars would buy a whole lot of . . .

         
         Freedom.

         
         But Sully forces herself to say the right thing. “The reward should go to Annabelle Bingham, Miss Abrams. She and her husband
            can use the money,” Sully points out—as if she can’t.
         

         
         But Annabelle and her family live at 46 Bridge Street, one of three Murder Houses targeted by both Holmes and the 1916 Sleeping
            Beauty Killer. She, too, had pieced together the original crimes and narrowly escaped becoming a copycat victim.
         

         
         “The Binghams suggested that the reward go to you. We all agree. It’s our way of thanking you for all you’ve done for Mundy’s
            Landing.”
         

         
         “But I didn’t do this alone. My partner was—”

         
         “Detective Barnes? A delightful man. Splendid suggestion.”

         
         “Suggestion?”

         
         “We’ll honor you both with the reward—two names on the check.”

         
         “I really think the Binghams deserve it, Miss Abrams. I wouldn’t feel comfortable taking all that money, and I know Detective
            Barnes won’t, either.”
         

         
         “In that case, we’ll divide it. Half the money will go to the Binghams, and the other half to you two.”

         
         “But—”

         
         “That’s the end of it. We’ll award the money at a ceremony next month. I hope you and Mr. Barnes will be able to join us.”

         
         “I’ll be there,” Sully promises.

         
         And not just for the ceremony.

         
         Hanging up, she puts her phone back into her pocket and takes out a couple of twenty-dollar bills. Bending over Helga’s sleeping
            form, she tucks the money alongside the woman’s withered hands that are clasped as if in prayer.
         

         
         Back in the bar, Barnes is, predictably, chatting with the brunette on the next stool. Seeing Sully, he breaks off to ask
            if everything’s okay.
         

         
         “Everything’s fine.” She reclaims her seat, picks up her drink, and swirls the amber liquid in her glass as the truth sinks
            in. “Everything’s great, actually.”
         

         
         “Excuse me, Stockton?” His new friend touches his arm. “Would you mind watching my wine while I go to the ladies’ room? You
            never know when someone might slip something into it.”
         

         
         “Is it just me, or was that wishful thinking?” Sully mutters as the woman walks away.

         
         “It’s just you. Who was on the phone?”

         
         “What would you say if I told you we just won a nice little jackpot?”

         
         “I’d ask if you were talking to the lottery.”

         
         “The lottery doesn’t call people.”

         
         “How would I know?”

         
         “You don’t play the lottery?”

         
         He shakes his head. “My money comes the old-fashioned way. I earn it.”

         
         “So you’re turning down your half of the twenty-five grand?”

         
         “What now?”

         
         She explains the situation quickly, concluding, “I told Ora they should just give the Binghams the entire thing.”

         
         “No, come on, Gingersnap, you need that money. You keep telling me you’ve been in credit card hell. Here’s your chance to
            buy your way out.”
         

         
         “I know.”

         
         “I’m spending my half on a real vacation to make up for the one I missed. You can come with me.”

         
         She smiles faintly “Where are we going?”

         
         “Cuba. It’s not off-limits anymore. I heard commercial airlines are going to start flying there this fall, and I have Cuban
            blood—my abuela, remember?”
         

         
         “She was born in the Bronx.” You ride around with someone all day, every day for years, you know little details like that.

         
         “Her parents were from Havana. Come on, we’ll go before tourism ruins everything. We can lie on an unspoiled beach, smoke
            cigars, drink rum . . . Think about how nice it would be to get out of here.”
         

         
         Another perfect opening. This time, she won’t let it go by.

         
         “I have thought about it, Barnes. And you’re right. I do need to get out of here. But not just for a week, and not to Cuba.”

         
         His eyes narrow. “What do you mean?”

         
         “You know what I mean. And you knew it was coming. I’ve had enough. I’ve got to go. For good.”

         
         He sips his drink, staring at the tiered rows of bottles behind the bar.

         
         “Aren’t you going to say anything?”

         
         “You said you’d never leave the city.”

         
         “No, you said that, Barnes.”
         

         
         “About you.”

         
         “Well, you were wrong. I’ve been thinking about it ever since we got back from Mundy’s Landing. My lease is up next month.
            My rent is going to skyrocket.”
         

         
         “So it’s because of Sir Douchebag?” His nickname for her pompous landlord. “Or is it Manik Bhandari?”

         
         And there it is.

         
         They say there’s one case in every law enforcement career that gets you in the gut, no matter how hardened you are. After
            almost two decades on the job, Sully confronted hers last year.
         

         
         She and Stockton were on a routine investigation in a rough neighborhood when a couple of joy-riding junkies spontaneously
            declared open season on the NYPD and started firing. The bullet that just missed Sully hit the seventeen-year-old honor student.
            Manik sobbed for his father like a frightened baby and died in her arms before she even realized she’d been struck by the
            second bullet.
         

         
         Though her forehead wound is long healed, the scar still sometimes burns, a cruel stigmata of flesh and soul. She plays the
            scene over and over in her head, imagining a different outcome—one in which she saves Manik. Sometimes she, too, survives.
            Sometimes she doesn’t. But at least she dies a hero.
         

         
         “It pushed me over the edge,” she admits.

         
         Barnes opens his mouth, undoubtedly to remind her she’ll get over it.

         
         She curtails him. “Nick Colonomos called yesterday and offered me a job—detective on the Mundy’s Landing force.”

         
         “You’re actually considering it? Listen, you can’t—”

         
         “I already said yes.”

         
         “You’ll be bored out of your mind up there.”

         
         “Maybe. But boring sounds like a decent alternative to . . .” She taps the scar on her forehead.

         
         “You can’t make a snap decision based on one incident. You need to give this some time. At least wait until the end of the
            year, or even next summer. By then, if you still—”
         

         
         “There’s a job now. It won’t be there in a few months.”

         
         “Something else will come up.”

         
         “Not there.”

         
         “Why do you have to be there?”
         

         
         “Why are you trying to talk me out of this? Are you going to miss me that much?”

         
         She waits for his usual retort, but it doesn’t come. He pushes their drinks away and clasps his large black hand over her
            bony, freckled one.
         

         
         Looking her in the eye, he says without a hint of irony, “Yeah, Gingersnap. I’ll miss you.”

         
          

         Jerry Mundy’s obituary was published this morning.

         
         Not in the Los Angeles Times, of course. No such prominence for a man who’d lived a solitary, humble life. His obit appeared only in the relatively obscure
            neighborhood online paper, the one that generates headlines from Girl Scout cookie sales and lost puppies, largely ignoring
            all crimes more serious than jaywalking or littering, with a front page devoid of politics, wars, global terrorism.
         

         
         Judging by reader engagement, the obituaries are far more popular than the news, occasionally edged by the weather forecast,
            depending on the day. The comments section breeds complaints about the Southern California weather or lack thereof, and subsequent
            complaints about the complainers.
         

         
         Over on the obituaries page, comments aren’t always reverent, or even coherent. A few are written entirely in capital letters
            that transform condolences into screaming threats: I’M PRAYING FOR HER SOUL, or I WILL COME BY THIS WEEK WITH RIGATONI.
         

         
         Someone who goes by SamIAm writes just RIP on every obituary, and a person named Maynard—first, or last?—comments on all of SamIAm’s comments, accusing him of disrespecting
            the dead with stupid drive-by acronims. Someone else corrects Maynard’s spelling: Its acronym. Learn how to spell, freaking moron.
         

         
         No one corrects the Its.
         

         
         Fascinating, this window into other people’s lives.

         
         And deaths.

         
         The deceased are depicted in formal portraits or colorful candids, some recent, others courtesy of the prior century. A black
            and white photo depicts a ninety-year-old man as a handsome young soldier, the accompanying write-up referencing Normandy
            and a Purple Heart. A septuagenarian is shown in 1950s glam, with dark lipstick and cropped hair, her bangs riding high above
            heavily penciled brows and at least an inch of forehead. She’s survived by a devoted husband and three sprawling generations.
         

         
         You can learn a lot about a person, reading an obituary.

         
         Unless that person is Jerome Mundy.

         
         No photo. No comments, other than the obligatory RIP courtesy of SamIAm.
         

         
         No frills. No charming anecdotes, no unique facts. Unlike his fellow deceased, he didn’t have invention patents. Wasn’t appointed
            to Ronald Reagan’s administration. Didn’t set a Guinness Book of World Records for humming “Ninety-nine Bottles of Beer on
            the Wall” all the way through, not once, but one hundred consecutive times.
         

         
         Surprisingly, the hummer, alphabetically listed right before Jerome Mundy, died of natural causes.

         
         Hard to believe no one strangled that guy.

         
         An ironic thought, all things considered.

         
         Jerome Mundy’s obituary reads like a short story thrown into an anthology of opuses.

         
         
            Born in Los Angeles in 1940, survived by one daughter, Emerson Mundy, of Oakland. Died of natural causes.

         

         That’s it. The end.

         
         Strange.

         
         Seeing it there in black and white, you can almost believe it.

         
         Even the lie.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Email

         
         
            
               To: emerson.mundy@ousd.com

               From: nancy@dapplebrookinn.com

               Date: June 1, 2017

               Re: Your Upcoming Stay

               Dear Ms. Mundy:

               As the General Manager of the Dapplebrook Inn, I review upcoming reservations on the first of every month. Your last name
                  caught my eye. Do you have a familial connection to Horace J. Mundy? He was a great American politician, and one of Mundy’s
                  Landing’s most esteemed native sons. Our inn was built as his private residence in the late nineteenth century.
               

               I will look forward to your reply, and to welcoming you on the 21st.

               Best,

               Nancy Vandergraaf

            

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         
            June 21, 2017

            Mundy’s Landing, New York

         

         The dusky two-lane highway is bordered by woods, rambling cobblestone walls, and spotlit homes. Some are pillared stone mansions,
            others turreted Victorians, a few transformed into office buildings or apartment houses. All are steeped in bygone grandeur.
         

         
         Approaching a fork in the road, Emerson notes that the business district lies east; Schaapskill Nature Preserve, west. That’s
            the site of the old riverfront settlement, but it closes at sundown.
         

         
         She bears east. Schaapskill will have to wait until tomorrow. There, she’s hoping . . .

         
         What, Emerson? What are you hoping?

         
         That you’ll discover some long-lost treasure or connection to your roots?

         
         That you’ll feel something other than this festering longing, loss, frustration, loneliness, anger . . .

         
         Something other than sorry for yourself?

         
         She abruptly turns off the arctic blast from the A.C. vents. Rolling down the window, she sucks warm, woodsy air into her
            lungs.
         

         
         The road broadens to four lanes and straightens. Houses and trees give way to a series of interconnected parking lots and
            painted concrete buildings marked by familiar logos you’d find in any other American town: Dunkin’ Donuts, Mobil, Holiday
            Inn, Home Depot, Wal-Mart, and every fast food chain known to man.
         

         
         Inhaling fryer grease along with exhaust, she hits every traffic light alongside an adjacent pickup truck reverberating loud
            bass.
         

         
         Roy Nowak, her fiancé, drives a similar vehicle, but he only listens to soft rock. He knows all the words to every song, and
            he sings to her, sometimes about her. She should probably find it endearingly romantic, but lately, it grates.
         

         
         “I’m not tiny, Roy, and I’m not a dancer,” she protested just the other day when he lyrically transformed her into the heroine
            of Elton John’s ballad. Seeing the wounded look on his face, she smiled to show that she meant it lightly, adding, “I’m definitely
            not a seamstress for the band.”
         

         
         Predictably, he stopped singing—and stopped talking—for the remainder of the evening.

         
         She met him last September, on a union picket line during a contract dispute. A torrential downpour hit out of nowhere. Roy
            had an umbrella. Emerson did not.
         

         
         He was smart and earnest and had good manners—hardly the most earth-shattering qualities in a romantic prospect. But then,
            who needs drama?
         

         
         “I just lost my dad. I’m not in a good place,” she told him when he asked her out.

         
         “I’m a great listener, if you want to talk about it.”

         
         “I . . . I can’t. Not . . .” Not with a stranger, she thought, but that wasn’t quite it. Not with anyone.
         

         
         She said only, “Not yet. It’s too soon.”

         
         “Then we’ll go out, and we’ll talk about other things, or,” he amended, watching her expression, “we won’t talk at all. Have
            you seen Finding Dory?”
         

         
         “What?”

         
         “It’s a feel-good movie. Don’t you want to feel good?”

         
         “I would love to feel good,” she relented with a smile.
         

         
         They went to the movie—an animated film about a forgetful blue fish who knew that she’d somehow become separated from her
            parents as a child, and longed for a family reunion. Emerson sobbed her way through it, Roy’s arm resting around her shoulders.
         

         
         It was cathartic—both the purge of grief and the companionship.

         
         Roy has been there for her ever since. He’d be here with her now if she hadn’t told him that this is something she needs to
            do alone.
         

         
         Past the sprawl, a white chamber of commerce signpost reads Welcome to Mundy’s Landing.

         
         Brick-paved streets meander beneath a leafy canopy, lined with gabled rooftops and nineteenth-century storefronts. Vintage
            street lamps illuminate post-prandial pedestrians with leashed dogs or baby strollers. The broad green is dotted with benches
            and blooming planters, a gazebo, and a fountain featuring a copper statue of Gilded Age financier Horace J. Mundy.
         

         
         Her Horace J. Mundy.
         

         
         Leaving the town square, she ascends the steep incline of Prospect Street into The Heights. In this aptly named neighborhood,
            the 1916 Sleeping Beauty Killer staged a series of grotesque tableaus. Almost a year has passed since the original culprit
            was identified and the copycat unmasked, making this the first summer in a quarter century that the village isn’t hosting
            a “Mundypalooza.”
         

         
         Tonight, all is quiet at both the historical society’s floodlit mansion and the notorious Murder House across the street,
            where the first butchered corpse turned up a century ago.
         

         
         Farther down the block, the Dapplebrook Inn is alive with activity. Every window along the three-story brick façade beams
            with light. People are dining and sipping cocktails at candlelit tables on the wide veranda. An elegant couple climbs into
            a waiting car beneath the wisteria-covered portico.
         

         
         Emerson turns into the driveway and pulls around back, startling a squat, furry creature browsing in a Dumpster at the parking
            lot’s rear. Its masked eyes shoot an accusatory glare into the headlights as if she’s the interloper.
         

         
         “Hey, I’m the one who belongs here,” she tells the raccoon as it scuttles into a tall clump of rhododendron. “I’m a Mundy.”
         

         
         She opens the door, unfolds her legs, and grabs her suitcase from the trunk.

         
         The evening is warm, fragrant with June roses and honeysuckle. Strains of classical music and conversation float through the
            screens to join the night hum of air conditioners, and cicadas and frogs in a nearby stream.
         

         
         The brick mansion presides against shadowy foliage and a purple starlit sky. It was built in 1892 as a summer home for the
            illustrious Horace J. Mundy, who spent Hudson Valley summers hobnobbing with Roosevelts and Vanderbilts. Last summer, Emerson
            had discovered that he’d been her great-great-uncle, and that her roots do indeed stretch back to Mundy’s Landing’s earliest
            settlers.
         

         
         Emerson’s sneakers crunch along the gravel driveway as she makes her way past blooming bushes and lace-curtained windows.
            Beneath the branches of an enormous tree, a shovel and a couple of gardening rakes are propped against a wheelbarrow that
            holds burlap-wrapped shrubs waiting to be planted. The patrons on the porch don’t give her a second glance, busy eating and
            drinking, chatting and being served.
         

         
         A young waiter holds the door open for her on his way out. A tattoo peeks out beneath his white shirt cuff.

         
         “Checking in?” he asks with a smile.

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Enjoy your stay.” He steps outside, letting the door swing closed behind her as she steps over the threshold.

         
         She takes in the polished hardwoods, period wallpaper, carved woodwork, and sweeping staircase.

         
         Home at last.

         
         Not really.

         
         Intellectually, she knows that it’s not a true homecoming if you’ve never been here before.

         
         Emotionally, she begs to differ.

         
         “You must be Emerson Mundy,” a voice greets her, and she sees a slender, attractive woman in her late forties or early fifties.
            “I’m Nancy Vandergraaf, the general manager.”
         

         
         Nancy is tall and trim with short, stylish auburn hair. The women’s civic club type, Emerson finds herself thinking as they
            shake hands.
         

         
         “In your e-mail, you said you’re visiting Mundy’s Landing to learn more about your ancestors?”

         
         “Yes. I’m new to genealogy. I wanted to see where my family came from.”

         
         ”I’ll be happy to help with your research. I’ve lived here all my life and I know everyone in town.” She grabs an old-fashioned
            brass key from a desk drawer. “You must be exhausted. I’ll show you up to your room.”
         

         
         “Wait, up?”
         

         
         “We have you on the second floor, in the Jekyll Suite. It’s our premier accommodation—a complimentary upgrade. I thought Horace’s
            niece should stay in what was once his own bedroom. Here, I’ll take your luggage.”
         

         
         “Oh, you don’t have to do that. It’s heavy.”

         
         “I’m stronger than I look,” the woman says with a smile.

         
         So is Emerson, but she allows Nancy to swing the bag over her shoulder as if it weighs mere ounces.

         
         “Have you had other descendants visit?”

         
         “No, and I’ve been managing this inn for years. None of Horace’s sons are living, and their families are scattered. There
            are Mundys who live here in town, though,” Nancy adds, leading her toward the graceful wallpapered staircase. “Different branch
            of the family, but they’d be your distant cousins. You’re all descended from Jeremiah Mundy, one of the village’s founding
            fathers.”
         

         
         To Emerson, Jeremiah and his sisters had always seemed like characters in her beloved childhood books. Plucky orphans surrounded
            by vengeful strangers, the Mundy siblings not only survived, but thrived.
         

         
         Their saga, like her favorite novels, had a most satisfying ending: by the time the village incorporated nearly a century
            after their parents were executed, residents named it after Enoch Mundy, a Revolutionary War general.
         

         
         Jeremiah’s grandson was one of many illustrious offspring who redeemed the family name, and made Emerson long for a connection—one
            her father denied.
         

         
         “They must have been so upset,” she said to him, years ago. “Can you imagine watching your parents die like that? What a horrible
            ordeal.”
         

         
         “For the kids, yes. But there are worse ways to die.”

         
         “Worse than being strangled to death by a noose?”

         
         “It’s faster than you’d think. You fall, your neck breaks, and it’s over. Better than slowly wasting away.”

         
         “You mean like the ones who starved to death?”

         
         “I mean like anyone who wastes away.”

         
         Pushing away troubling thoughts of her father, Emerson focuses on a series of framed sepia-toned exterior photographs of the
            mansion through the years. Some show vehicles parked beneath the portico: horses and surreys, bicycles with enormous front
            wheels or tandems, roadsters with rumble seats and running boards. Others include people in fashionable clothing from Gibson
            Girl shirtwaists to flapper fringe to miniskirts and go-go boots.
         

         
         She thinks of the framed snapshots that filled her own childhood home. They’ve been sitting in a box in her Oakland apartment
            for months. She couldn’t bear to display them when she returned from her father’s funeral. It was too soon. Too late.
         

         
         Nancy points to a Victorian-era portrait of three young boys. “These are Horace’s three sons—Robert H. Mundy, Joseph H. Mundy,
            and Arthur H. Mundy.”
         

         
         “What are the H’s for?”

         
         “Horace, of course.” Smiling, she points to another image, of a young man wearing a straw boater and pinstriped suit with
            a watch chain looped across his buttoned waistcoat. “This is the oldest, Robert, all grown up. He was lost on the Titanic, but he died a hero. He saved these children. Here they are after they were rescued at sea.”
         

         
         She points to a grainy photograph of a group of bedraggled ragamuffins posed in ill-fitting winter clothing. The eldest can’t
            be more than six or seven, clutching a well-bundled baby in her arms. In the background, a ship’s railing and a dense blur
            of sea and sky confirm the shipboard setting.
         

         
         “Taken on board the Carpathia,” Emerson guesses, familiar with the Titanic tragedy.
         

         
         “How did you know?”

         
         “I’m a history teacher.”

         
         “Then you’re going to love this picture.”
         

         
         From roughly the same era, it shows a pair of young teenage boys wearing vintage baseball uniforms, bats dangling from their
            hands.
         

         
         “The one on the left is Congressman Maxwell Mundy Ransom, descended from Jeremiah’s sister Priscilla Mundy Ransom. Do you
            recognize this young man?” Nancy points to the boy on the right.
         

         
         “Should I?”

         
         “I’ll give you a hint. His initials were FDR, and he wound up in Washington alongside Maxwell. Or rather, not quite alongside . . .”

         
         “That’s Franklin Roosevelt?”

         
         “It is. They were friends all their lives. See that? Your family had quite an exciting past.”

         
         “Tragic, too,” Emerson murmurs, thinking of Priscilla, a newlywed pregnant with her only child when she was widowed weeks
            after she’d written that revealing letter to Jeremiah.
         

         
         We shall never tell . . .

         
         They reach the wide second-floor hallway lined with white-painted doors, each closed and bearing a brass nameplate: the Lavender
            Room, the Sarah Suite, the Delano Room . . .
         

         
         Halfway down the hall, Nancy shows her oval oil portraits of Horace’s parents, Aaron and Sarah Mundy. He’s dignified but homely
            in a beard and black topcoat; the woman more handsome than pretty, with a mass of dark curls coiled on her head and a festoon
            of lace at her fleshy throat. They were painted by Martin Johnson Heade, a prominent nineteenth-century artist linked to the
            Hudson River School, mostly known for his landscapes.
         

         
         “Here we are.” At the end of the hall, Nancy unlocks a pair of double doors leading to the Jekyll Suite—not, she tells Emerson,
            as in Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde.
         

         
         “It’s named after the coastal Georgia island where Horace hobnobbed at the turn of the last century with Rockefellers, Astors,
            Morgans . . . you probably know all about that, as a history teacher.”
         

         
         She does. The elite group of prominent businessmen hunted, fished, and talked politics and finance. Those discussions paved
            the way for the Federal Reserve and changed the course of history.
         

         
         Nancy pushes open both doors with a flourish, like a grande dame in a vintage movie, and motions Emerson across the threshold.

         
         The lamplit room has towering ceilings, tall windows, ornate dark wood moldings. Mahogany furniture is well-polished, scrolled
            and carved, yet not overtly fussy. Hunter green walls color-coordinate with richly patterned upholstery, rug, and draperies.
            Florals are conspicuously absent; the aesthetic luxuriously masculine.
         

         
         There’s a marble wet bar topped by a backlit glass cabinet filled with cocktail glassware. Above the fireplace, an intricately
            sculpted stone frieze depicts soldiers in an ancient war. Stacked wood and a maroon leather hearthside chair await the next
            chilly evening.
         

         
         This is a room where a gentleman might retire with a snifter of brandy, a good cigar, and a Hemingway novel—or perhaps Hemingway
            himself. He was rumored to have been a friend of Horace, according to Nancy, who points out a massive gilt-framed portrait
            of an unsmiling bearded man, posed in top hat and tails in a blooming summer garden.
         

         
         “Is that Hemingway?”

         
         “No, it’s Horace. He commissioned John Singer Sargent to paint it in London in the 1890s, right around the time the house
            was being built. Sargent was sought after by all the most aristocratic families both here and abroad.”
         

         
         Aristocratic. A far cry from Emerson’s own life, especially after two heart attacks left her father on permanent disability
            from his job as an airline baggage handler.
         

         
         “Is this what the room looked like back when my family lived here?” she asks Nancy.

         
         “We tried to keep it authentic. Some of the furniture is reproduction, but most are antiques original to the house. A few
            pieces, like that side table and the mantel clock, are original to the room itself.”
         

         
         “I feel like I’m going to turn around and see Horace standing there.”

         
         An odd glimmer flits across Nancy’s face, like a fast-moving wisp of summer cloud.

         
         “Have people seen him here?” Emerson asks in surprise. “His ghost, I mean?”

         
         “Do you believe in ghosts?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Neither do I,” Nancy says firmly, setting Emerson’s bag on a wooden luggage rack with tapestry straps. “Some people assume
            that all historic places are haunted. They see what they want to see, hear what they want to hear.”
         

         
         “What, exactly, do they see and hear . . . here?”
         

         
         “The usual—apparitions in old-fashioned clothing, that kind of thing. And they hear footsteps, creaking, voices . . .”

         
         Unsettled, Emerson clears her throat. “Voices?”

         
         “It’s just the wind in that big old maple right outside the window,” Nancy assures her. “We tried to get a permit to take
            it down a few years ago, but it’s on a historic tree registry. You have to jump through hoops just to have it trimmed, so
            we haven’t in a while. When the leaves brush against the screen, it sounds like someone whispering. Anyway—I’ll show you the
            bedroom and bathroom.”
         

         
         Through an archway, a four-poster canopy bed awaits, covers turned down.

         
         She’d begged her father for a bed like that when she was a little girl. He responded as he always did when she wanted something
            they couldn’t afford—ice cream, gymnastics lessons, money for new shoes . . .
         

         
         Rather than say no, he’d prop his beefy elbow on the table, beckoning her spindly arm for a wrestling match. “Beat me, and
            you get a yes.”
         

         
         He never let her win.

         
         “You have to get stronger,” he’d say with a shrug.

         
         “How am I supposed to do that?”

         
         “Lift some weights. Do some pull-ups.”

         
         Now, at last, she has her canopy bed, if only for this brief interlude. The linens are a dark charcoal shade, not quite black,
            not entirely gray. A plush white robe and spa slippers sit at the foot. In the adjoining marble bathroom, votive candles line
            a narrow ledge above the claw-foot tub, and apothecary countertop jars are filled with luxury brand toiletries.
         

         
         Back in the main room, Nancy shows her how to control the television, concealed in a tall cabinet, and points out the placard
            that has a phone number for the night manager, should she need anything after hours.
         

         
         “So there’s no one on site?”

         
         “Just the guests. And the ghosts,” she adds with a grin. “Any other questions before I leave you to unpack?”

         
         “Is there a safe?”

         
         “No. We’ve never had a problem here, but if you have valuable jewelry or electronics you’re worried about, I’d be happy to
            lock them into my desk downstairs.”
         

         
         “No, that’s okay. I was just curious.” She wasn’t worried about jewelry or electronics, but the far more valuable—to her,
            anyway—old letter she’d carried from California.
         

         
         “If you’re hungry, the restaurant is open until eleven, and the food is very good.”

         
         “That’s great. Thanks again, Nancy.”

         
         “My pleasure. Good night!”

         
         Emerson closes the door after her, and tilts her head against it. Eyes closed, she takes a deep breath that transforms into
            a yawn. Some decent food, maybe a little wine, a hot bath, bedtime in this sumptuous suite . . .
         

         
         When was the last time she got a full night’s sleep?

         
         It’s been months. Almost a year, really.

         
         Last summer, she packed her dead father’s existence into cartons just as generations before her had done. She didn’t seal
            them, just folded the flaps and piled them into her car. Back in her small Oakland apartment, she stacked the boxes in a corner
            of her bedroom. There was no other space.
         

         
         Nightmares hidden within that cardboard mountain seemed to seep into her brain as she lay in its shadow every night.

         
         We shall never tell . . .

         
         Other years, she’d slipped back into her Northern California life as comfortably as she did her softest fleece after a hot
            LA summer. This year, nothing seemed familiar. She felt adrift on a wreckage-strewn foreign sea until Roy appeared on the
            horizon like a rescue ship.
         

         
         Now that she’s found her way to Mundy’s Landing, her engagement ring seems to have transformed from life buoy to anchor. What
            if she wants to stay? Would he be willing to come with her?
         

         
         The question is overshadowed by a more important one: Would she want him to?

         
          

         Roy Nowak left California before dawn Monday morning, the day after his fiancée flew to her history teachers’ conference in
            Washington, D.C. The day after he discovered he’d been right all along.
         

         
         Last minute cross-country flights were well beyond his budget, so he got into his truck and started driving east, stomach
            churning along with his thoughts. He was on the road all day and straight through that first night, so tense that he’d bitten
            his nails until there was nothing left but ragged ridges embedded in swollen flesh.
         

         
         Late yesterday afternoon, he stopped at a motel on the outskirts of Columbus and slept in his clothes, intending to rest for
            only a few hours before getting back on the road to make it to New York before Emerson did.
         

         
         His wakeup call never came. That’s what you get for staying in a dive. That, and bedbugs. It was nearly nine when he finally
            woke up this morning, itching furiously from little red bites all over his arms.
         

         
         Ah, the irony. He raked his useless fingertips along his skin in a futile effort to scratch the red bumps before grabbing
            his phone to text Emerson.
         

         
         She asked why he was up so early, thinking he was back home in Oakland.

         
         Can’t sleep when UR far away, he texted back.
         

         
         Her only comment was a heart.

         
         He returned the heart, and asked, RU still in DC?

         
         
            Yes. Morning session starting. TTYL

         

         Talk to you later? Really?
         

         
         She didn’t pick up when he called her from the road, weaving in and out of traffic, doing thirty miles above the speed limit.
            Instead, she texted that she was with conference colleagues and couldn’t talk. The next time he tried her, she picked up but
            said she was about to get into a cab to the airport.
         

         
         “Which flight are you on?”

         
         “I’m not sure.”

         
         “You don’t know your flight?”

         
         “I don’t have the number in front of me.”

         
         “Well, which airline?”

         
         Again, she claimed she wasn’t sure, that her ticket info was buried in her suitcase.

         
         “Then which airport?” He clenched the phone in one hand, steering wheel in the other, itching—literally—to scratch the bug
            bites.
         

         
         “Which airport?” she echoed.

         
         “There are two. Dulles, or National?” He propped the phone to his ear with his shoulder, attacking the rash with maddeningly
            useless fingertips. “You must know which one, if you’re on your way!”
         

         
         “Dulles.”

         
         “Where are you landing in New York? JFK? LaGuardia? Newark?”

         
         “Why are you asking me this? Why do you sound so crazy? I feel like you’re—”

         
         “Crazy? I’m your fiancé! Don’t you think I deserve to know where you are?”

         
         Dammit. He shouldn’t have lashed out at her.

         
         Double dammit—he’d just blown past a state trooper hidden in bushes on the median.

         
         “You need to know where I am every minute of every day?” Emerson was saying. “You need
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