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      For my father, Nelson⁠—

      doctor, healer, and lifelong servant to others.

      This one is for you.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          
            SOPHIA

          

        

      

    

    
      The man who had destroyed my childhood was dying in my ER, and for one long breath, the Hippocratic Oath balanced against the part of me that wanted him dead.

      The air in the corridor hung heavy with antiseptic and copper. The scent clung to the fabric of my scrubs — clean, but never truly washed of death.

      The overhead speaker crackled.

      "CODE BLUE — ER BAY 4."

      My pager vibrated at my hip. I gripped the side rail of the gurney and matched the paramedics' pace. Cold night air pushed through the bay doors as they swung open. The monitors already attached to the patient's chest threw numbers I didn't like.

      His face came into focus under the fluorescent bar.

      The air left my lungs.

      Older. Gray at the temples. The gut thicker. The skin of his jaw looser. But the face was the same. The one I had spent twenty years outrunning.

      My heart stopped. Then slammed back at triple speed. The corridor noise went thick and muffled — monitors, boot shuffles, a ringing phone somewhere down the hall.

      His open shirt confirmed it. The tattoo. A snake burrowed beneath his navel and resurfaced above it. It looked smaller now. A piece of black string on a wrung-out towel.

      William Sikes.

      I locked my jaw. My fingernails drove into my palms through the latex. The pain was clean and sharp and I held it until my vision steadied. A loose strand of hair had escaped my ponytail. I didn't touch it.

      I forced air into my chest.

      The curtain rings shrieked as I yanked them shut around Bay Four.

      The tall paramedic rattled off vitals without looking up. "Middle-aged male, severe chest pain, onset forty-five minutes, BP dropping."

      On three, they shifted him from the gurney to the hospital bed. Clean transfer. Sikes didn't make a sound. The paramedic unclipped his equipment, collapsed the gurney rails, and wheeled it toward the exit without looking back.

      Patterson — three weeks on the floor — hooked the leads to the bedside monitor. The rhythm strip showed what his ashen color already said. Tachycardic. ST changes visible even on the single lead.

      My hands shook. I pressed them flat against the mattress edge.

      One wrong medication. So easy.

      I pulled in a breath through my nose. Held it for one full beat. "Put him on a nasal cannula at two liters. Get a twelve-lead EKG right now. Call the Cath lab. Tell them to prep for a STEMI."

      The curtain parted. Dodd, the new senior attending, still learning which rooms to enter confidently, stepped through with his careful expression.

      "What's the situation?"

      "Suspected STEMI. Initiating protocol."

      His eyes moved to the monitor. Back to my face. "We should wait for EKG before⁠—"

      I kept my eyes on the chart. "His symptoms are textbook. Every second counts."

      Silence stretched in the small bay.

      "Carry on."

      The curtain swung shut behind him.

      The EKG machine spat out its printout. I tore the paper free. Three seconds. ST-segment elevation, V1 through V4. Left anterior descending artery blockage. The widowmaker. So was my next move.

      "Three-twenty-five milligrams aspirin. Four thousand units heparin. Nitroglycerin drip, ten micrograms per minute."

      Patterson fumbled a vial between her fingers.

      Sikes's hand came up. His thick, calloused fingers caught the fabric of my white coat.

      His lips parted.

      I leaned down.

      His breath smelled of stale coffee and decay. His voice scraped out, barely words. He didn't recognize me. He was simply afraid. The same naked, pathetic fear every patient showed when their body announced it was losing the war.

      I straightened.

      "We're getting you to the Cath lab." I kept my voice soft and even. "You're in good hands."

      He went still.

      Dr. Benson arrived with the cardiology team two minutes later. I handed over the chart. Benson scanned the notes. "Good call on the drip, Dr. Higgins."

      "He's stable enough for transport."

      They moved around the bed with practiced efficiency. The gurney wheels unlocked. The curtain snapped open.

      William Sikes, alive, monitored, in capable hands, was rolled away down the corridor.

      I stripped my gloves. Dropped them in the biohazard bin.

      Patterson stood at the station, charting the interventions. She glanced up, eyes wide.

      "Go take your break."

      She hesitated.

      "I'll finish the notes."

      She nodded and practically ran for the doors.

      I sat at the station. The plastic chair creaked under my weight. My engagement ring caught the fluorescent light — the diamond sharp and cold against the sterile counter.

      Edgewater. The engagement party. Liam.

      Fourteen years of avoiding the Tuckers, and tomorrow I was walking straight back into their estate. And now this.

      I opened Sikes's chart. My hands moved over the keyboard. Orders confirmed. Interventions logged. Timing recorded. Every entry accurate. Every timestamp exact.

      I closed the chart.

      

      The break room smelled of burnt coffee and the bottom of a long shift. Dodd sat in the corner chair, a paper cup going cold beside him, his eyes on the wall-mounted television.

      He turned when I walked in. "Cath lab get him?"

      I fed coins into the vending machine. The metal clinked loud in the quiet room. "Widowmaker."

      "Heard you're going on vacation."

      I stopped. My hand hovered over the soda button. I turned around. "How did you know?"

      Dodd's cheeks went red. His mouth opened. Nothing followed.

      I forced a small pull at the corner of my mouth. "Edgewater. My fiancé's family home. Engagement party."

      "Who's the lucky guy?"

      "Noah Tucker. Investment banker." I offered it before he could dig.

      "Tucker." He turned the name over. "Long Island? Related to Liam Tucker? The hockey player?"

      A sharp nod. "Liam is Noah's younger brother."

      The redness spread down his neck. "How did you two meet?"

      "We grew up in the same town." Close enough to the truth. "He came in two years ago. Traffic accident, whiplash. We recognized each other."

      Dodd nodded with the nothing-surprises-me face all doctors practiced. "Congratulations. Safe travels."

      "Thank you." I pulled my bag onto my shoulder. "Enjoy the rest of your shift."

      

      The parking garage smelled of exhaust and damp concrete. My sneakers echoed on the spiral ramp.

      My phone buzzed.

      Cindy.

      I fished the key fob from my coat. "Cin."

      "On my way to help you pack. Bringing dinner."

      "You're the best."

      "Yeah. What happened? You sound wrong."

      I unlocked the car and stood in the freezing air, the city humming beyond the concrete walls, indifferent to everything happening on this deck. "Guess who my last patient was."

      A long pause. Then a heavy exhale. Cindy had always understood the silences I didn't fill. "Just tell me."

      "William Sikes."

      A beat of silence so flat it had its own weight.

      "I hope you sliced his balls off." Her voice climbed from ember to open flame in six words.

      The knot loosened. Just a fraction.

      She launched into a brutal assessment of William Sikes's character, ancestry, and exactly what she would have done in my position.

      I pulled the car door open and sat in the driver's seat. I let her voice fill the cold air around me.

      What time hadn't healed, I had learned to carry.

      Sikes was out of my ER.

      Tomorrow, I was going back to Edgewater.

      The past was already waiting.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          
            SOPHIA

          

        

      

    

    
      The drive home was quiet in the way that follows something unresolved.

      Tires against wet pavement. Headlights bouncing off cracked asphalt. I had spent fourteen years perfecting the ability to set traumatic things in a row and simply not knock them over. Tonight, the shelf bowed.

      The dashboard clock read 9:14 when I pulled into my apartment complex. The converted brick warehouse rose against the night sky. The lot was nearly empty. I sat in the car for a moment before getting out.

      My phone buzzed on the passenger seat. Cindy. I answered before the second ring. "Cin."

      "Wait for me. I just pulled in."

      Headlights swept across the lot. Her SUV swung into the space beside my Beetle. She climbed out balancing a pizza box in one hand, purse slung over the opposite shoulder, her six-month belly leading the way with the confidence of someone who had made peace with taking up space.

      She looked me over once. "You need this more than I do."

      I looked down at my stained scrubs. "You have no idea."

      

      The hot water did nothing useful. It stripped the hospital from my skin. Sikes stayed anchored somewhere deeper. I changed into sweatpants and a faded t-shirt and walked into the living room.

      The smell of melted cheese and grease hung in the air. Cindy had her legs tucked under her on the couch, a slice of pepperoni already in her hand.

      She pointed the crust at me. "How are you really doing?"

      I dropped onto the cushion beside her and pulled a slice from the box. "I treated him, Cin. I had to."

      Cindy set her pizza down on a napkin, her expression going sharp and dark. "Tell me he suffered."

      "Heart attack. Widowmaker."

      She shook her head slowly. "The world would be a better place."

      I stared at the grease pooling on my slice. I put it back in the box.

      "And that's not even the worst of it." My voice was unsteady. I didn't try to hide it. "Liam's coming to the engagement party."

      Cindy's eyebrows shot up. "Noah's brother? Liam Tucker?"

      "Fourteen years. And he shows up this weekend."

      She leaned back into the cushions, one hand resting on her belly. "You never told me what actually happened between you two."

      I shrugged. "Puppy love. But with me engaged to his brother — it's going to be a complicated few days."

      "You handle complicated." She picked up her water glass. "You put yourself through med school, Soph. Holiday shifts in Martha's Vineyard, sixty hours a week, every Thanksgiving, every Christmas — just so you wouldn't have to set foot in Edgewater. You built everything from nothing." She traced the rim of her glass. "You can handle one weekend."

      I nodded.

      A silence settled over the couch. Cindy picked at the edge of her crust, eyes on the coffee table.

      "The past doesn't stay buried forever," she said. "We all have to face the truth eventually."

      Something in her voice shifted. Lower. Private.

      "You love Ken," I said.

      She blinked at the change of direction. "Of course."

      "And he doesn't know."

      The air in the room changed.

      "God, no." A long pause. She picked at the pizza crust until it crumbled. "I love him. Charlotte was — it was a mistake. An error in judgment." She finally looked up. "When it comes to truth or love, I'll take love. Some things are better left buried."

      I stayed completely quiet. I looked at her face. The steady, uncomplicated warmth of it. The silence stretched.

      "It won't happen again," she whispered.

      I nodded once.

      

      Cindy stayed another hour. The conversation moved to baby names and registry lists. We let the heavy things settle where they'd fallen.

      She stood with a groan, one hand at the small of her back. "I wish I could come with you." She slung her purse over her shoulder. "But this one doesn't travel well."

      I walked her to the door. She paused at the threshold. "Whatever happens with Liam — keep it simple. Focus on Noah."

      "I will."

      The door clicked shut.

      I carried the empty pizza box to the kitchen. Noah had called while Cindy and I ate — quick, warm, distracted. He had reports to finish before the trip. He'd pick me up at nine. He'd see me tomorrow. I told him to get some sleep.

      I was already in bed when the knock came.

      I sat up. The room was dark. The clock read 11:48. I hadn't heard the security buzzer downstairs.

      I pulled on a robe and pressed my eye to the peephole.

      Noah.

      I unlocked the deadbolt. He stood in the hallway in his overcoat, tie loosened, a massive bouquet of white stargazer lilies in one hand. He looked at my face and smiled — slow, unhurried, like a man who already knew the answer to a question he hadn't asked yet.

      "I couldn't resist." He held out the lilies. "Wanted to see you before tomorrow."

      I took the flowers. Their scent hit immediately. Sweet. Heavy. Cloying.

      He leaned in and kissed my forehead. His overcoat smelled of cold air and cedar. "Get some sleep." His thumb traced my cheek once. "I'll be here at nine."

      Then he was gone.

      I stood in the open doorway. The hallway was already empty. His footsteps faded toward the elevator.

      I closed the door. I carried the lilies to the kitchen counter and stood there in the dark.

      He had crossed the city at midnight. He had stayed forty seconds.

      The lilies smelled like a funeral.
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      The Higgins file covered half of Davis's kitchen table.

      Sixteen years of it. Photocopied witness statements, faded incident reports, a coroner's summary clipped to a manila sleeve. She had requested the physical archive three weeks ago. It arrived in a box that smelled of mildew and neglect.

      She stood over it now in yesterday's clothes, a mug of cold coffee in her hand.

      The apartment was cluttered in the specific way of someone who lived alone and worked too much — stacked files on the radiator, a corkboard above the television pinned with photographs, a pair of running shoes she hadn't used in a month kicked under the chair. The overhead light buzzed faintly. She had been meaning to change the bulb for weeks.

      Her phone rang. Bishop.

      She answered without moving her eyes from the table. "Tell me you're not calling to talk me out of it again."

      "I'm calling," Bishop said, "because the Captain asked me to."

      She set the mug down. "The Captain can call me himself."

      "Tasha." A pause. The sound of traffic behind him — he was outside, away from the precinct. That meant he was being careful. "The Tuckers have three attorneys on retainer and a congressman's legacy to protect. Going after that family is career suicide. You know that."

      "The Congressman is dead."

      "The money isn't."

      She pulled a chair out and sat. The table creaked under her forearms. "There's a discrepancy in the original file, Bill. A witness they never followed up on. A boy on a bicycle."

      Silence on the line.

      "Sixteen years old at the time. He gave a statement to the responding officers the night of the accident. It was logged, initialed, and then it disappeared. Never made it into the official summary. Never referenced in the inquest." She tapped the paper in front of her. "The file was closed six weeks later. Accidental death, pedestrian fatality, no suspects."

      "Witnesses get missed."

      "Not like this." She spread the statements across the table. "This wasn't missed, Bill. It was moved. The statement is in the archive — misfiled under a property report from a different incident, different month. Someone put it there."

      Another silence. Longer this time.

      "I'm reopening it," she said.

      Bishop exhaled. "At least tell me you're being quiet about it."

      She didn't answer that.

      After she hung up, she sat for a moment with the apartment's faint hum around her. The radiator ticked. The bulb buzzed. Outside, a car moved slowly down the wet street, its headlights sliding across her ceiling.

      She had grown up in New Jersey.  One December when Davis turned five, her mother had been driving her north to meet her father for the first time.

      Christmas. A two-lane highway in Sussex County. A flat tire in the dark.

      Her mother pulled over and left the heat on. Told her to stay in the car. Davis fell back asleep under her coat.

      She woke up when the cold came in. She called out. No answer. Across a field, light burned in a farmhouse window. She walked toward it through the snow, certain her mother had gone for help.

      The door was unlocked. The fire was warm. She curled up on the floor beside it and slept.

      The farmer found her there. His wife called the police. He went out to the road alone first, and when he came back inside, his face had changed in the way faces do when they have seen something they cannot unsee.

      Her mother lay in the snowbank, almost completely covered.

      The investigation was short. The detective assigned to the case knocked on doors along that stretch of county road and found, each time, that nobody had seen anything. Nobody remembered anything. A rural corridor of farmhouses and long driveways and people who had learned that cooperation carried a cost nobody had quoted them yet.

      The case went cold in thirty days.

      Davis had stayed in Massachusetts after college. She joined the force because of that. Made detective because of it. Worked in the city of Worcester for seven years — homicide, then major crimes. Restless, she moved to New York. She pulled a reference to the Higgins case while working a separate hit-and-run and recognized the shape of it immediately. She put in a formal transfer request to Edgewater the same afternoon.

      Different victim. Different state. Different names. The same shape exactly.

      She pulled the incident report toward her and turned to page four.

      The responding officers were listed at the bottom. Two names. Hartley, R. and — she ran her finger along the line — Mercer, D.

      She turned to the witness summary. The signature at the bottom of the misfiled statement was different from Hartley's. She had looked at it a dozen times without placing it. Tonight she placed it.

      Mercer, D.

      Captain Dennis Mercer.

      She sat back in her chair.

      His name on the responding officer log meant he was at the scene. His signature on the misfiled statement meant he had handled the witness document personally. The statement ended up buried under a property report from a different month.

      She picked up her phone. Held it over the document. The flash was bright in the quiet kitchen.

      She photographed both pages, checked the images were clear, and set the phone face-down on the table.

      She closed the folder.

      Tomorrow she would drive to Franklin. She would find the boy on the bicycle — a man now, carrying whatever that night had left him with. She would sit across from him and listen to what a sixteen-year-old had seen on a dark road sixteen years ago that someone had decided the world didn't need to know.

      She pushed back from the table and carried her mug to the sink.

      On the corkboard above the television, between a gas station receipt and a blurred photograph of the Higgins accident site, she had pinned a single index card. Four words in her own handwriting, pressed hard enough that the pen had nearly torn through.

      Who protected the driver?
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      Noah picked me up at nine. The white BMW idled at the curb, engine running with the quiet confidence of something expensive and maintained. I threw my bag in the back and got in.

      The Boston skyline shrank in the side mirror. The suburbs thinned. I-95 south opened ahead of us — Providence first, then the long flat stretch through New Haven and Bridgeport, the Connecticut coastline gray and patient alongside the highway. Noah drove without filling the silence. Four hours, give or take. I watched the mile markers and let the distance accumulate.

      That had always been one of his qualities, the ease with which he occupied space without demanding you occupy it alongside him. I had told myself, for two years, that this was comfort. That it was rare.

      We crossed into New York somewhere past Bridgeport. The expressway widened. The Island opened — pale sky, flatter light, the salt threading through the air that the body registers before the mind does.

      My brother Sammy had loved car rides. He'd press his nose against the window glass and narrate everything — cows, water towers, billboards for personal injury attorneys with faces too large for roadside display. His voice had that breathless, bright quality of a child who believed the world was performing exclusively for him.

      In the foster homes, I learned to watch the adults before Sammy noticed them. To steer him toward the kitchen, toward the yard, toward anywhere else when the air in a room shifted in a direction I recognized.

      Yellow rubber ducky. T-Rex. Aquaman. Every night, in that order, lined up on the tub's edge. The one time I moved the T-Rex — not deliberately, just without thinking — he stood in the bathroom doorway and looked at the disruption with an expression of such complete betrayal that I never touched them again.

      The Sikes house had a deep tub. Claw-footed. The enamel was stained rust at the drain.

      My thumbnail found my palm. I pressed it in and held.

      When my parents died, an overdose in the back bedroom of a rental on a street whose name I stopped saying aloud by the time I was ten, my grandfather had come immediately. He drove through the night to be there.

      He was a butler. Thirty years pressing the Congressman's suits, serving the Congressman's table, moving through the Tucker estate with the precision of a man whose survival depended on his invisibility.

      He already had the cottage. There was a room for Sammy and me.

      He had wanted us from the start. He told the social worker to hold the paperwork.

      His new wife said no.

      She said two children was too much disruption. She said the cottage was too small. She said my grandfather had no business taking on a burden like that at his age, as if we were a debt he was considering and not the only family he had left. She said these things clearly and without hesitation, the way people do when they have decided something and want to save everyone the energy of arguing.

      So Sammy and I went into the system.

      I was eight. Sammy was four.

      The years between that apartment and my grandfather's custody order had a particular texture. Rooms that smelled of cigarettes and industrial cleaner. Rules that changed without notice. The sound of a door locking from the outside at night.

      By the time my grandfather put his foot down, Sammy was gone.

      The tub. The silence. The door I pushed open and the few seconds before I understood what I was looking at — and the few seconds after.

      He was three weeks from his eighth birthday.

      My grandfather arrived with two suitcases and a custody order signed by a judge he'd saved every dollar he had to afford. He stood in the social worker's office and kept his hat in his hands the whole time, the way men of his generation did in official rooms, and he looked at me across the table and his eyes were the most broken thing I had ever seen.

      He did not apologize. There were no words wide enough for what had happened.

      He simply held out his hand.

      I took it.

      He brought me to the cottage on the Tucker estate, a small, clean space the Congressman had provided as part of his arrangement. An offer that looked like generosity and functioned like a collar. My grandfather received it with the quiet dignity of a man who understood exactly what it was. He had made it into something that felt, over time, like the closest thing I had ever had to safe.

      My thumbnail drove deeper. The sharp bloom of pain spread up my wrist.

      "You okay?" Noah's eyes moved briefly to my hand. I released it. Smoothed my palm flat against my thigh.

      "Fine. Just thinking."

      He nodded and turned back to the road.

      We turned off the highway.

      The town came in pieces. The old library first — red brick worn pale by salt air and years of indifferent weather. Then the corner store where I'd stocked shelves two summers running, the hand-painted sign still crooked above the door. The streets were the same streets. Narrower than memory made them. Quieter.

      My pulse moved into my throat.

      Noah's hand found my knee. "Almost there."

      I kept my eyes on the window.

      The corner store disappeared behind us. The library shrank in the mirror. And into the space they left, without permission, without warning. Liam.
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      The road curved. Edgewater opened up.

      The white church steeple caught the last of the autumn light. The streets sat quiet, unhurried, and completely unchanged. Fourteen years had passed. The town had simply continued without me.

      Noah pulled into the lot beside PeachBees. The local staple had been feeding Edgewater residents and Hamptons overflow since before either of us was born. The neon sign needed repainting. The luxury cars flanking the BMW did not.

      "Bathroom stop." He killed the engine. "We can stretch before heading to the house."

      Inside, the smell hit first. Fried food, charred steak, the heavy warmth of a kitchen running the same menu for thirty years. Flat screens above the bar broadcast muted sports. Booths lined the front windows, packed with the early dinner crowd.

      I found the restroom. Ran the cold tap and pressed both wrists under it until my pulse slowed.

      When I stepped back into the corridor, Noah stood third in line for the men's room. Noah Tucker. Third in line. For anything.

      I tilted my head toward the empty ladies' door. "No line in there."

      His expression landed somewhere between amused and categorically opposed. "I'll wait."

      "Suit yourself."

      I found an empty booth by the window. The vinyl cushions were cracked but comfortable. At the adjacent table, two couples leaned over a basket of fries, deep into a trivia game. Their laughter came easy and unguarded. The questions from the tabletop screen arrived in my head seconds before the couples guessed them.

      Noah slid in across from me ten minutes later. He checked his watch. "You look pleased with yourself."

      I didn't want to rub it in. I nodded toward the trivia table. "We could win."

      His jaw set. "We don't have time."

      "We're already in Edgewater. Time for what?"

      "Sophia." He covered my hand with his. A gentle, immovable weight. "You just worked a brutal shift, followed by a four-hour drive. I want to get you to the house so you can rest."

      I pulled a smile. "But there's a T-shirt."

      A short laugh escaped him. He reached into his jacket, produced his money clip, and flagged down the nearest server.

      The waiter was wiry, mid-thirties. A Mohawk grown out slightly on one side. A small black anchor tattoo on his left wrist. His name tag read Danny.

      "Help you?"

      Noah extended a crisp fifty toward the display rack in the corner. "We'd like one of those trivia T-shirts. For my fiancée."

      Danny's expression stayed pleasant. Professionally, completely pleasant. "Sorry, sir. They're not for sale. You have to win them."

      Noah moved the bill an inch closer. "I'm sure we can make an exception."

      "Noah." I kept my eyes forward. "It's fine."

      "House rules." Danny wiped his hands on his apron. "You gotta play to win."

      The bill stayed extended for one beat too long. Then Noah folded it back into the clip. The polite smile held on his mouth. The warmth left his eyes completely — a light switched off behind glass. The muscles in his jaw moved. One small, controlled tick.

      Heat crawled up my throat. I reached for my coffee cup and wrapped both hands around it.

      "Two coffees to go."

      We waited in silence. The air at the table went brittle.

      Danny returned with two paper cups. Noah paid without looking at him. He was already reaching for his phone before Danny turned away.

      Noah got up and headed for the exit. I counted three seconds. Then I slid out of the booth.

      Danny was resetting a nearby table, wiping down the laminate. I stopped beside him.

      "I'm sorry about that."

      He straightened. His eyes moved briefly toward Noah's back, then back to me. A half-smile, genuine and careful. "Long drive?" he asked.

      "From outside Boston. We just pulled in."

      He leaned against the chair back. Unhurried. "You know why they call it Beantown?"

      I shook my head.

      "Historical association with baked beans." He tapped his temple. "One of our trivia questions."

      A laugh came out of me. Real, short, surprised. "I'll remember that."

      Noah appeared at my shoulder. His hand settled at the small of my back, fingers spread wide, a pressure that steered without gripping. "We need to go."

      I gave Danny a quick wave. He held my eyes for exactly one second longer than a waiter needed to. Not rude. Not curious.

      Something filed away.

      Outside, the evening had softened into early dusk. Next door, the neon lights of Madam Zaza's Palmistry Shop blinked their slow invitation. Pink. Green. Pink. Green.

      I stopped on the concrete. "What about that?"

      Noah followed my gaze. "No."

      "It's just for fun."

      "It's a waste of time." He looked up. Thick, bruised clouds gathered at the horizon, the specific heavy gray that preceded September rain on the Island. "We need to go."

      The lights blinked. The urge hit without warning — walk inside alone, sit down across from a stranger, let someone tell me something I hadn't already been told. I stood on the sidewalk and let it move through me.

      I followed him to the car.

      Two miles from the estate, the road narrowed. Ancient oaks pressed in from both sides. The canopy swallowed the last of the light. Then the trees broke, opening onto a flat stretch of asphalt.

      My breath stopped.

      My mouth went dry. Hands went cold in my lap, fingers numbing from the tips inward. The edges of my vision sharpened to a narrow point — just the road, just the gravel shoulder widening on the right side, just the long black gap between the streetlights.

      I knew this stretch. The exact curve. The specific place where a man with a flat tire would have pulled over in the dark. Where the gap between lights ran long enough that you wouldn't see a car until it had already done what it came to do.

      My nails drove into my palms. I pressed until the sting cut through the cold.

      Sixteen years. The asphalt looked like every other road on the Island.

      Noah's voice rolled through the quiet car. Easy, warm, already looking forward. "Almost there."

      My lungs expanded. My vision widened. I pulled my hands apart and pressed them flat against my thighs. "Almost there," I said.

      My voice didn't shake.

      The white mansion rose against the darkening sky, floodlit, immaculate gravel crunching under the tires. Noah threw the car into park.

      I did not move.
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            SOPHIA

          

        

      

    

    
      The Tucker estate rose at the end of the private drive. Its white Greek Revival columns lit from below the way old money lit things — not for welcome, but for effect. The lawn ran wide and flat on both sides. September had begun pulling the color from the hydrangeas along the front border, leaving them pale and slightly translucent, like things that didn't know yet they were dying.

      I got out of the car.

      The air hit first. Salt and cut grass and the particular coolness of the Island's north shore in early autumn. It moved through me like a key in a lock.

      At the far edge of the property, half-hidden behind a line of oaks, the roofline of the cottage caught the last of the light.

      My grandfather had drunk his coffee on that porch every morning. Rain, cold, didn't matter. The same chipped blue mug. The same hour. He said it was the one part of the day that belonged entirely to him.

      I kept my eyes forward.

      The front door opened before we reached the top step. Susan appeared with her arms already open — petite, silver-haired, lavender cashmere and pearls. Behind her, a golden retriever moved carefully into the evening air. Gray muzzle. Stiff hips. She navigated the stone step with the slow deliberateness of a dog that had learned to be careful with herself.

      I dropped to one knee.

      She reached me and pressed her nose to my hand. Stood there. Her tail moved — not the frantic full-body wag of a young dog, but something slower and more certain. She breathed me in. Her clouded eyes found my face.

      Fourteen years. She remembered.

      Heat burned behind my eyes. I pressed my palm flat against the side of her head and held it there until I could breathe again.

      When I stood, Susan pulled me into a hug that smelled of apples and something floral. The same shampoo. Fourteen years and the same shampoo. My body recognized it before my mind did — a lurch of something that was not quite comfort and not quite grief but lived in the narrow space between them.

      "Sophia." Her arms tightened. "It's so good to have you back."

      I made my arms go around her.

      She stepped back and held me at arm's length. Her eyes moved over my face with warm, unguarded relief. "You look wonderful."

      "Thank you, Susan. You haven't aged a day."

      Susan pressed a hand to her chest. "Oh, stop it."

      "Hello, Mother." Noah bent and kissed her cheek. He towered over her, always had. She looked up at him, eyes shining. A slow shake of her head. "I wish David were here."

      I said nothing.

      "Come in, come in."

      I crossed the threshold. Then stopped.

      Across the lawn, the cottage door opened.

      An old woman stood in the frame. She did not come forward. She did not wave. She stood with her arms crossed over her chest, her eyes fixed on me with an expression
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